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More Praise for LIBERATION SUMMER


“Liberation Summer explores the iconic and enduring legend of the ‘bra burners’ with drama, rigor, and complexity. Venturing through the origins of the women’s liberation movement and its backlash, Micki McElya uses the protests surrounding the 1968 Miss America Pageant as a fascinating lens to understand the dramatic upheaval of gender norms that unfolded in the late 1960s and how, then as now, beauty standards serve as a proxy for larger debates about the position of women in society.”

—Rebecca Grant, author of Access: Inside the Abortion Underground and the Sixty-Year Battle for Reproductive Freedom

“Here, in the most famous moment in beauty pageant history, lies a primer for understanding the fierce battles over feminism, family values, and race that continue to inform our politics today. As Micki McElya convincingly demonstrates, we dismiss the significance of beauty contests at our peril.”

—Blain Roberts, author of Denmark Vesey’s Garden: Slavery and Memory in the Cradle of the Confederacy

“A thought-provoking read. By tracing debates about beauty, feminism, and race from the late 1960s through the 1980s and beyond, Micki McElya’s Liberation Summer illustrates how ideas about beauty and their connections to women’s public opportunities continue to shape American society.”

—Melissa Estes Blair, author of Bringing Home the White House: The Hidden History of Women Who Shaped the Presidency in the Twentieth Century
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For Alexis,

a study in all that is beautiful





Every day in a woman’s life is a walking Miss America Contest.

—Ros Baxandall (1968)










SELECTED CAST OF CHARACTERS

Part of what makes this history so compelling are the complex journeys of self-discovery and political outlook of its actors. These also make categorizing them difficult; most individuals represented here could be included under multiple headings. For the sake of clarity, this list of characters locates the book’s principal figures by their primary affiliations in the late 1960s; those with more than one significant affiliation at that time are repeated.


THE FEMINISTS


National Woman’s Party (NWP)


	Alice Paul

	Marguerite Rawalt





National Organization for Women (NOW)


	Delores Alexander

	Ti-Grace Atkinson

	Cindy Cisler

	Anselma Dell’Olio

	Muriel Fox

	Betty Friedan

	Florynce “Flo” Kennedy

	Kate Millet

	Marguerite Rawalt





Jeannette Rankin Brigade (JRB)


	Donna Allen

	Florynce “Flo” Kennedy

	Coretta Scott King

	Jeannette Rankin







WOMEN’S LIBERATION


New York Radical Women (NYRW)


	(Chude) Pamela Allen

	Kathie Amatniek (Sarachild)

	Rosalyn “Ros” Baxandall

	Cindy Cisler

	Anselma Dell’Olio

	Peggy Dobbins

	Judith Duffett

	Shulamith “Shulie” Firestone

	Anne Forer

	Bev Grant

	Florynce “Flo” Kennedy

	Anne Koedt

	Carol Hanisch

	Kate Millet

	Robin Morgan

	Florika Remetier

	Alix Kates Shulman





Washington D.C. Women’s Liberation


	Charlotte Bunch

	Marilyn Salzman Webb





West Side Group (Chicago)


	Jo Freeman

	Shulamith Firestone

	Fran Rominski

	Marilyn Salzman Webb





Boston Women’s Revolutionary Liberation Front (BWRLF, renamed to Cell 16)


	Dana Densmore

	Roxanne Dunbar (Ortiz)






Gainesville Women’s Liberation (Florida)


	Judith “Judy” Brown

	Carol Giardina

	Beverly “Bev” Jones






THE BLACK FREEDOM MOVEMENT


NAACP


	Daisy Bates

	Gloster Current

	Edgar Harris

	Henry Moon

	Phillip H. Savage

	Roy Wilkins





Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC)


	Ralph Abernathy

	Coretta Scott King





Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee (SNCC)


	Julian Bond

	Stokely Carmichael (Kwame Toure)

	Casey Cason (Hayden)

	James Chaney

	Andrew Goodman

	Mary King

	John Lewis

	Diane Nash

	Michael Schwerner

	Ruby Doris Smith Robinson





Black Power


	Stokely Carmichael (Kwame Toure)

	Florynce “Flo” Kennedy

	Ruby Doris Smith Robinson







THE NEW LEFT


National Mobilization Committee to End the War in Vietnam (MOBE)


	David “Dave” Dellinger





Students for a Democratic Society (SDS)


	Casey Cason (Hayden)

	Tom Hayden

	Marilyn Salzman Webb

	Cathy Wilkerson





Youth International Party (Yippies)


	Abbie Hoffman

	Paul Krassner

	Robin Morgan

	Jerry Rubin






THE PAGEANTS


Miss America Pageant Organization


	Elizabeth B. Alton

	Irene Bryant

	Albert “Al” Marks Jr.

	Bess Myerson

	Bert Parks

	Adrian Phillips

	Lenora Slaughter





Miss America Winners and Finalists


	Norma Smallwood, Miss America 1926

	Bess Myerson, Miss America 1945

	Yun Tau Chee, Miss Hawai‘i 1948

	Erma Vasquez, Miss Puerto Rico 1948

	BeBe Shopp, Miss America 1948

	Yolande Betbeze, Miss America 1951

	Anita Bryant, Miss Oklahoma 1958

	Betty Buckley, Miss Fort Worth 1966

	Deborah Bryant, Miss America 1966

	Debra “Debbie” Dene Barnes, Miss America 1968

	Judith “Judi” Ford, Miss America 1969

	Cheryl Browne, Miss Iowa 1970

	Terry Anne Meeuwsen, Miss America 1973

	Vanessa Williams, Miss America 1984

	Suzette Charles, Miss America 1984

	Gretchen Carlson, Miss America 1989





Miss Black America Pageant Organization


	J. Morris Anderson

	Phillip H. Savage





Miss Black America Winners and Finalists


	Theresa Claytor, Miss NAACP, Washington D.C. 1968

	Vivian Whitted, Miss Harlem 1968

	Saundra Williams, Miss Black America 1968

	Gloria O. Smith, Miss Black America 1969

	Stephanie Clark, Miss Black America 1970

	Oprah Winfrey, Miss Black Tennessee 1971

	Claire Ford, Miss Black America 1977





Native American Pageant Queens


	Jesse Jim, Princess America II, 1926

	Luzenia Ann “Lucy” Yellowmule, Sheridan WYO Rodeo Queen, 1951

	Thomasine Hill, Miss Indian America 1968






ACTIVIST CONSERVATIVE WOMEN


	Mary Brooks

	Anita Bryant

	Gretchen Carlson

	Terry Anne Meeuwsen

	Phyllis Schlafly






THE JOURNALISTS


	Delores Alexander

	Marylin Bender

	Gretchen Carlson

	Steve Conn

	Charlotte Curtis

	Clifton Daniel

	Betty Friedan

	Phyllis George

	Judy Klemesrud

	Bill Price

	Nan Robertson

	Gloria Steinem

	Lindsy Van Gelder
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SEPTEMBER 7, 1968

Perched atop the backseat of a moving convertible, Saundra Williams focused on looking graceful and keeping the wrinkles out of her evening gown as the motorcade made a slow cruise along the Atlantic City boardwalk. Four other women sat across the top of the backseat alongside her, their dresses tucked neatly between them. Williams had made her white gown herself, hand-sewing hundreds of individual white paillettes across the bodice and over the shoulder straps. The large sequins fluttered in the breeze. Tonight, they would sparkle under the stage lights. The effect would be subtle and elegant, but right now she was roasting under the midday sun.

