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Series Foreword

We created this series because women today stand on the shoulders of those who came before them. They need to know the true power their foremothers had in shaping the world today and the obstacles those women overcame to achieve all that they have achieved and continue to achieve.

It is true that Gerda Lerner offered the first regular college course in women’s history in 1963 and that, since then, women’s history has become an academic discipline taught in nearly every American college and university. It is also true that women’s history books number in the millions and cover a wealth of topics, time periods, and issues. Nonetheless, open any standard high school or college history textbook and you will find very few mentions of women’s achievements or importance, and the few that do exist will be of the “exceptional woman” model, ghettoized to sidebars and footnotes.

With women missing from textbooks, students and citizens are allowed to believe that no woman ever meaningfully contributed to American history and that nothing women have ever done has had more than private, familial importance. In such books we do not learn that it was womens’ petitioning efforts that brought the Thirteenth Amendment abolishing slavery to Abraham Lincoln’s attention or that Social Security and child labor laws were the brainchild of Frances Perkins, the progressive female secretary of labor who was also the first woman appointed to a presidential cabinet.

Without this knowledge both female and male students are encouraged to think only men—primarily rich, white men—have ever done anything meaningful. This vision impedes our democracy in a nation that has finally become more aware of our beautiful diversity.

The National Bureau of Economic Research said women comprise the majority of college graduates in undergraduate institutions, law schools, and medical schools (56 percent in 2017). Still, women’s high college attendance and graduation rates do not translate to equal pay or equal economic, political, or cultural power. There can be little argument that American women have made significant inroads toward equality in the last few decades, in spite of the ongoing dearth of women in normative approaches to American history teaching and writing. Hence, this series.

We want readers to know that we took the task of choosing the women to present seriously, adding new names to the list while looking to highlight new information about women we think we know. Many of these women have been written about in the past, but their lives were filtered through male or societal expectations. Here we hope the inclusion of the women’s own words in the collection of primary documents we curated will finally allow them to speak for themselves about the issues that most mattered. The timeline will visually place them in history against events that hampered their efforts and alongside the events they created. Sidebars will give more detail on such events as the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory Fire. Finally, the chapter on Why She Matters will cement the reason such a woman deserves a new volume dedicated to her life.

Have we yet achieved parity? We’ll let one of our subjects—the Honorable Ruth Bader Ginsburg—remind us that “when I’m sometimes asked when will there be enough [women on the supreme court]? And I say when there are nine, people are shocked. But there’d been nine men [for over 200 years], and nobody’s ever raised a question about that.”


Preface

Gloria Steinem: A Life in American History examines the life of an improbable but undisputed leader of the second-wave feminist movement. As an entry into ABC-CLIO’s Women Making History series, the book chronicles Steinem’s life against a backdrop of the social, political, and cultural change that swept the nation and of which she was both a catalyst and a reflection. In that way it shows readers Steinem’s efforts and impact in the women’s rights movement of the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. The strides toward equality made by the second wave are often unrecognized by succeeding generations, who take the altered landscape for granted, making this biography all the more significant.

GOAL

The goal of this book is to examine the life of activist and journalist Gloria Steinem and the changes occurring in the United States in which she lived. In doing so it seeks to demonstrate how those changes came about and the role she played in shifting American gender values.

APPROACH

The 1960s were a period of unprecedented upheaval and change in the United States, a decade that triggered a series of changes and responses that would characterize the nation through the end of the twentieth and into the twenty-first centuries. With the advent of the Black civil rights movement, the women’s movement, the War on Poverty, the pledge to land a man on the moon, and the effort to end the war in Vietnam, the United States became a cauldron for change. The changes themselves and their subsequent responses made for a restless, conflicted nation that struggled with how to address shifting social rules while trying to come to grips with America’s role in the world.

Add to the equation the way television changed the way Americans saw themselves. As a national medium, television news and entertainment programs helped break down the barriers that prevented the development of a national consciousness. As a result, the long-established social hierarchy of race and gender began to crack. Out of the struggle emerged a new nation, one that came closer to fulfilling the promise of equality for all. Where that equality was not achieved, activists planted the seeds for eventual success. Nothing reflected the ethos of expanding equality more than the women’s movement. The study of Gloria Steinem’s life and work in that movement provides a distinctive lens through which to view the changes of the times, because as a journalist and as an activist, she bridged the divide. Thus her story helps illuminate our understanding of what happened and why.

