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Introduction to the Revised Edition



THERES A REASON WE CELEBRATE BIRTHDAYS. AS ODD AS IT may sound, that fact has come as a surprise to me. I only realized the truth of it when I was asked to update this book. Of course I know how devoted children are to their birthdayshow they delight in the anticipation of their party, the event itself (with any luck), and, of course, the presents. But they are also excited about the fact that they are turning a year older, working their way up the ladder of humanhood. And they are right. In the first decade, between zero and ten, each year makes a huge difference; kids change almost before our eyes.

And then there are the years between ten and twenty, another time of tremendous change. Though I like teenagers, Im really glad that my own children will soon be worrying about their teenage children instead of me about them. But from twenty on, it all gets kind of amorphous. And so we hold celebrations to demark the differences whether we are aware of them or notthirty, forty, fifty, etc. Even as I participated in those rituals for friends and family and occasionally for myself, I didnt have a sense of those markers as milestonesuntil my mother turned ninety. Then I started telling people, I think that the years between eighty and ninety are like the years between ten and twenty, in terms of change. Everybody just thinks of old age as old age, I would say, but theres a tremendous difference in that decade. Truer, of course, for some than for others but true nonetheless.

Still, the assignment of taking another look at this book, and expanding it, has forced me to realize that there are great chasms we cross from one decade to the next. Not only does the world change around usten years ago we thought a blackberry was a piece of fruitbut we change ourselves. Think of the most common compliment a woman my age receives: You havent changed a bit. Its usually not true, but the fact that its meant to flatter is telling. In fact, I have changed a lot. When I first wrote this book I was in my early fifties and felt like I had finally come into my own. I was old enough and accomplished enough that for the first time in my life, men were taking me seriously. I was anchoring a program on network television and my personal life was on an even, and wonderfully satisfying, keel. My husband of thirty-one years and I were both healthy and happy, my children had each just gotten married, and my mother had just been assigned to a new job as U.S. ambassador to the Vatican. Life was brimming over with possibility.


And Ive realized those possibilities. I was able to cut back on my work at ABC in order to do something that I had wanted to do for a long timeget involved in volunteer work. For years I had preached that women of my generation who went from college directly into the workforce had an obligation at some point in our lives to do what many of our mothers did by way of contributing to their communities. Now I can. As everyone who has done it knows, theres nothing more satisfying than helping others. I particularly love my time spent with Save the Children, which does an incredible job around the world and in this country getting children out of poverty and into productive lives. By writing this book, I also unwittingly entered into a whole new career as an author. Since the first edition of We Are Our Mothers Daughters was published Ive written three other books, one with my husband about marriage, two about the influential women of early America. The history books launched me into a world of historians that has been a wonderfully welcome addition to my life. And, by far the best of all, I have become a grandmother. My excellent children and children-in-law have brought six fascinating, funny, cuddly creatures into the world. They are pure heaven.

Younger women used to ask me constantly about balancing work and family, and of course I still get those questions frequently, particularly on college campuses and among the young women at work. But slightly older women, women in their forties and especially women in their fifties, now ask me all the time, What next? What is the next act after a very busy professional life? I think its a question well worth contemplating, so that we arent surprised by the changes in our work lives that will inevitably come. Theres still always the question of balance, and its hard to get it right for more than a year or so at a time, but I am happy with the combination of enterprises that now occupy my life in addition to my role as a reporterI still feel that sense of possibility.

There are, of course, downsides to the passing years. A cousin whos my contemporary recently joked, If we wake up at our age and nothing hurts, it means were dead. In the time since I first wrote this book, Ive been treated for breast cancer, Ive lost some friends and seen others suffer from devastating illnesses, Ive watched my mother and mother-in-law turn into very old ladies. They do remarkably well, but they require a good bit of attention and carewhich is only fair after the attention and care they have lavished on usand there is no denying which way the trajectory is headed. Still, the mothers are great inspirations to me, as they pluckily push forward, insisting on enjoying life. They are an always present reminder of the grit and fortitude of the women who came before us. I have come to be a great admirer of those women as Ive written more about them, and I think they serve as object lessons for todays womenthats why I wrote this book in the first place. The demands on women today can be daunting, but when you compare them to what many of the women before us encountered, they dont seem so bad.