Another Pageant Week in Atlantic City was nearing its spectacular close. The small resort community had been packed with pageant fans for days, all of them eager to see contestants posing swimsuited for photographers, waving in evening gowns from parade floats on the boardwalk, or simply out at local spots in carefully chosen ensembles of the latest fashions. No contestant would be caught dead in public looking anything less than immaculate—a judge or pageant official could always be near, watching and wondering, Will she be the next Miss America?

But this afternoon, celebrants and the curious had gathered on either side of the boardwalk from the corner of Iowa Avenue, down past the Million Dollar Pier to get a look at the finalists, including Williams, for another contest in town: the Miss Black America Pageant. More people joined the crowd as motorcycle police carved out a corridor for the short line of convertibles, observers hemming in behind the last car. The spectators were close enough that Williams could have reached out and touched them if she hadn’t been seated in the middle of the row of women in her car. She could hear scattered cheers and applause amid the motorcycles’ sirens and the drumming of the bongo players wearing African textiles, who marched with the motorcade.

It was going to be a long day. The Miss Black America finals weren’t set to begin until midnight, after Miss America—the white one—was crowned by a panel of white judges in front of more than ten thousand live audience members in Convention Hall and millions of viewers at home. That night, the next Miss America would bawl her eyes out, having burst into tears when the first runner up was named, signaling her victory, and thousands of white people in the audience would applaud. Then, a very tan white man would sing, “There she is, Miss America! There she is, your ideal.” Not my ideal, Bert Parks, Williams thought, waving to the crowd on the boardwalk. Once Miss White America was done, all the reporters in town would be free to cover them just a few blocks away, at the Ritz-Carlton. Then the Miss Black America Pageant would show the country that Black women were beautiful and talented, too.

At the semifinals the night before, Williams had performed her own poem, “Awareness,” as spoken word set to music. The poem was about a little girl ashamed of her hair, her lips, and her dark skin, convinced that she is ugly and always will be. In the course of the poem, she learns that she is beautiful; by the end, she is proud to say, “I Am Black!”

It was a message Williams had needed to learn herself. She had stopped straightening her own hair a few months earlier. She hadn’t been trying to imitate white women before—not consciously anyway; like everyone else she knew, Saundra had grown up understanding the difference between “good hair” and “bad hair.” Straight and smooth meant pretty and presentable, and could make a real difference in a Black woman’s life. Now her short Afro said: I refuse to imitate white women. I am Black, and I am beautiful.

The procession of convertibles creeped down the center of the boardwalk toward Convention Hall, the massive Beaux Arts building where Miss America would be crowned. Peering around the women beside her, Williams could see the promised women’s liberation demonstration—the day’s other counter-event to the Miss America Pageant—just getting underway. The protesters were penned in by a colonnade facing the beach and police barricades along the wide expanse of boardwalk. They marched and sang, hoisting hand-lettered signs like: “ALL Women are Beautiful,” “Can Make-Up Cover the Wounds of Our Oppression?,” and “Women Not Things.” Onlookers were beginning to press against the wooden barriers set up to divide them from the protesters and the protesters from the building’s entrance. City police were stationed around the area, billy clubs and sidearms prominent at their hips. Tensions mounted, reminiscent of the moments before mayhem erupted outside the Democratic National Convention in Chicago just a week before.

Nothing about the women’s liberation action, from the white women who populated it to their songs and slogans, called to Saundra. The distance between it and her own experience and political concerns was far wider than the expanse of boardwalk that separated them. “They’re expressing freedom, I guess,” Williams would tell a reporter. “To each his own.”

When the motorcade turned off the boardwalk and onto Kentucky Avenue, the heart of Atlantic City’s Black business and entertainment district, Williams could see the crowd change from predominantly white to almost entirely Black. She and the other contestants continued to wave as they made their way past the famed Club Harlem and headed toward the city’s all-Black Northside neighborhoods. This is who I’m doing this for, Williams thought.

The Miss Black America motorcade had long since passed the women’s liberation demonstration when three women appeared at the police barricades with their own signs reading, “Miss America is Still Our Ideal” and “There’s Only One Thing Wrong with Miss America. She’s Beautiful.” In town from Wisconsin to attend the pageant finals, the women had come to the protest to defend Miss America and the national ideals and patriotism they believed she embodied, and to defend women like themselves from feminist radicals. One member of the threesome was a recent Miss Green Bay; she displayed a prominent “Nixon for President” badge along with her sign. Performing exactly the kind of feminine poise and refinement they thought the protesters were attacking—and sorely lacking—the women stood out in a crowd that had grown bigger, louder, and seemed to vibrate with hostility, as some jeered the women’s liberationists, hurling insults at them and mugging for others who laughed and egged them on. “You’re too ugly to be in the Miss America Pageant,” and several variations on that theme rang across the boardwalk. “Go back to Russia, you ugly, lezzie, commie whores!”





INTRODUCTION

Labor Day 1968 was in the rearview mirror, but summer was never really over until the country crowned a new Miss America. That year, the pageant brought not one, but three groups of protesting women to the Atlantic City boardwalk on that first Saturday in September. Each was driven there by ambition, political fervor, and activism that drew on idealized notions of female beauty and competing visions of the world they wished to live in—and that they had come to Atlantic City to build. The revolutionary upheavals, violence, partisan contests, and activist struggles of the summer of 1968 were already being referenced in a shorthand of key locations of their events: Paris, Prague, Chicago. The bloody confrontations in Chicago had not only torn a gaping wound in the Democratic Party coalition but it had also rocked the very foundations of American politics and national self-conception. Now, a week later, another city was poised to join that list; Atlantic City would show the country where it was headed and the diverse groups of women who were going to take it there.

But Atlantic City did not take a place on that list of locations-turned-icons of those radical transformations of 1968. Instead, the fundamental political changes set into motion there have been reduced to a self-explanatory notch in every timeline or activist chronology of 1968, pinned to the history with a burnt bra. That pin marks—incorrectly—the start of the women’s liberation movement in the United States as part of feminism’s second wave. Then the general narrative moves on (or returns to the main stage, as it were) to the prosecutions of the radical men of the Chicago 8 who were charged with causing the violent disruptions at the Democratic Party convention.



So much has been lost through the dramatic narrowing of the lens on this history, not least of which is the development of a new politics of beauty that coalesced around the Miss America Pageant and its critics in 1968, and has threaded through American political culture ever since. This book tells the story of this powerful beauty politics and of the women who created it.

Readers will be well familiar with some of the prominent characters here, although in the pages that follow they may encounter these women in a new way. Women like Betty Friedan, who was born about six months after ratification of the 19th Amendment granted the vote to women and six months before the first Miss America pageant was held in Atlantic City. Hers was the first generation of Americans born into this new version of women’s citizenship and its limitations, which Friedan would go on to name as the author of The Feminine Mystique and would seek to change as the founding president of the National Organization for Women (NOW).

Friedan would spend many of those years going head-to-head with civil rights attorney and activist Florynce “Flo” Kennedy, who pushed NOW to be more expansive and intersectional in its conceptualizations of what constituted women’s issues. At the same time, Kennedy worked to amplify the voices of Black women and feminism in the agendas of the Black Power movement and helped forge a new Black feminist organizing path when all those agendas were found wanting.

Kennedy created a vast network of activists, organizations, and allies through her relational politics that put her at the center of many key events in the radical 1960s and 1970s, including the women’s liberation protest of the Miss America Pageant in 1968. It would also see her partnered on feminist speaking tours with Gloria Steinem, whose role in this book is more limited than readers might anticipate. Steinem enters the story later, not as an activist at first but, rather, as a journalist with a reputation for being as beautiful as she is smart and talented.