Using a narrative approach, the book traces the path by which Steinem arrived at her place as the iconic face of the women’s movement and one of the leading reformers of the twentieth century. The introductory chapter examines why Gloria Steinem matters. Her place within the movement and the impact of the movement on the United States become clear, as well as the importance of her story to American history. The introduction will also lay out the lessons that can be taken from Steinem’s half century of activism.

The biography begins with Steinem’s distinctive, if star-crossed, youth, one in which, from the time she was eleven until she finished her junior year in high school, she was the primary caregiver for a mother who suffered from mental illness. The experience, coupled with her parents’ divorce, clearly had an impact on much of her later life, and all of that will be evident to readers. Her college education and the early days of her career as a freelance journalist are presented in a straightforward narrative fashion while also providing the context of a country as it enters the height of the Cold War and faces the upheaval that would come to be considered characteristic of the 1960s. Steinem’s work as a political journalist and her own political involvement place her squarely in the midst of this change. And after she has her feminist awakening, she experiences what proves to be a life-altering turn of events—at the same time that the developing women’s movement is poised to hit its stride.

The meshing of the movement and her life is at the heart of the book’s story. Whether it be her work with the creation of Ms. magazine or the divisions within the movement of which she is, however, unwillingly, a part, Steinem’s life and actions serve as an effective lens through which to view both her and the movement, as well as other changes in journalism, in politics, and in the nature of leadership that are central to the United States of this era. In looking at Gloria’s life and in observing her decades-long efforts, one gets a course in political activism and organizing. It is just one of the many ways in which, however unconsciously, her leadership stems from the way her life is a reflection of the changes that occurred. In fact, part of her importance, as well as her prominence, stems from the fact that she embodies so much of what she advocates. All of these aspects, as well as her evolution from late-blooming feminist to cultural icon, are explored.

Given Steinem’s extensive network, both social and professional, the journey through her life also serves as a survey of much of the political and social history of the period. In addition, where she is not at the center of the activism, her writing generally reflects the times, offering insightful commentary on the issues of the day and thereby also serving as an effective lens through which to view American politics and society.

Steinem’s centrality and longevity, as well as an overriding vision and distinctive approach, served to connect not only the variety of movements—civil rights, women’s, and antiwar—but also the different trends that characterized the changing politics of the 1960s and beyond. Whether it was a matter of being in the vanguard of sixties liberalism or serving as a foil of the resurgent conservatism of the 1980s, Gloria was at the heart of the changing times, so a look at her life and actions allow for one to get a picture of the broader tableau. All of this is presented in a way that connects Steinem to the life and times in which she lived, worked, and advocated.

The narrative approach is abandoned in two chapters, each of which focuses on a particular aspect of Steinem’s life and career. One is devoted to her work with Ms. magazine, a central element of both her life and legacy as well as of the women’s movement. The other chapter addresses her high-profile personal life, something that was no small part of the celebrity status that fueled her reform efforts. At the same time, a look at that part of her life offers greater insight into the human side of the advocate and activist.

Throughout the book, sidebars shine a spotlight on a person, event, or object that helps the reader more fully understand Steinem, the movement, or the era. Each sidebar is intended to help expand the reader’s understanding and appreciation for both Steinem and this distinctive and tumultuous period. To help put Steinem and the women’s movement into a clearer historical context, the book also includes a timeline, a series of historical highlights over the course of her lifetime, which helps provide a better sense of her place and role in the ever-changing American landscape.

SOURCES AND USAGE

Along with the parenthetical citations throughout the book, there is an extensive bibliography of print and electronic media. These items represent a combination of items central to the creation of the narrative as well as additional items that provide for an expanded understanding of people and events central to Steinem’s life and the women’s movement. Of particular value were previous works on Steinem, especially Stern’s Gloria Steinem: Her Passions, Politics, and Mystique, Heilbrun’s Education of a Woman: The Life of Gloria Steinem, and Marcello’s Gloria Steinem: A Biography. Cohen’s The Sisterhood: The True Story of the Women Who Changed the World and Thom’s Inside Ms.: 25 Years of the Magazine and the Feminist Movement were also very valuable. Given her early work as a journalist and her never-ending writing efforts, be they books, freelance articles, or items in Ms., Steinem’s own writing is an invaluable resource for anyone seeking to better understand who she is and what she did. The accompanying bibliography includes all her books, but offers only a representative sample of her articles, including the best known and most influential. Of these books, Outrageous Acts and Everyday Rebellions and My Life on the Road are the most valuable.

