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Praise for The Movement


“A vivid contribution to women’s history.” —Kirkus Reviews

“An indispensable new book that belongs on the shelf of every American woman… an absolute page-turning drama.”

—Sally Jenkins, Washington Post sports columnist and author of The Right Call and The Real All Americans

“The first truly comprehensive account of the women’s movement, underscoring its inextricable links to the civil rights cause and the vital role played by activists of color. [A] spellbinding portrait of a revolutionary time.”

—Susan Fales-Hill, executive producer of And Just Like That and author of Always Wear Joy

“The unvarnished views of how the women’s movement got started… There is so much insight and explanation here… that sheds light on why women today still have a long way to go to achieve real equality.”

—Maureen Orth, special correspondent at Vanity Fair

“Bingham gives us the gift of private conversations with the extraordinary women who forged our own path to power.”

—Katty Kay, New York Times bestselling coauthor of The Confidence Code

“With her journalist’s ear and historian’s eye, Bingham has collected the voices of diverse change agents who narrate the story of seismic change in America.”

—Elisabeth Griffith, PhD, author of Formidable and Substack’s “Pink Threads”

“Bingham’s sweeping oral history… left me with such a powerful mixture of heartbreak and renewed resolve. An electrifying blueprint for how determined women can, and do, change the entire world.”

—Leslie Bennetts, author of Last Girl Before Freeway

“An enlightening record for new generations. And a chilling reminder of rights still under attack today. This is invaluable living history.”

—Lynn Sherr, journalist, author, and feminist historian
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Introduction An Opening in History

In 1963, a twenty-year-old American woman could not expect to run a marathon or play varsity sports in college. She could only dream of becoming a doctor, scientist, news reporter, lawyer, labor leader, factory foreman, college professor, or elected official. She couldn’t get a prescription for birth control, have a legal abortion, come out as a lesbian, or prosecute her rapist. She almost certainly knew nothing about clitoral orgasm or women’s history. She could not get a credit card, let alone a mortgage, without the imprimatur of her husband or father. By 1973, the doors to these options and opportunities had cracked open, and a woman turning twenty in 1973 faced a future of possibilities that no generation before had ever experienced.

“Revolution,” “radical change,” “tidal wave.” How do you describe a period in history when the consciousness of millions of people fundamentally changed? When women for the first time in recorded history found the freedom to be who they needed and wanted to be? This generation of women, as one feminist wrote, found “an opening in history.” In a single decade, from 1963 to 1973, thousands of years of human custom and behavior were upended. It was not just political or legal, social or cultural disruption—it was all of that and more. It was a bedroom and a boardroom and an assembly-line revolution—a restructuring of how women and men in America saw each other, a reinvention of roles, and a fundamental identity shift.

This book captures the voices of those who participated in this decade of revolutionary change.



The Movement is a natural sequel to my last book, Witness to the Revolution: Radicals, Resisters, Vets, Hippies, and the Year America Lost Its Mind and Found Its Soul, an oral history that contained a single chapter on women’s liberation. Witness is told primarily from the male point of view, yet it became clear to me as I finished the book that the most profoundly transformative revolution of the late 1960s (the period when Witness takes place) was the liberation of half the country’s population. I knew then that I needed to return to the well of surviving second-wave feminists (the first wave being the women who fought for suffrage) and rediscover their stories.

Fate took its course in 2017, a year after the publication of Witness, when the New York Times broke its now-infamous story about Hollywood producer Harvey Weinstein’s rampant sexual assaults against dozens of female actors who worked for him. This revelation unleashed a floodgate as thousands of women came forward with their harrowing accounts—long hidden and repressed—of assault and workplace sexual harassment. Started by Tarana Burke eleven years earlier, the #MeToo movement grew exponentially as a new awareness, and intolerance, of sexual violence and gender inequity swept the nation. This was the moment, I thought, for an exploration of the last time American women collectively demanded systemic change.

The Movement is an oral history narrative, which sets it apart from the existing canon of second-wave feminist histories. The women in these pages speak in their own words and tell their own stories.I Some are dead, many are still alive, but they all participated directly in reshaping the role of women in law, politics, racial justice, academia, journalism, healthcare, sexual autonomy, literature, and visual arts. Identifying whom to interview became a multiyear adventure starting in September 2019, when I knocked on the door of eighty-four-year-old Susan Brownmiller’s West Village apartment and sat down with one of the great chroniclers of the era. I was all ears. Two and a half years later, I had interviewed more than one hundred women (and some men), whose ages ranged from seventy-five to ninety-seven. Where my interviews didn’t suffice, or the subject had died, I searched for their first-person voices in articles, essays, memoirs, archived oral histories, and speeches. Together, these testimonies deliver the reader directly into the visceral fray of the cacophonous explosion of women’s liberation.