So this little volume tells some stories about the many roles women play, discovered through my own life and the lives of other women, both past and present. Interviews with living women came as part of my work as a reporter. And of course my own stories are just thatmy own. But Im always struck by the similarity in womens storieswhether athletes or scientists, businesswomen or soldiers, politicians or mechanicsno matter how different they may superficially seem. Thats because of the thread of continuity with women throughout the ages, the sense that we are doing what women have always done, even as we pioneer our way across cultural divides or declare a revolution.

Caretakingthats the common thread that runs through these stories. No matter what else women are doing, we are also motheringtaking care of somebody or something, and, for the most part, doing it joyously. Thats what women have been doing from the beginning and, I believe, will continue to do. I think weve been doing it awfully well for a very long time. And I thought it was time to celebrate that. Thats why I wrote this book.








WE ARE OUR MOTHERS DAUGHTERS



WHAT IS WOMANS PLACE? THATS BEEN THE HOT QUESTION of my adult life. From the boardrooms to the bedrooms of the countrys companies and couples, the debate over the role of women has created enormous upheaval for society and for the family. For women like me, who grew up and graduated from college before the revolution, its all gotten a little exhausting. We were the vanguard, not necessarily in philosophical terms but in practical ones. Most of us werent engaged in fighting for the feminist cause, but we were busyunbelievably busyliving it, either consciously or unconsciously. We went with our shiny degrees pouring into the workforce as the first generation of women with the law on our side. When I graduated from Wellesley in 1964 it was perfectly legal to discriminate against women in the workplace. Help Wanted ads in the newspapers were divided into Male, Female, White, Colored. When we applied for jobs, the men we were applying to regularly and with no embarrassment told us, We dont hire women to do that. But the 1964 Civil Rights Act was passed that summer and, though it took a while for any of us to realize it, the workplace terrain underwent a seismic shift. (The men who wrote the Civil Rights Act had no intention of changing the lives of women, and therefore men, so dramatically, but thats a tale for another place in these pages.)

We were the pioneersor so we thought. And in many ways we were. We were the first women at almost everything we did, and most of us often had the experience of being the only woman in the room. Unlike the few women who preceded us in the world of work, who in most cases were singular obstacle-leaping females, we arrived as an entire generation of educated and, in our minds at least, equal-to-men women. We have the scars to show that we knocked down barriers rather than jumped over them, making it easier for the women who followed us. (Weve been known to grow a little grumpy over the ingratitude of young women, for their sometimes smug assumption that all that woman stuff is pass, ancient history. We find ourselves muttering, like the Wicked Witch of the West, Just you wait, my pretty.) The brave new world we were forging took its tollmany of our youthful, preliberation marriages didnt survive. The rules changed so fundamentally from the ones in place on our wedding days that it took more than the usual amount of adaptation to make those unions work. Im one of the lucky ones. At the age of eighteen I spotted the perfect husband, and finally convinced him to propose when I was an almost-over-the-hill twenty-two. With good senses of humor, and incredible generosity on his part, Steven and I have happily managed for more than forty years to make it over the shoals of constantly shifting expectations.

Now heres our generation, women in our sixties, with grown daughters faced with the challenges of work and family. Theres a lot of reassessment going on, and a lot of rewriting of history. Theres also a lot of foolish rehashing of old debates, as privileged women who have the choice of whether to earn a paycheck engage in finger-pointing at women who make different choices than they do. I must admit this often vituperative argumentthe so-called mommy warsabout staying home versus going to work makes me nuts. Its not men who are doing this to women; its women who are doing it to one another, trying to validate the decisions they make by denigrating the decisions of others.

Over the decades, as I witnessed and participated in this great social movement of the twentieth century, I had only one real fear for women: that we would lose our sense of perspective. Our great strength, in my view, has been our ability to see beyond the concerns of the day. As the nurturers, the caregivers, we have always worried about the futurewhat it will mean for the childrenand as the custodians and carriers of the culture, weve carefully kept alive the past. I was afraid that we might become so involved in the daily demands of the world of work that we would break that thread of connection to generations of women before us. I greatly admire the way men seize the moment, take on the tasks of the day with single-minded purpose. But that is not for us; women have traditionally been multiple-minded. And so we still are, thank God. We, of course, do what the jobwhatever it isrequires, but often with some other concern nagging at the backs of our brains.