Events at the 1968 Miss America Pageant put the former Miss America finalist and future evangelical anti-gay crusader Anita Bryant on a collision course with the conservative Republican activist Phyllis Schlafly. In the 1970s, Schlafly became instrumental in the defeat of the Equal Rights Amendment through her promotion of the “Power of the Positive Woman” as feminism’s alternative, a concept that overlapped with the popular ethos of the Miss America organization.

Other figures in this book will be new to many readers, perhaps surprisingly so, like Carol Hanisch, the women’s liberation activist who came up with the idea to protest Miss America, along with popularizing the phrase, “The personal is political.” Or Miss America 1951, Yolande Betbeze, whose refusal to make appearances wearing only a swimsuit would be the first of many acts of resistance from the former Miss Alabama, who later protested in support of the sit-ins and lent her voice to women’s liberation. And then there is the incomparable Charlotte Curtis, society reporter and editor of Women’s News for the New York Times, who would go on in 1974 to be the first woman ever to appear on the masthead of “the paper of record.”

These are just some of the women whose stories drive the action of this history—a moment that shaped American politics, feminism, and the making of contemporary life; a moment driven by women. Some of these women were exceptional, others deeply ordinary, but all confronted a world that measured their worth, ability, and authority by their looks.

As an ideal, as a set of practices, and as daily labors, beauty could be a public platform, a safe harbor, a prison, or a seemingly impossible achievement, but it was fundamentally always about power. Common to all involved in the story of the 1968 Miss America Pageant and its legacies was an investment in claiming the power to define beauty—and to harness its liberating possibilities.
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JUNE 4–6, 1968

Another man was explaining the revolution to Roxanne Dunbar. Sitting in a tile-covered eighteenth-century palace turned café at the heart of Mexico City’s Centro Histórico, she tried to focus on the centuries of history that surrounded her. Pancho Villa and the Zapatistas had once occupied the palace during the Mexican Revolution; now, on an afternoon in early June 1968, they gazed at her from old photos lining the café’s walls. It was all so beautiful and inspiring, she thought. She could not say the same for the conversation.

Nearly two months into her stay in Mexico, Dunbar was feeling restless. She was supposed to have been in Cuba by now. That, at least, had been the plan when she and her boyfriend, Jean-Louis, left Berkeley, California, to stay with his family in Mexico while making the necessary travel arrangements. Like many young radicals in America, they wanted to help build a truly socialist society on the island so that one day, they would know how to do the same in the United States. The couple were both graduate students, she in history and he in French, but Dunbar mainly thought of herself as an activist, while Louis, as she called him, had grown more enmeshed in the counterculture. The difference in perspective—making a revolution versus rejecting mainstream society in pursuit of new ways of being and expression—had troubled their already stormy relationship. While Jean-Louis had grown up in Mexico, he and his family were French; nationals from both countries were free to travel to Cuba uninhibited. As an American, Dunbar’s trip to the communist nation had been more difficult to arrange. Cuba had been under embargo since 1962 and was effectively closed to U.S. citizens. Passage through Mexico was the best option, but it wasn’t an easy or fast one. Hoping to speed things along with a new passport, Dunbar had married Jean-Louis in Mexico City, a decision she soon regretted as she watched him slide so easily into the comforts and racial hierarchies of his family’s wealth and status in Mexico. So much for radicalism, she thought. When he had announced a new plan to move to France, Dunbar had been more angry than surprised. He was free to go, she had said, but she was moving to Cuba—as soon as her papers came through.

Now, Jean-Louis sat beside her in the café, arm draped around her shoulders in a maddening if mundane assertion of possession. The man across from them continued talking, drumming a rolled-up newspaper against the palm of his hand for emphasis. It was only when he paused to unfurl the paper and jab at an article to prove some point that she saw it: “Super Woman-Power Advocate Shoots Andy Warhol.”

She grabbed the paper and devoured the slim facts of the story. The artist and another man had been shot the day before in New York City, and the woman who shot them, Valerie Solanas, had surrendered to police a few hours later. Both men had survived, but Warhol remained in critical condition. Solanas, according to the report, was the author of a manifesto for a group called the Society for Cutting Up Men, or SCUM.

Super Woman-Power Advocate.

Woman Power.

Dunbar gripped the paper, oblivious to the world around her and hungry for more information. Could it be true that women were finally rising up?

What if she stuck to her plan of going to Cuba to learn from their revolution and missed her own at home?

Solanas had changed everything; Roxanne Dunbar would not be going to Cuba after all.



Two thousand miles away, Andy Warhol’s condition at a Manhattan hospital was still critical when Robert F. Kennedy was shot in Los Angeles at the Ambassador Hotel, shortly after winning the California Democratic presidential primary. The next morning, June 6, Bobby Kennedy was declared dead.

Upon hearing the news, Bev Grant, an activist, musician, and photographer, walked out of her apartment with her camera and into the early summer air on New York City’s Lower East Side. She set out on a familiar path uptown, past favorite diners and university buildings along NYU’s creeping eastern border. A sickening feeling of déjà vu had fallen over Grant—she had been twenty-one when the country was plunged into horrified mourning over the death of Robert Kennedy’s brother five years earlier; more recently, a woman had interrupted an activist meeting she’d been attending with the news that Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. had been murdered in Memphis. As she weaved her way through familiar streets, Grant took in her adopted city as it took in the news of Kennedy’s death. Everyone looked as stunned as she felt. She headed toward Union Square and the small stretch of Broadway between 14th and 17th Streets that had become so much a part of her daily routine. There, she hopped on an uptown subway to 42nd Street and Times Square, where she found the headline zipper at One Times Square had not been updated: “KENNEDY STILL UNCONSCIOUS” ran in all-capital letters around the low belly of the building.

Originally from Oregon, Grant had married young and moved to New York so her husband could pursue his career as a jazz musician. The couple divorced not long after, but as one relationship ended, another blossomed. New York City was Grant’s new love, encouraging her evolution as an artist and activist. In 1964, she read Simone de Beauvoir’s The Second Sex, an experience that stuck with her less for the text and more for the fact her boyfriend at the time had grabbed the book and thrown it out when she tried to discuss it with him. Three years later, while attending a Students for a Democratic Society (SDS) meeting at Princeton University in New Jersey, she saw a notice for a lunchtime workshop for women organized by Shulamith Firestone and Pam Allen. “It was a life-changing experience for me,” Grant explained later. “I began to understand that my life was an example of a social problem shared by women, something we were capable of changing.”

Bev Grant wasn’t the only woman to leave that workshop transformed and eager to make change. Several of the women in attendance, including Grant, formed the original core of New York’s first women’s liberation group that would in 1967 become New York Radical Women (NYRW). It had been during one of the group’s weekly Thursday meetings that she and the others first learned of King’s assassination. Now, two months later, another Thursday brought yet another assassination, and the women would be meeting that night.



Temperatures in the city climbed as that sad, strange Thursday wore on, making it feel more like August than early June. New York was enveloped in a heat wave thanks to Hurricane Abby, which was making a slow churn up the coast. The first officially dangerous storm of the season had a woman’s name, as always, taken from the alphabetical list of all-female-coded names published annually by the National Hurricane Center. Abby would be followed by Brenda and Candy.

It was a blessing that attendance was smaller than usual for a NYRW meeting. The roughly twenty women didn’t have to sit shoulder to hot, clammy shoulder on the low-slung couch, in the limited chairs, on tops of desks, or on the black-and-white checkerboard linoleum floor. It also meant that late arrivals weren’t stuck in the alcove near the door, which always made them feel a little out of the action and more like spectators. The space belonged to Carol Hanisch’s employer, the Southern Conference Educational Fund (SCEF), a civil rights organization run by married activist legends Anne and Carl Braden, in Kentucky. For the last two years, she’d managed their New York office; for the last several months, the Bradens had allowed Hanisch to use the space after hours for women’s liberation meetings.