For centuries, feminist activists and intellectuals, from Mary Wollstonecraft to Sojourner Truth, John Stuart Mill, and Simone de Beauvoir, tried and failed to beat down the deeply ingrained misogynistic barriers that denied women dignity, independence, and power. But the women in this book differ from their foremothers because they cut their teeth in the civil rights and the Vietnam antiwar movements and applied their sharpened political and organizational skills to spark a new revolution. It began in urban centers and spread across the country with astonishing speed. As Robin Morgan wrote in 1970, “There’s something contagious about demanding freedom, especially where women, who comprise the oldest oppressed group on the face of the planet, are concerned.”

Fifty years later, second-wave feminism’s reputation hasn’t aged terribly well. Conventional wisdom boils the movement down to a glamorous Gloria Steinem, a bitchy Betty Friedan, and an amorphous mass of white, middle-class “bra burners.” For at least a generation, historians largely ignored the critical role of women of color in the movement and were slow to capture the contributions of lesbian, Native American, Chicana, and Asian feminists—inflicting wounds that have chaffed for decades. Much of feminist literature, as Florynce Kennedy’s biographer Sherie Randolph wrote in 2015, “has failed to see Black women as progenitors of contemporary feminism.” In an attempt to at least partially correct the record, readers of The Movement will hear from Black women leaders Pauli Murray, Shirley Chisholm, Eleanor Holmes Norton, Florynce Kennedy, Aileen Hernandez, and many others who galvanized all women to demand freedom.

The movement was not a monolith. It reflected where women were in the culture at that particular time in history, and in the years that this book takes place the country was at war with itself over racial equality, Vietnam, and the counterculture’s youthquake. The Movement shows how women from many parts of the political and cultural spectrum adopted the concept of gender equality and made it their own. Socially conservative women who started the National Organization for Women in 1966 differed ideologically from the younger generation of radicals who considered the term “feminist” old-fashioned and called themselves women’s liberationists. Many women’s groups intersected with and were influenced by Black social justice movements, from the traditional civil rights organizations to the more militant Black Panthers. Female athletes and artists fought for recognition, creating their own parallel coalitions and actions. Occasionally, these varied and sundry communities found common ground and worked together, but often they did not.

The breadth and complexity of the actors in the women’s rights movement and the huge upheaval in the social order they ignited are often belittled and forgotten. There are many explanations for this beleaguered legacy. One is that vicious internal divisions rendered the women’s movement vulnerable to attack, and sure enough, in the late 1970s and 1980s, the right wing exploited the beliefs of the radical fringe and demonized all feminists as antifamily. This politically potent backlash successfully chipped away at the movement’s hard-fought bipartisan political gains, from universal childcare and the Equal Rights Amendment to reproductive rights.

No single book can possibly convey the whole of this sprawling movement. There were too many feminists, womanists, and varieties of feminisms to attempt a complete approach to collecting voices from every branch and offshoot. Partly because East Coast activists were the influencers with access to media megaphones, there are more of them here than there are Middle American and West Coast voices, and there are more college-educated than working-class women for similar reasons around access to platforms. Visual artists are here, but I could not include pioneering scientists, musicians, or filmmakers, whose stories could easily fill a book of their own. But what The Movement does depict is how women started to build a new understanding of the role of women in American society. The book ends in 1973, just as women’s liberation began to achieve mainstream political and media attention, and the dizzying and exhilarating changes that occurred in just one decade provided a base from which more diverse—racially and globally—aspects of the movement would expand.



The Movement begins in 1963, several years before “women’s liberation” was even a term. Many of its leading actors are now obscure, yet their accounts are electrifying. Readers will hear from the early feminist legal architects: Pauli Murray, Congresswoman Martha Griffiths, Catherine East, and the handful of government insiders who, along with Betty Friedan, catalyzed the creation of the National Organization for Women in 1966. Young radicals spread the word via consciousness-raising groups and take their Yippie guerrilla theater tactics to Atlantic City’s Miss America contest in 1968, while athletes Bobbi Gibb and Rosie Casals and artists Faith Ringgold and Judy Chicago break down barriers that kept them from performing fully in the public arena. Shirley Chisholm runs for Congress, Frances Beal writes an influential manifesto explaining the double jeopardy of racism and sexism that Black women endure, and Billie Jean King organizes a group of tennis players to create the first women’s pro tour. On the fiftieth anniversary of suffrage, August 26, 1970, many of the groups advocating for different aspects of women’s rights converge, and hundreds of thousands of women participate in marches in cities across the country.