Instead of this being some early twenty-first-century definition of life on the distaff side, I would argue that its always been this waythat women have always played many roles at the same time. For years my mother kept telling me that its nothing new to have women as soldiers, as diplomats, as politicians, as revolutionaries, as explorers, as founders of large institutions, as leaders in business; that the women of my generation did not invent the wheel. In the past women might not have had the titles, she painstakingly and patiently explained, but they did the jobs that fit those descriptions. Now Im finally old enough, and have had enough life experience of my own, to listen to my mother. In her nineties, she maddeningly responds to almost all new developments with some similar story from the past, concluding with her favorite expression, Plus a change, plus cest la mme chose. As Ive learned the stories of the women in this book, the women from our past and todays women following in their footsteps, Ive come more and more to appreciate my mothers wisdom.

When we lived in Greece in the 1970s we used to go to the beach at Marathon. (We had to dodge the runners on the highway retracing the original race to Athens, blissfully unaware, it seems, that the man they were imitating dropped dead on arrival.) At first I marveled at the fact that we regularly went swimming at this place that I had read about in history books ever since I was a little girl. Looking out to sea, I could imagine the frightening Persian fleet attacking, the brave Athenian soldiers defending their democracy. A great mound that was supposed to cover the Persian dead stood as a reminder of the oft-told tales of the courageous deeds of those long-ago men. After we had been going to Marathon for a while, we found nestled in the hills another site, one that never made the history books but made me marvel more. It dated back thousands of years earlier than the famous battle, and a tiny museum had been erected to display the findings. Here was nothing of heroic dimensions, nothing on a grand scale: in one case, needles, buttons; in another, jewelry, pots for makeup; in another, frying pans and toys. Here the objects from the everyday lives of women from thousands of years ago overwhelmed me with their familiarity. I could have opened the cases, put on their jewels, taken up their tools, and picked up where they left off without a moments hesitation or confusion. What was left from the lives of the men? Objects of war and objects of worship, recognizable for soldiers and priests, but what of the others? That little museum has always symbolized for me the great strength of women. We are connected throughout time and regardless of place. We are our mothers daughters.







SISTER



WHEN MY OLDER SISTER DIED SHE WAS YOUNGER THAN I AM now. Any woman whos been even slightly close to her big sister knows what that meansit means uncharted territory. It never occurred to me that this would happen, that Id be on my own in a way that I never expected. Until Barbara died, it had never occurred to me that I had not been on my own. I had not realized, did not have a clue, how much I counted on her to do it first.

All of my life she had been there, lording it over me and loving me, pushing me around and protecting me. Those elusive early childhood memories that shimmer to the surface when summoned all involve her. Running to her when the dog next door jumped up and grabbed my two-year-old hair in its teeth. Barbara running to our mother complaining that if I insisted on putting on doll clothes, couldnt I be confined to the backyard. Going to school where she, four years older, shepherded me from room to room. Getting her out of classes to pull my baby teeth. Huddling together against the brother between us in age, the common enemy.

She excelled at everything, always. She was the president of the class, of the school; the top student; the best writer, debater. She was also very beautiful. Every so often a thoughtless teacher would ask, Why cant you be more like your sister? But I dont ever remember being jealous of her. I just desperately wanted to please her, and I often didnt. She had the ability to push all my buttons, the way most women (including my daughter) complain their mothers do. Because she was there between us, my mother and I never experienced the usual mother-daughter tensions. That gift lives on after her. We had such a good time together that she once said, If we lived next door to each other, wed never go to work. Its true that I never laugh as hard as I do with the women in my familymy sister, mother, daughter. Fortunately for her community, I never lived next door and Barbara toiled tirelessly as a public servant taking painstaking care of everyone else until the day she died.

The dying part was so profound, and so profoundly weird, that it taught me a great deal about sisterhood, in all its meanings. One fine day in October 1989 Barbara and I in our separate cities, unbeknownst to each other, went like responsible middle-aged ladies for our annual mammo-grams. In retrospect, it reminded me of the years when we lived in rooms next door to each other and would occasionally emerge at the same time humming the same bar of the same tune under our breaths. But this time nothing else was the same. The technician told me the usual Check with us in a few days. The person who read the pictures of Barbaras breast clucked and sent her in for more X raysher lungs, her liver, her bones, her brain. (She called these, plus the endless CT scans and MRIs that would come over the course of the next year, and that we carried from doctor to doctor, The Inside Story of Barbara Sigmund.)