SCEF, as the women called it (pronounced “Skeff”), was on the fourth floor of a nineteenth-century building on Broadway, at the corner of 11th Street. Shadowed by the Gothic Revival grandeur of Grace Church, across the street, it had been designed as a hotel by the same architect to complement the historic religious institution. The St. Denis Hotel became host to the likes of Mark Twain, Sarah Bernhardt, and Ulysses S. Grant; in 1877, Alexander Graham Bell chose it for the first public demonstration in New York of his latest invention, the telephone. After changing hands in the early twentieth century and failing under the new owners, it had been stripped of its ornamentation and eventually converted to an unremarkable six-story office building.

With its assortment of mismatched furniture and propped-up bulletin boards covered in schedules and flyers, room 412 appeared the epitome of an activist organization office put together on the cheap, just like many others on the fourth floor and scattered throughout the building. Wide metal bookshelves designed to be sturdy and useful rather than decorative were pushed up against one wall, housing a hodgepodge of messy stacks of paper, coffee mugs, boxes of printed materials, and a bottle of dish soap, while several metal filing cabinets lined another wall. The space wasn’t large, but it was a much better option than rotating among the organizers’ cramped tenement apartments as word spread and more women showed up each week.

Hanisch wasn’t surprised by the low turnout for the meeting that night. Rosalyn Baxandall was on Cape Cod with her husband and young toddler; Shulamith Firestone and “the Annes” (Anne Forer and Anne Koedt) were all in France. Kathie AmatniekI—probably the person Hanisch missed the most—was in San Francisco trying to make it work with her boyfriend while bringing NYRW’s methods of consciousness raising (CR) to the two women’s liberation groups she’d found out there. Hanisch would be leaving soon herself to join other regional SCEF representatives for several weeks of work with the Bradens in Louisville, Kentucky.

Like Amatniek, Hanisch believed CR was the key to making women’s liberation a mass movement—that bringing women together to share individual experiences of the same situations would allow them to see that the problems and limitations they faced were common ones, not just isolated personal issues or cases of maladjustment. The sessions bonded the women while making them aware of their collective structural oppression—raising their consciousness—and thus creating the basis for organizing and change. Amatniek had always been the more assertive of the pair. If she had been there that night, rather than in San Francisco with her boyfriend, Ted, they might be starting the CR session Hanisch had wanted.

Instead, a woman lugged in a 16-mm film projector and the group prepared to watch an avant-garde film Hanisch had never heard of. Given the office’s spare furnishings and minimal decoration, the setup was easy. When someone hit the lights, the projector’s beam caught the cigarette smoke that hung thickly in the still, hot air. Its mechanical whir blended with the sounds of Broadway’s traffic coming through the open windows from four stories below.

Dracula music—Bach’s Toccata and Fugue in D minor, for organ—sliced through the noise as the black-and-white film began. It cut from jumpy shots of a wooded landscape to a woman’s silhouetted head and shoulders, as thin swirls of paint came together to make the film’s title: Schmeerguntz.

The ominous, if somewhat ridiculous, music continued over a new image of what appeared to be flesh, soon revealed to be an extreme close-up of an enormously pregnant stomach, skin straining, belly button popped out. A small figure cut from a magazine moved around the stomach like a little astronaut in jittery orbit. Then the stomach became the moon and more little astronauts skittered into and then out of the scene.

Hanisch had been irritated already, and nothing about this film was changing her mood. What is the point of this, she thought, as the jumpy cuts and collaged images continued—magazine advertisements and fashion shoots featuring pretty young white women; makeup, shampoos, trendy clothes, toothy smiles, and pouting lips interspersed with scenes of the pregnant woman in various rooms of a cluttered house. In one, she soaked in a shallow tub, soap suds bobbing around her painfully large belly, breasts, and knees that poked high above the waterline; in another, she rested on an unmade bed; she folded laundry; she shaved her armpit; she considered a sink full of dirty dishes; she vomited into an already filthy-looking toilet basin; she got dressed while awkwardly negotiating her own body. At one point, Bach’s organ piece was replaced by a series of audio clips of disembodied male voices narrating snippets of romantic scenes, including the moment in the film Sleeping Beauty when the princess is finally awakened by the prince’s kiss. Jangling calliope music played over a manipulated photo of a group of nineteenth-century European theology students, all men, ice skating and frolicking like boys; next appeared a Clorox advertisement featuring a group of women of various ages in smocks and maid’s uniforms.

Hanisch stewed as the vomit swirling around a flushed toilet dissipated into women gliding around a roller rink as a man sang a song about the USA and apple pie. Then, the scene turned to a long shot of a beauty queen’s crown and scepter resting on a plush, tufted pillow. The pageant theme song continued, and the film cut back to the roller derby. Women in skates and knee pads hit and jostled for supremacy while the crowd cheered and male referees jumped in to break it up. The scene shifted again to historic beauty pageant footage before cutting to recent pageant telecast footage. Miss Illinois and Miss Georgia introduced themselves.

And then it happened.

Hanisch watched as beauty contestants paraded across a stage in swimsuits, heels, and sashes. With smiles plastered across their faces and hair teased and sprayed into immobility, the women presented themselves for judgment by those on the scene and to viewers at home. The shot included the edge of the television screen being filmed—a reminder of the cameras, ever-expectant audiences, and the film viewer’s own spectatorship.II

The images transported Hanisch back to the living room of her childhood home in Havelock, Iowa, where her family had gathered every year to watch the Miss America Pageant. She thought about that scene replicated in the homes of her neighbors and schoolmates, how she and her friends had celebrated each new Miss Iowa, identified with them, and fantasized about one day being crowned Miss America.

Now, seeing the pageant with what she called her “new feminist eyes,” Hanisch was rocked by the monstrous, oppressive spectacle of it all. Oh my God, she thought, staring at the women. There was no glamour here, nothing to celebrate— just fake smiles, empty accolades, and coercive beauty standards.

Later that night, Hanisch moved around the SCEF office performing her Thursday night ritual search for forgotten cups turned makeshift ashtrays; if New York women’s liberation had a signature scent, it was the stale smell of cigarettes and old coffee. She returned chairs to their desks, swept the floor, and closed the windows, all the while still thinking about the pageant. She hadn’t said anything to the others, but now that she had seen Miss America with new eyes, Carol Hanisch couldn’t let it go; or, Miss America wouldn’t let go of her.



	I. In the summer of 1968, Kathie Amatniek had not yet changed her name to Kathie Sarachild.

	II. Everyone from the filmmakers and members of NYRW to later historians has misidentified these clips as depicting the 1965 Miss America Pageant. They appear to come from its competitor, the Miss USA Pageant, which was nationally televised from California for the first time that year. Notably, a Black contestant appears briefly in the swimsuit competition; no Black finalist would walk the Miss America stage until 1970.
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JUNE 8, 1968

Charlotte Curtis raced through Washington, D.C.’s Union Station, trying to get to a pay phone before they were all taken. Her New York Times colleague, Russell Baker, kept pace beside her—aided, no doubt, by the fact that he was wearing neither heels nor a funeral dress. It had been a long day. After covering Robert F. Kennedy’s funeral mass at New York’s St. Patrick’s Cathedral earlier that day, she had joined her fellow reporters (as well as Kennedy’s family, friends, and a cohort of select politicians and celebrities) on a twenty-one-car funeral train carrying the senator’s body to Arlington National Cemetery, where he would soon rest alongside his late brother. Now, she had a story to file.

