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 In the spring of 2014, I was sitting in Starbucks with a friend of mine when the topic of feminism 

arose. Let me clarify something: Alex identifies as a conservative and has lived in Arkansas for a majority 

of his life. He often jokes about how stereotypically southern he is. I, on the other hand, hold much 

more liberal views. Naturally, being fans of debate, we tend to discuss the topics on which we disagree. 

In this particular conversation, he said something along the lines of, “I agree that men and women 

should have equal rights, but I don’t think I can consider myself a feminist because I believe in the 

traditional roles of men and women.” It was significant because it was the first time I had heard an 

informed opinion that differed from my own. I had probably heard the exact words, but not in the same 

context. At the time, I was not entirely certain how to navigate the conversation; I have since built my 

knowledge. Because the word “feminism” is overflowing with all of the possible connotations, the only 

unchanging thing is that it is always changing. Understandably, there tends to be much confusion in our 

society on the ‘correct’ way to define “feminism.” The word has been socially ever-changing since the 

moment it was born. 

 Feminism is often broken down into three waves: the first wave, the second wave, and the third 

wave. There are some slight disagreements on the specific dates because of how close-knit each wave is 

to the one after, but the themes are consistent across the board. The first wave took place during the 

time of the suffragettes; beginning in 1840 and extending through the 1960s, women fought for their 

basic right to vote and for representation in politics. The second wave began in the 1960s and continued 

into the 1990s. When people coin feminists as “bra burners” or excessively radical, they are often 

referring to the second wave feminists. These women recognized and advocated for their multiracial 

sisters, and they primarily fought for reproductive rights. They did everything they could to break the 
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gender roles that they felt boxed women in. From the 1990s to the present, third wave feminists have 

extended their range of advocacy to speak out against rape culture, victim-blaming, and slut-shaming. 

They often confuse the second wave feminists because third wave feminists will wear lipstick and 

revealing clothing (a sign of oppression in the second wave) as a way of reclaiming their own identity.1 

Third wave feminists are also defined by their acceptance of the trans* community. They throw out all 

boundaries, and invite all people to come in and join. For example, wanting to include men in feminism 

is not a new discussion, but it has been more commonly seen and emphasized in the third wave. 

 Because the definition and views of feminists have changed over the past century and a half, 

one would assume that the definition of the word itself is also changing. The 1966 Webster’s New World 

Dictionary defines feminism as “the theory that women should have political, economic, and social 

rights equal to men, or the movement to win these.”2 Modern dictionary definitions from Merriam-

Webster3, Cambridge4, and Oxford Dictionary5 all agree that feminism is the advocacy for women’s rights 

and the belief that men and women are equal. Clearly, not much has changed in the past fifty years in 

regards to the definition. In fact, this is often pointed out by feminists when debating with “anti-

feminists” or those who do not identify a specific way to educate them about what being a feminist 

entails at the core. AreYouAFeminist.com uses these relatively simple definitions. The site asks two 

questions: “Do you think all human beings are equal?” and “Do you think women are human beings?” 

After answering “Yes” to both, you are taken to a page that says “Congratulations, you are a feminist!” 

(Note: if you answer “No” to either of these questions, the first one takes you to a web page quoting the 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights, and the second links to a Wikipedia article on women.) The point 

of the website is that it normalizes the idea of feminism, as well as encourages people to adopt it as part 

of their identity without fear of needing to be a “man hater”, “bra burner”, or “radical.” 

 There are two separate changes happening with the word “feminism”: one within the feminist 

community and one in popular culture and society. Within the feminist community, “feminism” still 
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tends to be separated into different branches, yet the goal is to unite as one powerful force. Urban 

Dictionary is the only definition online that specifically includes that “feminism also, by its nature, 

embraces the belief that all people are entitled to freedom and liberty within reason--including equal 

civil rights--and that discrimination should not be made based on gender, sexual orientation, skin color, 

ethnicity, religion, culture, or lifestyle.”6 Feminism is taking on a deeper, broader meaning in today’s 

society: one that includes people of all colors, genders, and sexual orientations. “White feminism” is a 

term often used in regards to mainstream feminism giving privilege to white women, whereas 

“intersectional feminism” is the view that there is no one-size-fits-all feminism7. It will look different 

depending on the individual and their story because their wants and needs are different.  

 While feminists are undergoing change within their community, there is simultaneous change 

happening with the general connotation of the word in society. There are a multitude of social media 

campaigns like #YesAllWomen encouraging the education of others about the word “feminism” in 

culture. Emma Watson is a recent and profound example of this. In the past few months, she accepted a 

position as a United Nations Goodwill Ambassador. She gave a speech on feminism, specifically giving a 

call to arms for all men who love their female friends, children, wives, mothers, etc.8 Watson is by no 

means the only celebrity speaking out about it; Amy Poehler and Tina Fey are both outspoken talented 

women who hold feminist values and often use them in their comedy. Taylor Swift, a huge role model 

for many young women out there, recently “came out” as a feminist for all of the press to see. The 

response was overwhelming warmth, especially considering that she admits that she was not educated 

enough a few months prior to have an informed position on the matter. Swift said that it was specifically 

her friendship with Lena Dunham that opened her eyes to what feminism truly is and what it advocates 

for.9  

Through all of these different mouths, “feminism” is becoming a word more commonly brought 

up at the dinner table. It has been referred to as the “F-Word” and has negative synonyms like “man 
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hater” and “bra burner”; however, despite those things, there are still countless people advocating for it 

to be normal, human even, to identify as a feminist. “Feminism” has developed from a word used to 

describe a specific group of people to opening up the entire globe to identify as feminists. The word will 

never stop changing connotations, but the community can hope that it only continues to be a positive 

change. 
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