She phoned me the next morning. I have cancer everywhere, she said. You have to help me tell Mamma. I got off the phone and crumpled into Stevens arms. Were going to lose her. Nobody has cancer that many places and lives, I sobbed. Her friend and neighbor, a radiologist, told her that without treatment she had perhaps six months to live. With treatment, who knew? Maybe miracles! She had turned fifty only a few months before. We arranged for me to go to my mothers office at a free time in her schedule, and Barbara agreed to keep her phone free at that time. (Free times and free phones are rare in our family.) The plan was for me to be with Mamma while my sister told her the dread diagnosis. This was Barbaras attempt to correct what she thought was a bad mistake seven years earlier when she had reached Mamma alone at the end of a workday and blurted out that she had to have her eye removed. That, of course, should have served as a warning to us. But the doctor at the time told us that the chances of the melanoma behind her left eye recurring were less than if she had never had cancer at all. And Barbara handled the whole thing with such incredible style and panache, sporting spectacular sequined or feathered eye patches with evening dresses, matching an outfit with a color-coordinated patch for everyday wear. She never seemed sick, just understandably tired in the middle of her political campaigns, and the famous five-year mark for cancer patients had passed successfully.

The appointed hour with my mother came at about eleven thirty in the morning. Perfect, pronounced my Jewish husband, you tell her and then the two of you go straight to noon Mass. And thats what happened. Then began the pathetic odyssey of people living under the death sentence of widespread cancer. First, trying to get information: What were the treatments? Where were they? What was the success rate? What we learned eventually, certainly not right away: When it comes to this highly experimental stuff, everybodys guessing.

After the initial terror, we settled into something of a routine. Barbara and her husband, Paul, would travel from their home in Princeton, New Jersey, to a hospital in Philadelphia. I would meet them there and spend the nights in her room, watching poison chemicals drip into my sisters body. Mamma would come up from Washington for most of the time as well. Then we would head back to Princeton, and Mamma or I or my brothers wife, our other sister, would stay with Barbara until she was feeling better.

In those months, circles upon circles of sisters emerged. In the hospital, one of the doctors on Barbaras team was a woman whose willingness to tell us the truth was something I will forever value. Its not that the male doctors werent caring; its just that they couldnt deal with what they saw as their own failure, their inability to lick the disease. Another woman doctor, a pathologist who had nothing to do with the case, adopted Mamma and me when she saw us in the cafeteria. She would come visit in the room and cheer us upyes, a cheery pathologist!during her time off. Then there were the legions of nurses, those sensible, funny, wonderful women who have the strength to deal with death on a daily basis.

Back in Princeton, the women of the town swung into action. Each gave according to her ability, to us who were so needy. People organized to cook and bring food, to visit, to run errands, to help with the mail that pours in when a public figures illness is announced. And this for a full year! Most of the time Barbara kept working at her job as mayor, but the women in her office often had to take up the slack during the times she was in the hospital. With the attendant immune problems from chemotherapy, hospital stays became common for both of us as I took on the role of what Barbara called her private duty sister. Again, there were a few fabulous men who gave of themselves completely, including their blood and, more important, their time. But my brother-in-law, the most giving and suffering of us all, noticed how it was women who kept Barbara and him going.

While these women tended to Barbara, others tended to Mamma and me. Our colleagues, busy professional women all, were incredibly attentive. The support systems and sisterhood of women working together had never been more important. My two closest friends arranged their vacation schedules to make sure that I would never be alone if I needed them, and they filled in the blanks that I was leaving at work without my even knowing about it. My mothers colleagues were members of Congresstalk about busy women! But they were there for her throughout that long year, and after Barbara died they came back from their campaignsseveral of them were running for the Senateto hold a private Mass in the Congresswomens Reading Room at the Capitol (a room now named for my mother, the only room in the Capitol named for a woman).

Over the summer, as her condition deteriorated, the treatments stopped, but better therapy arrived when Barbaras three boys came home. All in their early twenties then, they found ways to be in Princeton to the utter delight of their dying mother. When the fall came, and she waved them off, she knew she was seeing them for the last time.