The somber journey had been set to last about four hours, but the train’s creep along tracks and station platforms lined with well over a million mourners and curious onlookers had nearly doubled the time frame; it was after nine o’clock at night when the train finally arrived in Washington. Every reporter aboard had spent the evening scribbling their stories in jostling notepads, each becoming increasingly agitated as the threat loomed of missing deadlines to file for the next morning’s papers. When the doors to the train opened, the crowd all but tumbled out, desperate to locate a way to call their newsrooms.

As Curtis wove her way wildly through the station, dodging civilians and the U.S. Marine Band, which was playing a stirring rendition of the “Battle Hymn of the Republic,” she heard a man’s voice call her name. Looking around, she saw that it belonged to Steve Conn, a young reporter who’d recently left the Times to work for the late candidate’s communications team. Curtis had been his editor and mentor at the paper. A long letter from Conn, written on Kennedy’s Senate stationery, had been waiting for her a few days earlier. Conn seemed unhappy in his new role, but he had characteristically made a joke of it: “Use of this stationery for commercial, personal or any other reason is not to be construed as an endorsement of the product advertised in any way, shape or form.” Now, he was standing in front of her, newly unemployed.

“Where’s the goddamn telephone?” she yelled over to him.

Conn grabbed her hand and pulled. “Come with me!”

Running ahead, he clapped his hand onto a booth’s handle at the exact moment another man grabbed for it. Charlotte jogged up to find them glaring at one another, refusing to let go. She laughed, the sound deep and throaty.

“Steve, this is Bill McWhirter from Time-Life. He’s an old friend.” Curtis smiled at the men. She and McWhirter had shared a brief, if lopsided, flirtation that McWhirter had tried to keep going during his stint at the magazine’s Saigon Bureau in 1966. As he and Conn held their positions, Curtis explained to the men that both had claimed the same phone for the same woman. Then she brushed past them, entering the booth and closing the door firmly behind her to call the Times.



From the moment she had been offered the position of reporter at the New York Times in 1961, Charlotte Curtis had been told in no uncertain terms that she would not be covering politics or any other subjects beyond the purview of “women’s news.” Those beats, everyone knew, were the men’s games, but Curtis was undeterred. She didn’t plan to wither in misery covering home furnishings and fashion when her recent assignments at the Columbus Citizen-Journal had included dispatches from the South Pacific and the Ohio campaign trails of John F. Kennedy and Richard Nixon. No, she would be in the action, no matter what it took.

Born in 1928 to a well-off family, Charlotte Curtis had come to her ambitions honestly. Her mother, Lucile Atcherson, was a suffrage activist in Ohio, and the first woman in U.S. history to sit for the Foreign Service exam—and pass it. In 1922, Atcherson was nominated by President Warren G. Harding for an overseas diplomatic appointment, the first woman to be presented for confirmation in such a role. When the Senate rejected the nomination on the grounds that it was inappropriate for an unmarried, twenty-eight-year-old woman to travel and represent the country abroad, she instead took a post at the State Department in Washington, D.C. This led to a flood of protests from across the country, largely from women’s rights groups fresh off their 19th Amendment victory. As a result, the Senate Foreign Relations Committee was forced to reconsider the case and ultimately recommended acceptance. In 1923, she was sent to Bern, Switzerland, where she met Dr. George Morris Curtis, a medical research fellow from the University of Chicago. The couple married in January 1928, settled in Chicago where Curtis was a professor of surgery, and started a family; Charlotte was born that first year, and her sister Mary followed in 1930. When George got a faculty appointment in the medical school at Ohio State University, the Curtises resettled in the tony Columbus suburb of Bexley.

After attending the same private girls’ school as her mother, Curtis matriculated to Vassar College in 1946. During the summer after her freshman year, on a lark she applied for a job at one of the local newspapers, then called the Columbus Citizen. The girl from the wealthy part of town, just home for the school break, seemed an odd fit—a fact her co-workers never let her forget that first summer, nicknaming her “Vassar”—but Curtis became hooked on reporting and the world of newsprint, and she never looked back. She returned to college that fall with plans to go back to the paper the following summer, and with a recommendation from the features editor that helped her get jobs during the school year as a stringer with College Digest, Tobe College Fashion Board, and Mademoiselle. Curtis’s “performance rating was exceptionally commendable on women’s features which varied greatly in subject matter,” the editor wrote. “Her consistently attractive appearance, and the ease with which she contacts people, made her a valuable asset to this paper.”

Like her mother before her, Curtis’s talent and ambitions ran against what was—and was not—appropriate behavior and aspirations for a privileged, white, college-educated woman. She was an attractive, fashionable, clever young woman with all the right manners who was good with people; the most anyone in her position hoped for her was an interesting, if not intimidating, job that would be replaced swiftly by marriage and the roles of wife and mother. Rather than defy those expectations head on, Curtis worked with and through them, stretching their boundaries where possible but otherwise acknowledging and accommodating the limits before her. In her second summer at the Citizen in 1948, she took on everything she could, from fashion stories and covering for the section’s editor while the woman was on vacation to reporting from the Ohio state Republican Convention alongside a political correspondent from Life magazine. She also, for a time, lived with the Ringling Brothers Circus to write what she described as “a story on the women of the big top.” Thanks in part to Vassar’s proximity to New York City, the Citizen hired Charlotte during the next academic year to cover one of the biggest stories of 1949: the start of the Smith Act trials, in which eleven leaders of the Communist Party of the United States were brought before a federal court for advocating the violent overthrow of the government, based only on the fact of their roles within the party.

During her senior year, Curtis and her boyfriend, Dwight “Butch” Fullerton Jr., a Yale student in pre-law from Circleville, Ohio, got engaged and then married right after their graduations in 1950. Much to Curtis’s parents’ delight, they made their home in Bexley. Fullerton began law school at Ohio State University, and in October, Curtis began a full-time position at the paper. To all appearances, they were the model of mid-century newlywed life for college-educated couples; she would use her education to support them while he earned his law degree, and once Fullerton’s career was launched, Curtis would leave her job for full-time homemaking and motherhood.

Appearances, however, could be deceiving.

Charlotte Curtis embarked upon married adulthood and her career as the postwar baby boom was hitting its stride, and the United States was mobilizing in Korea for its first major military engagement of the Cold War. Traditional gender roles, idealized domesticity, and the primacy of family were taking center stage in U.S. policy and popular culture as keys to national character and security—and as unique spots of vulnerability for the country. The G.I. Bill and downstream effects of defense spending were facilitating the mass movement of mostly white Americans to suburban developments and technology-filled single-family homes, as well as to the dramatic expansion of access to college educations and professional degrees for non-elite men.

Overall employment numbers for single and married women continued to grow, however, confirming that the oft cited postwar retreat of white, middle-class women from the workforce was less about women’s presence in waged labor generally and more about the loss of access for some of them to high-earning jobs that had been reserved for men before the war and were reclaimed when it was over. Access to the professions remained largely limited to men, but the pool of qualified male candidates with appropriate degrees and credentials was expanding significantly. By 1950, a majority of all employed female workers were secretaries, bookkeepers, cashiers, telephone operators, typists, or those performing other office tasks, which led to their definition as women’s jobs—and in the case of clerical work, mostly to white women’s jobs. Intensified occupational segregation by sex also intersected with ongoing racial segregation in the labor sector, supported by both law and custom. This was reflected in the data: in 1890, 92 percent of all employed Black women were in agriculture or service (domestic work, food service, custodial, and industrial cleaning); in 1930, that figure was still at 90 percent. The first significant change occurred after the war, but it remained slow: in 1970, the number of Black employed women still clustered in the two sectors was 70 percent.