Once relegated to church basements and sidewalk picket lines, these new feminists ride a tidal wave that sweeps the nation. Soon after that, Ruth Bader Ginsburg argues her first gender discrimination case before the Supreme Court, Alice Walker and Barbara Smith teach the first college classes in Black women’s literature, and Our Bodies, Ourselves educates millions of women about previously taboo aspects of their bodies. Women exhibit art in their own galleries and launch Ms., the first mainstream feminist magazine. A University of Maryland graduate student named Bernice Sandler and Oregon congresswoman Edith Green devise Title IX, which opens high schools and universities to women students, faculty, and athletes. That same year, 1972, the Equal Rights Amendment passes the House and Senate with enormous majorities, but its full ratification is eventually halted by a mother of six from Alton, Illinois, named Phyllis Schlafly, who launches her antifeminist campaign. In 1973, the Supreme Court legalizes abortion, and Margaret Sloan and Florynce Kennedy launch the National Black Feminist Organization (NBFO). Finally, in front of a television audience of ninety million in thirty-seven countries, Billie Jean King triumphs over Bobby Riggs in the Battle of the Sexes. King’s victory is much more than a tennis match. On that court, the new world order defeats the old.



Ultimately, second-wave feminists were fighting for human rights—and in many cases, their battles were matters of life and death. Tragically, the physical dangers and life-altering burdens women suffered before Roe v. Wade can no longer be relegated to history. On June 24, 2022, in Dobbs v. Jackson Women’s Health Organization, the Supreme Court wiped out forty-nine years of federal protections of abortion rights, and the terrible past roared back into the present, starkly reminding us that misogyny never dies, it just occasionally goes into hiding.

History can inform our future as surely as it chronicles the past. Certainly, when it comes to women’s rights there is still so much to achieve. The voices in The Movement teach us the colossal debt we owe to these second-wave warriors. It is so easy to take for granted the seismic changes they made, but knowing this history will give us the knowledge we need to continue the struggle for freedom.


NOTE TO READERS

Short biographies of the voices in The Movement can be found in the Cast of Characters that begins on page 457.




	I. In order to preserve historic authenticity, some of the language and dialect in this book is outdated and contains slurs that are now considered archaic and offensive.






Part One { 1963–1968 }




{ 1963–1966 } 1 Origin Story—The Feminine Mystique


Originating from a survey that freelance journalist and suburban mother Betty Friedan sent to her Smith College class of 1942 for their fifteenth reunion, Friedan found that many of her classmates were unhappy housewives experiencing a remarkably similar kind of (often debilitating) depression that she called “the problem that has no name.” Friedan’s generation (and their mothers) took over men’s jobs during World War II, and then in the flush of unprecedented postwar prosperity, they married and migrated en masse to new suburban housing developments, where a new cult of the (white) mother-housewife was aggressively championed by women’s magazines and their advertisers. “In the fifteen years after World War II, this mystique of feminine fulfillment became the cherished and self-perpetuating core of contemporary American culture,” Friedan wrote. Friedan chronicled the backslide in women’s progress that came in the 1950s when the average marriage age for women dropped to twenty, birthrates skyrocketed, and education levels plummeted. By the mid-fifties, 60 percent of women dropped out of college to get married. Friedan’s book hit a nerve and sold three million copies in its first three years of publication. Its publication, however, coincided with the civil rights movement in the South, highlighting Friedan’s disregard for issues of race and class in her book.






SONIA PRESSMAN FUENTES

I date the beginning of the modern revolution in women’s rights—referred to as the second wave of the women’s movement—to December 14, 1961. On that date, President Kennedy established the President’s Commission on the Status of Women, with Eleanor Roosevelt as chair, to review and make recommendations for improving the status of women.



PAULI MURRAY

And note this: 1963, the President’s Commission Report was published.I 1963, The Feminine Mystique was published.



SONIA PRESSMAN FUENTES

The book was a smash hit. It made one statement: that married women who are living in the suburbs and raising their children and living with their husbands are not happy. That they are not leading fulfilled lives. But it was a powerful statement because nobody went around saying married women with children aren’t happy.