Then it became time for the women to gather around. And they did. The hairdresser would come to the house and regale us with stories as she tried to keep Barbaras head beautiful above her sad, sick body. My daughter, Rebecca, in her junior year at Princeton University, became her aunts nurse of choice in those final few weeks. The Religious of the Sacred Heart, the nuns who had taught us as children and were now our friends and contemporaries and confidantes, would come by with Holy Communion and hilarious conversation. A dear friend devoted herself full-time to Barbara, defining sisterhood by action, not the accident of blood. The oncologist, a woman, visited and explained to us what to expect when Barbara died, an act of simple kindness that somehow helped. Barbara made it possible for us all to learn through her suffering, giving us mainly unspoken lessons in how to die with dignity. Some of her instructions were clearly spoken. She planned her funeral, making sure it would be right, not leaving it to chance, by which, I only half joked, she meant her family. Let me introduce myself, I would jest, I am Chance. She also wrote bald, un-sentimental poems in what she called A Diary of a Fatal Illness and lived to see them published and read at the local Arts Council. Some medical schools now use her poetry to teach students about dying.

My mother had announced that she would resign from Congress at the end of her term. She didnt say it at the time, but she did it so she could be with Barbara. The cancer, with no respect for schedule, deprived Mamma of that opportunity. I had expected to take a leave of absence to care for my sister at the endjust give me a signal, I said to the doctors. They did, the day before she died. The next day, Barbara and I had a good laugh as I was combing her hair, which hadnt been colored in a while. I think were seeing your natural hair color for the first time since you were fifteen, I teased. But despite attempts at humor, my mother could hear a change in my voice on the telephone. She arrived that night and had a little visit before bedtime. Barbara died before morning.



THE FIRST TIME I PICKED UP THE PHONE TO CALL HER CAME in response to a story on page one of that days New York Times. The subject: childbirth for postmenopausal women. The article dutifully reported the how, where, who, and when. But it left out what was for me, and I knew would be for her, the key questionwhy? She had a whole routine about how women she knew were producing their own grandchildren with these late-in-life babies. Ready to have a good giggle, I dialed her number before I remembered she wouldnt be there to share my astonishment. The shock of her absence made me feel very alone.

At some point during Barbaras illness I began preparing myself for a different vision of my old age. Without really thinking about it, I had always assumed wed occupy adjacent rockers on some front porch, either literally or figuratively. Now one of those chairs would be empty. Intellectually I understood that. But every time some new thing happens that shes not here for, emotionally it hits me all over againthat sense of charting new territories without the map of my older sister.

And heres what I didnt expect at allnot only was I robbed of some part of my future, I was also deprived of my past. When a childhood memory needed checking, all my life I had simply run it by Barbara. Now theres no one to set me straight. My mother and brother can help some. My brother and I have, in fact, grown a good deal closer since our sister died; after all, without him, I would not only not have a sister, I would not be a sister. But Tommy didnt go to school with me, share a room with me, grow up female with me. Though I love him dearly, he is not my sister.

There it is. For all of the wonderful expressions of sisterhood from so many sources, for all of the support I both receive and provide, for all of the friendships I cherish, its not the same. I only had one sister.



This is the only chapter of this book I have not revised. What more is there to say? As I write this, it has been eighteen years since Barbara died and I still miss her terribly. Its not the same acute pain, of course, as that of a new loss. But every so often something will happen to bring the full force of grief rushing right back in. One day recently in the chapel at Stone Ridge, the school we both loved, two little girls stood out from the choir to sing a duet in harmony. Unbidden, a memory of a similar duet with a terrified ten-year-old me carrying the alto part all by myself shot to the front of my brain. My big sister had made sure to position herself in one of the first few rows of the audience so that I could see her smile of encouragement, getting me through the performance. Sitting in the chapel those many decades later, I couldnt stop the tears.



My granddaughters are the same difference in age that Barbara and I were. When I was staying with them not too long ago, I was totally unprepared when something the older one said about her little sister slammed me in the back of the head with love and longing for my sister. And of course Barbaras own granddaughtersher boys produced the girls she always wantedher own granddaughters break my heart.








POLITICIAN



WHY HASNT AMERICA ELECTED A WOMAN PRESIDENT? IM asked that question all the time, with the questioner often pointing to the fact that far less advanced countriesIndia, Pakistan, Argentinahave seen women at their helms. Its a question that became more insistent during the 2008 campaign when Hillary Clinton came close to winning the Democratic presidential nomination and Sarah Palin clinched the number two spot on the Republican ticket. Of course, neither the New York senator nor the Alaska governor won; and their defeats might make victory more problematic for future female candidates. As Ruth Mandel, a founder of Rutgers Universitys Center for American Women and Politics, told the Chicago Tribune, Clintons arduous campaign hardly made it look like something that most mortalsmale or female would want to take on, adding, I see her as Wonder Woman blazing the trail, but I dont know what that means for mortals coming up behind her.