Charlotte Curtis was far from alone in feeling trapped by marriage and the versions of gender and domesticity it required, yet even popular outlets for expressing one’s desire for autonomy, personal satisfaction, and sexual freedom—and freedom from the responsibilities of family and home ownership—seemed limited to men. They could literally and imaginatively follow beatniks to downtown clubs or out “on the road,” or subscribe to Playboy magazine, which had become a cultural mainstay after its debut in 1953. Hugh Hefner built a brand empire on pictures of nude women, clubs worked by scantily clad waitress “bunnies,” and the heterosexual male fantasy of freewheeling, cosmopolitan bachelordom, filled with stylish urban apartments, abundant sex, perfectly mixed cocktails, and the latest in surround-sound stereo equipment.

While she struggled to carry on in her marriage, Curtis thrived at work. Her first beat at the Citizen was covering church news, and after just two months she was made the subject editor. But even if Curtis had been inclined to forget how a “proper woman” should act, reminders of constant scrutiny and judgment were never far away. Not long after the promotion, she received an anonymous postcard, most likely from a parishioner or church staff member: “Just because Emily Post says it is alright to smoke don’t make it so. She or anyone who does is no Christian—you know it is a bad habit. Looks awful.” Curtis kept the postcard and kept right on smoking, and the promotions kept coming. In early 1951, she was named Society Editor. Two years later, she took an enormous leap from the paths of propriety and divorced Butch Fullerton. “He assumed I’d be Mrs. Lawyer and do the canapes,” she latter offered by way of explanation for the separation. “I wasn’t deceiving him, that was my assumption, too, but I turned out to like newspapering more.”

Once freed from her marriage, Curtis immediately began looking for other jobs; she did not intend to stay at the Citizen or in Ohio for long. It took seven years of searching before she got the chance to convince Elizabeth Howkins, Women’s News Editor at the New York Times (at the time, the section was called “Food, Fashion, Family, Furnishings,” or “the 4F’s”), to hire her. There, she became a beloved, but feared, society reporter known for blending coverage of the nation’s elite with piercing social and political insights and wry humor. She often described her work as a kind of “sociology,” showing how the mighty wielded power by revealing how they lived, who they partied with, what they bought, and where they went. Along the way, Curtis also highlighted their vulnerabilities and inadequacies, often by simply allowing her subjects’ own words to lead to the conclusions she wanted drawn. When Howkins retired four years later, in 1965, no one was surprised when Curtis was named her successor.


[image: Charlotte Curtis, seated at a desk in an office, reviews papers while facing the camera in a June 1965 portrait.]
Charlotte Curtis, June 1965



Equipped with a rare kind of power, Curtis seized the opportunity to stretch the limits of what could define “women’s news.” Since the 1890s, the women’s pages had been a regular feature of mass-circulation newspapers. Aimed at building and sustaining large female readerships, women’s news sections were designed to make their papers more attractive to advertisers who recognized women’s enormous purchasing power as the primary shoppers, if not the breadwinners, of their households in an increasingly consumer-driven U.S. economy. The pages were filled with recipes, tips for mothers and housewives, and stories about fashion, home décor, and news of local society, schools, and volunteer organizations. Everything else in the paper, it was implied, was of little consequence or interest to women.

The sex segregation of American newspapers was also mirrored in their staffs. Unlike many large-circulation women’s magazines at the time, such as Ladies Home Journal, women’s news in the newspapers was mostly reported and edited by women, who found themselves marooned on an island of the 4F’s. For decades at the New York Times, the section’s staff was sequestered on the ninth floor of the building, far from the male-dominated news floors.

After World War II, a small number of women began to make the section to which they were inevitably first assigned a point of departure rather than their last stop. When Betsy Wade was hired by the Times in 1957, she became the paper’s first ever female copyreader. To get ready for her new job, she cut her long hair short and went shopping for the most conservative professional wear she could find. How, she quipped later, does one ask a saleswoman in a department store for “a suit in which I can sit in the middle of an ocean of men and not be noticed?” Wade described her male colleagues at the city news copy desk on the third floor as falling into one of three categories:


The first mumbled, just loud enough to be heard, “Damn, hell, nonsense, place is getting to be a bloody tea party, not like the old days.” The second group was too kind. She could not struggle twenty seconds with a headline before someone would present her with his version.… The third [type of male colleague] just toiled away and ignored her.



Pulitzer Prize–winning journalist Nan Robertson wrote of her own journey at the Times, from starting in women’s news in 1955 to the city desk downstairs, where she was working when Charlotte Curtis started at the paper. In 1963, Robertson was promoted to covering politics in the Washington Bureau. At the time, women were not allowed membership in the National Press Club, which was central to the job of political reporting in D.C. Any female reporter attending an event or press conference held at the club’s building was allowed entrance only to the second-floor balcony, and they were not allowed to ask questions. Robertson described the comradery born of collective humiliation she shared with the other “girls in the balcony,” noting that their experience was “a metaphor for what working women everywhere faced” in the 1960s. Indeed, women were not admitted as members of the National Press Club—and thus allowed on the main floor—until 1971.

This was the landscape of women’s journalism that Charlotte Curtis wanted to change—and she had support from her mentor and friend, Clifton Daniel, who had himself recently ascended to the powerful role of Times’s Managing Editor. “If you could forget that the page has an FFFF masthead and could write any story you wanted to for a women’s news page,” Curtis queried her reporters in the summer of 1966, “what stories would you suggest?” By 1968, articles about women and the Vietnam War, law, politics, and feminism were peppered liberally among the section’s usual fare. Some of these were written by Curtis herself, who never stopped reporting after her promotion to Women’s News editor, and would write some of her most celebrated work while in the position.

Charlotte Curtis was not without detractors, and there were many who found it curious that the 4F’s section and its editor should garner so much attention and authority. In The Kingdom and the Power, Gay Talese’s best-selling exposé of the Times, he described her as a “five-foot fast-stepping Vassar alumna” sitting in editorial meetings wearing a Pucci dress, left leg tucked under her right, “letting a high-heeled shoe dangle from her tiny toes under the table.” Talese reprinted portions of a letter from his colleague, David Halberstam, in which the 1964 Pulitzer Prize winner for reporting from Vietnam called Charlotte Curtis “one of the most powerful men on the paper, since Daniel values her opinion on everything and reads mostly her section.” It was a gendered dig at them both, concerning her outsized power and questioning Clifton Daniel’s masculinity for allowing it. Nevertheless, Halberstam concluded, you had to give it to Curtis, she was a “[b]right, tough little broad.” Talese echoed Halberstam’s comments elsewhere in the book. “Miss Curtis is rarely flattering to her subjects, many of them lack the wit to realize it—but what is more important about Miss Curtis’s work is that Clifton Daniel likes to read it.”

As Curtis made the transition from comrade in the 4F’s trenches to boss, she could not ignore the structural inequities her reporters faced. Just months into her tenure as editor, she received a hastily typed, two-page letter from one of her reporters, Marylin Bender. Addressed to “Charlotte Chere,” it was full of crossed-out phrases and words inserted by hand, and was signed with a frowny face surrounded by radiating jagged lines and the initials MB. Do not be alarmed by the “angry words leaping from the page,” the letter opened. “It’s just that neither of us has time right now for mid-afternoon, face to face rehashing of personal matters. I just want to go on record as being absolutely bugged about the money situation.”

Compensation had always been an issue for women at the Times, and for Bender in particular—her pay was not commensurate with male colleagues’ and had not kept pace with the salaries of newer hires, male or female, despite her record of performance and reliability. In recent months she had watched prima donnas and squeaky wheels get raises, only to have her own request denied. This time, though, was different for her, because the person denying the request was Curtis, who maintained that any pay increase would be based on future production.