Readers would be well served to further pursue these works as well as looking at some of the various media offerings now available, including the HBO special, Gloria: In Her Own Words, and ABC News’s Nightline: UpClose with Gloria Steinem (2007, DVD).
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Introduction: Why Gloria Steinem Matters

When the modern women’s movement, spurred by the publication of The Feminine Mystique in 1963 and the founding of NOW in 1966, began to take shape in the late 1960s, the United States was a very different place from what it would become. The existing limitations, formal and informal, on the opportunities available to women would be unimaginable to the women of the 2020s who have benefited from the movement’s efforts.

Consider that when the U.S. House of Representatives convened in January 1971, there were 12 women members, but when the House convened in 2019, the number of women members had climbed to 102, with a woman, Representative Nancy Pelosi, of California, wielding the gavel as Speaker of the House. Similarly, the 1971 U.S. Senate included only one female member: Margaret Chase Smith, of Maine. By 2019, 25 Senate seats were occupied by women. As of 1971, the United States had had only had three women governors, all of whom had followed their spouses into the job. The first woman elected governor on her own merits was Connecticut congresswoman Ella Grasso, in 1974. There were nine as of January 2019, and in the intervening forty-five years, over thirty additional women have served as their state’s chief executive. That same period also saw an explosion in the number of women who won election to offices at the state and local level (and Gloria Steinem campaigned for more than a few of them).

Meanwhile, in 1984 a woman, Geraldine Ferraro, was chosen as the Democratic nominee for vice president. Women also broke through to serve as campaign managers for major party nominees in 1988 and 2016. In the latter year, the United States finally saw a major party nominate a woman for president, when the Democrats selected Hillary Clinton as their standard-bearer. Fewer than four years later, the ranks of aspirants for the 2020 Democratic nomination included four female senators, including the ultimate vice presidential nominee, Kamala Harris.

The same period also saw unprecedented increases in the number of women serving as college and university presidents, and the number of female corporate CEOs has also reached unprecedented heights. In 1960 women made up less than 4 percent of the nation’s lawyers, but by 2018 the number of American lawyers who were women was up to 38 percent. And lest anyone think that was an aberration, in 2017, for the first time, there were more female students in the nation’s law schools than there were men. Similarly, in 1950 women made up approximately 6 percent of the nation’s doctors. By 1990 that percentage had risen to 17, and in 2000 it was just under 23. By 2015 the percentage of American physicians who were women was up to 39 percent.

The last fifty years have seen a sea change in the status of women in the United States, and while no one would pretend that any single person was responsible for that change, much that occurred can be traced to Gloria Steinem’s unceasing efforts to reshape American culture so that women would be not just accepted but embraced in such positions of power and influence. No one has been a more continuing presence, a more consistent cheerleader, or a more determined and dedicated advocate for the cause of women during that time than Steinem has been.

In 1963, when Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique was published, Gloria was a struggling writer, and in NOW’s early years she regularly rebuffed its efforts to get her to join the group. While the challenges she faced as a single working woman typified those faced by women across the country, the developing feminist revolution was, at that point, the furthest thing from Gloria’s mind. Yet by the early 1980s, when Ronald Reagan’s ascension to the presidency and the failure to ratify the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA) signaled a slowing of the women’s movement, Gloria Steinem had become the undisputed public face of the movement. Her image, her personal story, and her efforts were inextricably intertwined with and representative of the movement that sought to empower over half of the nation’s population. While many factors and actors combined to change the landscape of American society, no individual has achieved a higher public profile, made more important contributions, or come to more fully symbolize the second-wave feminist movement than Gloria Steinem has done.