Not only might aspiring female politicians be discouraged by the defeat of the two high-profile women of 2008, their losses might also convince male politicians that women are risky candidates not worth supporting. I find those possibilities more than a little depressing. In all the appropriate euphoria on election night 2008 about the history-making nature of the election of the first African American president, and all the commentary that now every child in America knows he can grow up to be anything he wants to be, I kept thinking, Unless he is a she. So I want to see a woman elected president before I dienot only because I think its important for our girls to see someone like them achieve the highest position possible, but also because I know that electing women makes a difference to Americas families. Because I have reported on Congress and politics for decades now, I can point to evidence of the effect of women in office. But it doesnt take someone who sees politicians up close and personally to know that electing women mattersI think women voters also understand that their sisters in the legislative chambers look out for them. How else can you explain the fact that women often loudly proclaim that they hate politics and politicians, but are thrilled when a woman is elected? Logically, youd think they would want women to stay away from something they see as tainted and tawdry. But no, our guts tell us that its better for us and better for politics if women participate. And if what youre interested in is government action on behalf of women and children, theres plenty of data to tell us our guts are right.

First, let me disassociate myself, as the politicians would say, from the sentiments Ive just described. I dont hate politics and politicians; in my case, it would mean hating my family and everything it stands for, and I most decidedly do not. My father, Hale Boggs, went to Congress before I was born; my mother was elected to fill his seat after he disappeared in an airplane over Alaska. My childhood home was filled with politicians my entire lifethey were friends, courtesy uncles, fascinating storytellers, dedicated public servants, and a few genuine wackos. As children, my brother and sister and I thought of people like Sam Rayburn, Lyndon Johnson, Hubert Humphrey, and Gerald Ford as family friends who would come by for a casual dinner picked from the vegetable garden. We knew a lot of women who were politically active, our mother chief among them, but we didnt know many women in office. My sister-in-law, Barbara, Tommys wife, whom Ive known my entire life and for whom the suffix in-law seems ridiculous, worked as a new bride for Julia Butler Hansen, congresswoman from Washington. But by and large in my experience women were behind the scenes in politics, doing most of the work and getting none of the glory. My mother organized voter registration drives, traveled the country making speeches, advancing candidates, producing rallies in every presidential election of her adult life. She ran my fathers campaigns, aided in his offices, presided over political institutions in Washington. In the years she did her stint as congressional wife, there was no political push from either party to get women involved either as candidates or as voters. Politicians had decided there was no such thing as the womens vote.

Bear with me here for a little history. After the long push for womens suffrage finally succeeded in 1920 (dont you love the way history books say, And then women got the right to vote, like it happened overnight?), the men in Congress got scared. They figured this new group of voters would demand all kinds of legislation to help women and children, so they introduced more than one hundred bills to do just that. The debate over the first federal measure dealing with health care, the Sheppard-Towner Act, made the cause and effect stunningly clear. We better do this, said supporters of the legislation designed to provide maternal and child health education, or the newly enfranchised women will punish us. As one congressman bluntly explained: If Members could have voted in the cloakroom it would have been killed. Instead, the health care measure was signed into law on November 23, 1921, and no one was punished. But no one was rewarded either. The politicians saw no payback at the polls. Women had pushed for the vote in order to bring about social reforms, but when politicians took the first tentative steps toward enacting the kind of change women wanted, they were greeted with silence from the ladies gallery. The promise, or threat, of the womens vote had failed to materialize.

Many women didnt vote at all, after working so hard for the right, and those who did voted no differently from men. So the politicians soon lost interest. When the Sheppard-Towner Act came up for renewal in 1928, it was defeated. And in the 1930s, Depression-era laws were downright hostile to women. The Economy Act of 1932 made it illegal for the spouse of a federal employee to hold a government job and mandated that wives of employed men would go first in cutbacks of federal jobs. Fifteen hundred people lost their jobs virtually overnight75 percent of them were womenand more women resigned to protect their husbands positions. The National Industrial Recovery Act of 1933 wrote into law that many women in government jobs would make less than men doing the same work. It took almost thirty years to right that wrong.