Bender had expected a different and perhaps more understanding response: “Now comes a new order in which I told you I would do anything to support you—and I still mean this willingly and joyously,” but “[i]n the last month, I have incurred about $75 in extra babysitting fees while I tried to do my share here.” The whole thing, she concluded, was “damned unfair” and “I’m mad as hell.”

Bender’s assumption, to some extent, was that Curtis would understand her predicament because they were women of the same generation. But Curtis’s life outside of work—to the extent that she had one—was very different from Bender’s. She was divorced and had no children. She hosted potluck brunches on the weekends for a rotating group of friends and young reporters new to the city. She dated other journalists, stayed friendly with ex-boyfriends, and generally appeared not to have any relationships that competed with her career for time or attention. While she had some resources from her family, Curtis had struggled to survive on her low salary at the paper when she first moved to New York, but instead of arguing with her bosses, she had sought to supplement her income by writing a book about one of her former classmates at Vassar to make extra money: First Lady: The Glowing Up-to-the-Minute Story of Jacqueline Kennedy’s Life in the White House was published in 1962. From then on, her skill and growing public profile as a Times society reporter had afforded her steady promotions and raises, with which she needed to support only herself.

The dynamic between Curtis and Bender was reflective of a growing tension within the workforce, and within the female experience at large, as the gulf between married and unmarried women, and those with and without children, began to widen. The same year that Curtis published First Lady, Helen Gurley Brown published Sex and the Single Girl, a frank and humorous guide for women that urged them not to jump right into marriage, despite overwhelming cultural pressure to do so. In Brown’s view, there was greater fulfillment and fun in staying single longer, cultivating one’s own home, building a career, and pursuing men and sexual pleasure. Often understood as the female counterpart to Hefner’s “playboy,” the “single girl” recognized that the popularly celebrated roles of marriage were stifling, but with one key caveat. While Brown advocated for the freedom of women, she was careful to clarify that women should not altogether reject becoming wives. In fact, the behaviors of the “single girl” weren’t only for personal development; they were for romantic development as well—the more interesting and experienced the woman, the more she would attract potential husbands. “I think marriage is insurance for the worst parts of your life,” she wrote. “During your best years you don’t need a husband. You do need a man of course every step of the way, and they are often cheaper emotionally and a lot more fun by the dozen.” The book was a massive bestseller and helped ignite a national conversation on female behavior and sexual freedom. It would be another decade before all single American women gained unfettered access to the birth control pill, which had been approved by the FDA in 1960. Nevertheless, Brown’s book was part of the rapid cultural transformation already underway, fueled by the possibility for women to control contraception and thus their own reproduction.

Sex and the Single Girl also urged women to embrace the notion that beauty could be made, rather than born. With hard work, perseverance, and the right tools (Brown was a copy writer for an advertising agency before becoming an author), the appearance of beauty could be crafted and performed successfully—again, largely for the benefit of men. “To get into a position to sink into a man you must at least create the illusion of beauty by acting beautiful,” she explained. “You must love yourself enough to employ every device—voice, words, clothes, figure, make-up—to become beautiful.”

There were hard limits to the possible, though, and there were some standards that only certain women possessed. The “fabulous face,” as Brown called it, that was “even featured… meltingly, gaspingly beautiful” couldn’t be achieved with “make-up, prayer, incantations or sending your face back to the factory.” Listed among the traits of such a face, subtly but pointedly, was “alabaster skin.”

At age thirty-four, Charlotte Curtis was hardly a girl, yet in many ways she epitomized the glamorous, interesting, self-sufficient, successful “single girl.” She was conventionally pretty, thin, ever fashionable, smart, and funny. She could hold her own in any environment or situation, never acting precious or hesitant, but also never posing as one of the guys. Her looks—and ability to project refined beauty and femininity in a male-dominated profession—were a big part of her success and remained so throughout her career. Fan mail and kudos from colleagues at the Times and in the wider industry often noted her style and attractiveness. “You’re intelligent as well as beautiful,” a sportswriter at the Times, ten years Curtis’s junior, wrote to her in praise of a story in 1967; two years later, a CBS news executive closed his letter of congratulations for winning an award and getting a good notice in Newsweek magazine with a reassurance that Curtis was “as lovely as I remember you, and younger still.” (Such compliments were never found in the many cards and letters Curtis saved from female colleagues, like famed political reporter Helen Thomas, historian and essayist Barbara Tuchman, or Washington Post owner Kathryn Graham.)I



In May 1968, Curtis covered a press conference held in a private apartment at the Dakota, the storied residential building on Central Park West, by its owner Betty Friedan, founding president of the National Organization for Women (NOW) and author of The Feminine Mystique. Upon its release in 1963, the book had been a smash hit; where Sex and the Single Girl had championed young working women who delayed marriage and motherhood, The Feminine Mystique examined what happened to those who didn’t. It exposed the plight of suburban housewives and the systemic gender inequality—rather than the personal inadequacies or mental illnesses of the women themselves—that created it.

To Curtis and the other reporters gathered in her living room, Friedan explained that while she had planned to announce NOW’s endorsements for presidential candidates, she would be unable to do so, given that only two of six had responded to the questionnaire about their positions on women’s issues. The “delinquents,” Curtis reported, were Vice President Hubert Humphrey, New York State Governor Nelson Rockefeller, former Vice President Richard Nixon, and the still-undeclared-but-obviously-running California Governor Ronald Reagan (the organization had not queried former Alabama Governor George Wallace). This “left the women with ‘generally unsatisfactory’ statements from Senator Eugene McCarthy and Senator Robert F. Kennedy, neither of whom would come out for repeal of existing anti-abortion laws.” Betty Friedan, Curtis added, “wore a purple satin minidress with white stockings and a ‘Freedom for Women’ button,” and said the laws were a “crime” because “every woman should have the right to control her reproductive life.”

When she read Curtis’s coverage in the New York Times the next day, Friedan was horrified and immediately fired off a long letter of complaint, demanding corrections. Her most pressing concern was the syntactical implication that NOW found McCarthy’s and Kennedy’s responses to their questionnaire equally disengaged and lackluster, when Friedan had said so only of the latter. As co-chair of Women for McCarthy, she feared personally that the anti-war Democratic candidate would question her support and reconsider her high-profile role in his campaign. Friedan also took issue with the article’s tone, which she read as dismissive and sneering, and she charged Curtis with making a mockery of feminism and NOW—and by extension, of Friedan herself. More than this, she resented the story’s appearance in the 4F’s section, writing that it “should have been treated as serious news and not a humorous feature for the women’s page.”

Betty Friedan wasn’t the only McCarthy supporter worried about her candidate’s prospects in early May 1968. It had been six weeks since Lyndon Johnson’s announcement that he was not seeking reelection and a little over a month since the assassination of Martin Luther King Jr. Now, Bobby Kennedy was surging in the polls; he won the Indiana Democratic Party primary on the same day Curtis’s story appeared in the Times. McCarthy came in a disappointing third.

How different the picture would be just one month later. McCarthy’s victory in Oregon on May 28th would lift the campaign and the candidate’s hopes as they charged into California, only to be quashed once more. And then, before the next day’s papers could report his victory, Bobby Kennedy would be shot and the Democrats’ path to choosing a presidential candidate rocked—again. Charlotte Curtis would find this story in the disconnected scenes of irrepressible politicking aboard Kennedy’s funeral train and in the thousands of stricken faces lining the tracks as the train carried his body to Washington.



