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Who stole my revolution? 
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Why is seventies feminism being blamed by a bizarre spread of critics for some of the less attractive aspects of present society? My belief is that we must continue to be some form of threat so the ideas still have power. As part of the movement in the seventies, I find it odd that it is not just the usual conservatives blaming us for undermining families but some unexpected radicals. These claim we encouraged young women to have it all, to dump unpaid care chores, imitate male raunch, and commit to materialism and self interest. These accusations made me consider if we were to blame, or did something else happen to our revolution. 

There has been more than one revolution in the last three decades. While gender changes were temporarily in favour in the seventies, an even more powerful set of changes took place in the eighties. The seventies were the end of post-war era of unquestioned growth of public intervention and shared risks which we could use to create more gender equity. Public policy reduced the gaps between male and female pay; made unequal opportunity in the workforce illegal; funded community-based child care; put domestic violence and sexual assault on public agendas; and outlawed sex discrimination. 

However, these changes were truncated, limited and altered by other changes in the world-wide political and economic spheres. By the eighties, neo-liberal (market forces) were the dominant policy mode in most English-speaking countries and governments moved out of collective interventions and left it all to the market. This form of distributing goods and resources was based on individualising risk, turning people into customers and assuming that choices were individual customer purchases. The rhetoric was that people had acquired freedom by reducing the role of the state.

Today’s young people grew up with this as the dominant theme with strong emphases on ‘freedom’ and individual responsibilities. This affects the way they see political action as they are more wary about political and organisational involvements. Those who admit to being feminists often claim this as lifestyle: they will not put up with discrimination but are not in organisational change. This may derive from seeing their choices as being constrained by neo-liberal shifts of risks from the collective to the individual.

Most see themselves as making choices about their lifestyle so some say if they choose to have children (which many may not) it is not a public issue. This shows that language changes: freedom and choices were words that we had used for describing the need for structural, collective group changes. Women as a category were to have wider options through changes to values and structures of workplace and home. These would involve shorter hours for all in workplaces, making combining parenting with paid work easier. But this required government intervention which did not happen. Instead, the market offered undervalued, badly paid part-time work and overly intense full-time work. 

Feminism is not now the same as it was in the 1970s, nor should it be. It must reflect changes in populations, politics, technologies and ideologies. It needs to recognise how our changes were undermined and co-opted by neo-liberal markets. It needs to build on our successes as well as learn from our defeat. The 1980s modes of dealing with power created social systems that suited macho lifestyles for both male and female. The present neo-conservative public control and moralism will undermine many of the changes we achieved. If there is no public outrage about issues like childcare and maternity leave, who will make another (r)evolution to continue the changes that are needed?
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