So began a pattern repeated several times in the short political history of American womenexpectations raised, then dashed, as women failed to deliver at the ballot box. In the early days of public-opinion polling, the most common answer from women to questions about their views on public policy issues was: Wait until my husband gets home.


Still, womens organizationsthe League of Women Voters, Business and Professional Women, the American Association of University Women, the YWCAwomen in labor unions, and women in political parties kept up the pressure on politicians throughout the 1930s, 1940s, and 1950s, working for better health and safety, against child labor, and for equal pay.

Suddenly, in the 1960s, their efforts started paying off. The Equal Pay Act passed in 1963 (it had first been introduced in 1945!), followed the next year by the single most important law affecting women as workersthe 1964 Civil Rights Act. Thats actually a funny story. The old curmudgeonly warhorse Howard Smith of Virginia tried desperately to kill the landmark law. He knew the bill banning racial discrimination was barreling down the track following Martin Luther Kings march on Washington, President Kennedys assassination, and President Johnsons full-throated endorsement. So Smith cooked up a little mischief. His colleagues might be crazy enough, in his view, to end legal discrimination on the basis of race, but they certainly wouldnt go for anything that outlawed discrimination against women. Hoping to divide his opponents and bring down the bill, Smith decided that he would make the speech introducing an amendment to the section on employment being pushed by some congresswomenthe addition of the word sex to the language forbidding discrimination on the basis of race, color, creed, or national origin. Raucous laughter greeted his speech, causing Michigan Democrat Martha Griffiths to chastise her colleagues: I suppose that if there had been any necessity to have pointed out that women were a second-class sex, the laughter would have proved it. She warned every man in the chamber that a vote against the amendment was a vote against his wife, or his widow, or his daughter, or his sister.

Howard Smith guessed wrong with his little joke; there was no derailing civil rights that year, and Democratic and Republican women in Congress maneuvered to keep the word sex in the bill up to the very end. (In recent years, the Lyndon Johnson telephone tapes have been released by his presidential library. When I was doing an NPR piece on the fortieth anniversary of the Civil Rights Act, I heard the call from Texas Democrat Jack Brooks to the president telling him that the House had passed the bill. When Johnson asked if there was anything in it that might cause problems in the Senate, Brooks said something like, Oh, theres something about women, but I dont think we have to worry about that. So much for the legislation that changed the face of employment for women in America.) Howard Smiths plot that backfired made it illegal for employers to say ever again, We dont hire women to do that.

When I graduated from college in June 1964, I heard that miserable sentence all the time, and it made me crazy, but there was nothing I could do about it. By the end of the summer, I would have grounds for a lawsuit. Of course, most employers didnt know that, and young women like me would never have acted on our newfound right. But many other women did, thank heavens. Throughout the 1960s, brave women sued and won against hundreds of companies that practiced sex discrimination. And a new womens political movement got going as well, putting the heat on Congress again to pay attention to womens issues. In 1972 more legislation passed than in the previous ten years combinedincluding the first federal child care act and the bill banning discrimination in education, including sports. That measure, called Title IX, had the effect of creating whole generations of women athletes. Then came equal credit, which had the effect of creating whole generations of female business owners. Why did all this legislation finally pass? What happened to turn Congress around after its disillusionment with women as a political force? Womens lives had changed, thats what happened. Women were graduating from college, having fewer babies, and getting divorced in numbers never known before. And what did that mean? It meant women in the workplace. And what did they find there? Glaringand legalinequality. For a long time, women just accepted their second-class status as inevitable, thats the way things were, there was nothing to be done about it. But then women started talking to each other, and then they started organizing. And when they came to Congress with their complaints, they found a few female souls ready to listen, and act.


When the first woman, Republican Jeannette Rankin, was elected to Congress in 1916, she carried with her from the wilds of Montana a full bag of female concerns. She also carried celebrity statusshe got offers to write a column (which she did, for Chicagos Sunday Herald), to make speeches (which she did, for five hundred dollars an appearance!), and to get married (which she did not). Letters and visitors poured into her office, making it necessary for her to crowd three secretaries into her one room. Rankin understood that the glare of the limelight meant her every move would be watched: It was very hard for me to understand, to realize that it made a difference what I did and didnt do from then on. What she
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