	I. The same year Curtis was promoted to Women’s News editor, Helen Gurley Brown was named editor-in-chief of Cosmopolitan magazine. From the post, which she held until 1997, Brown would build a cultural phenomenon, trendsetter, and tastemaker for sexually expressive young women. She and Curtis moved in the same cultural and professional circles in New York, both giants in different parts of a gendered-information media landscape. Brown wrote some fan letters of her own to Curtis: “Dear Charlotte: You are such a good writer! I loved the Palm Springs piece… fabulous! All my best wishes, Helen B” (Brown to Curtis, March 17, 1970, box 7, folder 10, Charlotte Curtis Papers).
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Thrust onto the public stage at the age of forty-two as an expert and then advocate for American women, Betty Friedan found that she thrived there. By 1968, she was a household name, synonymous with the American women’s movement and recognized leader of a resurgent feminism that some were just starting to call a “second wave.”

It was not a path Bettye Naomi Goldstein imagined for herself while growing up in Peoria, Illinois. Smart and driven, as a teenager she had settled into a lonely bookishness, holding fast to her ambitions despite feeling constantly admonished or dismissed for being too argumentative, unladylike, too loud, too Jewish, and too ugly.

Smith College gave Bettye Goldstein new interests and opportunities—including her decision to drop the “e” from Betty—but not much reprieve from the sense of unrelenting judgment. She excelled on campus, where she was drawn to psychology and journalism, she acted in student theater productions, and she explored radical labor organizing and leftist politics (putting her on the FBI’s radar in its sweeping hunt for subversives). After graduation, she began a PhD program in psychology at Berkeley, but she decided to leave after a year and move to New York City to work as a journalist for union and labor newspapers.

Three years later, in 1946, she met Carl Friedan on a blind date set up by one of her colleagues. He was managing an Off-Broadway theater and worked for a summer company in New Jersey. The couple married in 1947 and had their first child, Daniel, in 1948. Having outgrown Betty’s tiny studio apartment on West 86th Street, the Friedans moved farther uptown and then to Queens, where they had two more children, Jonathan in 1952 and Emily in 1956. Throughout this time Friedan continued to work, still writing under her maiden name before adopting a series of pseudonyms as McCarthyism intensified, while Carl tried to find success in the theater world. Their marriage, which had its ups and downs from the start, became increasingly rocky as Betty’s income became more stable and substantial. In 1957, the family moved to the Long Island suburbs, and Carl began a new career in advertising, commuting to work in the city. While the Friedans appeared to slide into a relatively conventional, suburban life, neither adult was happy. Betty freelanced, and after completing a project for her fifteenth college reunion that sparked the idea, began work on the book that would change the lives of millions of women, including her own.

The Feminine Mystique was based on survey data Friedan collected from fellow Smith College class of 1942 graduates about their lives, families, and work. In aggregate, they created a devastating picture of dissatisfaction, suburban isolation, boredom, and torment from feelings of failure; being wives and mothers, they had realized, wasn’t enough. How had American women ended up here after the Second World War, Friedan wondered, where a “woman’s world was confined to her own body and beauty, the charming of man, the bearing of babies, and the physical care and serving of husband, children, and home”? Friedan pointed to consumer capitalism, advertising, women’s magazines, and mainstream psychology as the culprits—all were actively contributing to and propagating the message that women’s natural roles were to be wives and mothers in single-family homes and then blaming them if they could not find complete fulfillment and happiness in these lives. Friedan’s book convinced millions of women that there was nothing wrong with them, that the problem was the “feminine mystique,” which was not natural or timeless, and that they were not alone in their suffering.

Friedan included little in the book about her own background, leftist politics, or career in journalism, but instead chose to address her readers as if she were simply one of the women she was writing about (and for): a struggling suburban housewife suddenly awakened to the truth of her situation, to the existence of the feminine mystique. Her expertise came from shared experience, and her mission for change was that of an insider. From this perspective, Friedan wrote in the language of universals, never dwelling on the fact that her “housewife heroines” were all white, college-educated, and middle-class or elite women living in the suburbs.

If aspects of Betty Friedan’s life distanced her from the women she wrote about, as many critics have noted over the years, much of it was painfully familiar. This was especially true of the impact of dominant beauty standards, pushed on women from all directions, she wrote, in ways that were not only damaging to their senses of self and limiting to their potentials but also keeping them feeding the profits of lucrative industries in cosmetics, fashion, diet foods, exercise, and new medical interventions, which in turn fueled the advertising revenues of the publishing, television, and radio industries.


[image: Betty Friedan sits in an armchair by a window, gesturing as she speaks in a candid June 1965 photograph.]
Betty Friedan, June 8, 1965

The same fame and authority that was so heady and thrilling to Friedan came with intense scrutiny, particularly for women whose looks, demeanor, clothing, and style were assessed and judged incessantly. Betty Friedan was found wanting in just about every respect and she knew it. As the invitations grew to give public lectures and do television talk shows, Friedan became even more concerned with her appearance. She decided to dye her hair blond, but went with red at a stylist’s insistence (the change didn’t last long; within days of her arrival at the family’s summer rental on Fire Island, her new dye job turned green); she wore trendy new clothes that some considered “too young” for her, and she started taking diet pills that made her (more) moody. It didn’t help that the more famous Betty Friedan became, the more her marriage with Carl deteriorated. He enjoyed leaving the suburbs for an apartment in the Dakota, in New York City, and a summer house on Fire Island, but he resented that it was her success that paid for it all.



The founding of the National Organization for Women (NOW) was deeply rooted in women’s activism, collective organizing, and ranging advocacy that not only continued uninterrupted after the achievements of women’s suffrage but also were boosted and proliferated by them. This was the case in the quest for passage of an Equal Rights Amendment (ERA), the growth of professional women’s associations, increased representation in organized labor, and the work of Progressives and New Dealers in federal, state, and local government agencies dedicated to policymaking for women and children. As was true with the “first wave,” this was never a unified movement; rather, it represented a broad range of philosophies and aims, many of which were contradictory.

This was perhaps never truer than in the case of the Equal Rights Amendment, first proposed by Alice Paul and her National Woman’s Party (NWP) in the near aftermath of the 19th Amendment’s ratification. At the most radical edge of the early-twentieth-century women’s suffrage fight, the NWP next turned its formidable energy toward gaining a constitutional mandate for unequivocal equality of the sexes, for which they were able to get legislation introduced in Congress in 1923. The wording was short and direct: “Men and women shall have equal rights throughout the United States and every place subject to its jurisdiction.” Should the amendment be proposed by Congress and achieve ratification by the states, its impact would be swift and monumental: any law discriminating against women or treating them differently from men would be unconstitutional. For those in organized labor and government, particularly the new Women’s Bureau of the U.S. Department of Labor, however, it meant a dismantling of hard-won protective labor laws that regulated the hours and working conditions of American women.

As various women’s organizations and activists split over the issue of the ERA, the seeds were sown for a debate about the meanings of equality that would endure for decades: Should women and men be understood as the same in their humanity and thus equal in all things? Or were the sexes fundamentally different but unequally valued for their distinct contributions?

For years, the NWP worked to get the amendment through every successive Congress. In the context of the mass mobilizations of women and men during World War II, interest in the ERA was sparked and its prospects seemed brighter; in 1946, the Senate passed the amendment but failed to achieve the necessary two-thirds majority. At the same time, ERA opponents worked for an equal pay law that would address an essential gender disparity while leaving extant protections intact.

Elected in 1960, John F. Kennedy never came around to supporting the ERA. Some of this was due to a degree of deference to organized labor and its essential role in the Democratic Party coalition that had elected him by a narrow margin over Richard Nixon; but more significant may have been the influence of Esther Peterson, Kennedy’s new assistant secretary of labor and director of the Women’s Bureau. Peterson came from organized labor and was




















	I. In 1967, Ramparts magazine reported that the National Student Association, founded in 1947, was funded in significant part by the CIA, and had been since at least 1950.
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