The movement and the changes it brought were multifaceted, and so, too, were Steinem’s involvement and impact. She was no mere symbol. She acted as an engine, moving from issue to issue, past countless challenges. While she would eventually move in lofty social circles, ones that belied her roots, her status reflected the fact that given the same opportunities as men (particularly white, upper-class men) enjoyed, women could flourish. That fact enabled her to make a distinct connection—both in fact and symbolically—with the nation’s women. She became an inspiration to a generation of women who wanted to be Gloria Steinem. Her intelligence was a rebuke to the stereotype that equated beauty to stupidity. Her attractiveness, as well as her social cachet, while sometimes a cause for envy, was no less a rebuke to the naysayers who argued that the women’s movement was made up of old maids and angry dykes—women who could not “get a man.” Gloria embodied the movement’s promise that if the doors of opportunity were opened, the freedom to choose was secured, and the right to define success was made real, women could be anything and anyone they wanted.

Gloria’s emergence as the face of the women’s movement stemmed in no small part from her being at the center of a convergence of forces and changes that characterized the United States during her lifetime. She grew up at a time when the American dream, the ability to do better than one’s parents, was alive and well. It was a time when establishment-approved credentials, such as a Seven Sisters degree, carried a certain cachet that could propel a working-class young woman through the doors of American opportunity. At the same time, the civil rights movement, and later the women’s movement, sought to upend the established order. And the establishment itself saw a massive increase in democracy in the aftermath of the Voting Rights Act and the Democratic Party’s response to the Chicago convention. The world was changing, and Gloria personified that change. Then as the years passed, Gloria also served as the public representative of the ever-dwindling group of activist veterans who harked back to the movement’s heyday in the 1960s and 1970s. At the same time, she became tired, if not resentful, of questions about why the women’s movement died, arguing that the question itself was a testament to the movement’s success, a reflection of the fact that rather than being a separate cause, its continuing concerns were an integrated part of a changed American society.

Through it all, while glamorous Gloria had left a trail of high-profile lovers in her wake, she had also wrestled with the generations-old societal expectations that said that she should settle down, get married, and have children. In continuing on a single, career-oriented path, she embodied a central tenet of the movement: a woman’s right to make choices, one of which was to establish herself as an independent entity with accomplishments and status unrelated to a relationship or a man. And as she has aged, Gloria has embodied the timeless issues connected with the changes that aging brings to women. Gloria has never been able to avoid the issue of her beauty, but she has also never been comfortable with it. In her later years, though, she has attacked perceptions of beauty as they relate to aging and in doing so has again become a pioneer.

In fact, autonomy, not independence, has been Gloria’s touchstone, and it has impacted her approach to life and work. She has always sought collegial and supportive working environments. Whether in her early efforts as a lecturer crisscrossing the country, always teamed up with a partner, or in her work as an organizer, she consistently sought to work with others to develop a team or organization that could further the cause. She did not put herself front and center; any impression to that effect was a product of a celebrity-focused media that anointed her the face of the movement. Not surprisingly, Gloria the writer professed that the “only . . . kind of power I want . . . is the power to persuade,” asserting, “I do not want the power to tell other people what to do” (Shriver 2011). Indeed, her work as a writer and grassroots organizer has offered clear evidence of that preference. Like many other female leaders, she has preferred nonhierarchical, collaborative work, and, as she did at Ms., she has created systems of decentralized authority whenever possible. All of it reflected her belief that “revolutions that last don’t happen from the top down. They happen from the bottom up” (Shriver 2011).

At the same time, befitting both her roots as a political reporter and the lesson long ago imparted by her mother that “democracy is just something you must do every day, like brushing your teeth,” for five decades she consistently and continually worked for change through the electoral process (Steinem 2015). From her role as one of the founders of the National Women’s Political Caucus (NWPC) to her continuing efforts on behalf of candidates running for large and small offices alike, she has demonstrated an unceasing commitment to increasing the involvement and influence of women in politics. Yet for all her high-profile appearances, it was the appearances she made on behalf of candidates, to whom she offered support simply because she believed their election would enhance the humanity she sought that meant the most to her. Year after year she made countless appearances, often unheralded, on behalf of candidates seeking offices at all levels in towns and cities from coast to coast. For them, an appearance by Gloria and the local buzz it could create or the added funds it could raise could change the whole tenor of the campaign. Those appearances were also the more comfortable and rewarding efforts for Gloria, especially since she disliked being overly tied to a party line. Consequently, appearing on behalf of candidates running in local races where she could take a more personal approach was far more appealing, and such events came to increasingly dominate her calendar. In many ways her greatest political contributions were made behind the scenes
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