TORIE OSBORN

I just remember the buzz. I remember seeing the book when my mother and her two close friends were having tea one afternoon in our house in Haverford, Pennsylvania, and they were just talking and talking. They were college-educated, most of them housewives. I’d never seen my mother so animated in a group of people. The next thing I know, she’s writing a column for the Philadelphia Bulletin. In’67, she joined the editorial board of the Bulletin. That book sparked her career.II



FRANCES BEAL

Betty Friedan represented the educated, suburban white woman who was feeling the chains of patriarchy. And to the extent that some of those issues impacted women of color and working-class women, The Feminine Mystique was very important. To the extent that it was the push for the bourgeois women’s movement in this country, it had its limitations. I had a much more dismissive attitude toward it when it was first published, because then I was trying to work through both theoretically and politically how you could have a form of oppression that was cross-class. That same oppression impacted wealthy or bourgeois women, middle-class women, and working-class women.

Black women were trying to keep their families together, going out, being domestic workers, and then coming home and trying to feed and clean and do all of that with their own kids. So the double day was very much a reality in the Black community. That was the main difference between whites and Blacks at the time. Black women had the double day and white women didn’t.



BOBBI GIBB

When I was growing up… I could see how unhappy my mother was because she was a very intelligent woman. She was completely frustrated because she had talents, she had abilities, and she was never allowed to develop them.

She was one of the lucky ones. She went to college. But in those days if you were lucky enough to go to college, you were expected to get engaged your senior year and marry right away because the only way you had of surviving economically was to find a husband, who would then support you and whatever children you had. It was almost like Pride and Prejudice. All her women friends would get together and they would drink wine in the afternoon, and they were all on tranquilizers to deal with this sense of, I guess, imprisonment. I read The Feminine Mystique and I said, “That’s my mother and all her friends. There’s no way I can live like this.” Remember at that time women had only had the vote for forty years.



KATE MILLETT

I had a master’s of arts in English language and literature at Oxford University, and I taught at the University of Waseda in Tokyo, which is a very famous university. But when I got back to America, in the fall of 1963, I not only couldn’t teach, I couldn’t do anything. I spent six weeks hunting for jobs and was told that if you didn’t type, you shouldn’t apply. “Don’t even come in and fill out the form if you don’t type sixty words a minute.” Well, I even took that typing test and, struggling heroically, I got twenty-five words a minute and lots of mistakes. After six weeks, the only thing I could pull down was file clerk. Which means you know the alphabet. I worked for Olsten Temporary and made $1.35 an hour as a file clerk. I was surrounded by young men who you would have snobbishly called “C” students, real mediocre fellows. They were pulling down real salaries and they had offices and desks. So things weren’t working out too well for me, and this was one of those moments, when you hear a click as feminists say—and everything is clarified.

I had already read Simone de Beauvoir’s The Second SexIII when I was at Oxford, but the book that really turned me on to what was [wrong] with America was Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique. Having had this terrible experience with employment, I was really angry. De Beauvoir meant an enormous amount to me. But it was theoretical, it was intellectual. Then when I read Friedan’s book, I really understood what happened to history, because I had a connection with feminism and the suffragettes through my mother, and through the three-cent stamp of Susan B. Anthony. My mother told us she was the first generation [of women] that voted.



BARBARA SMITH

I could not figure out for the life of me what something called “women’s liberation” would be. I could not even wrap my mind around it because, it’s like, white women? What do white women have to complain about? White women had been the bane of Black women’s existence, including the Black women in my family, all of whom had done domestic work, whatever education level they had, and my family was pretty highly educated. Our mother was the only one who went to college, but my aunt was a high school graduate and was the salutatorian of her class in Cleveland, Ohio, in 1932. I mean, these are some really smart people, yet they all did domestic work, and they would tell us the horrors that they had experienced at the hands of white women.



MARGO OKAZAWA-REY

In high school, the mother of my boyfriend and I were very close. Mrs. Wells and I used to watch the daytime soap operas and The Phil Donahue Show, which was considered a local program because it started in Dayton, Ohio, where we lived. Betty Friedan was on Phil Donahue, talking about her book The Feminine Mystique and talking about women’s liberation. That was the first time I heard about women’s liberation. I would love to watch that episode now.

Betty Friedan’s work didn’t really recognize race and didn’t recognize class much, either. I remember Mrs. Wells and I, our eyebrows kind of shot up, and she said, “This woman sounds crazy.” And I’m thinking, “Yeah, she sounds crazy.” But then I’m thinking, “Hmm…”



BYLLYE AVERY

When we as Black women came together, we spoke from our realities and our truths. That white women were kept at home taking care of their children when they wanted to go to work was opposite to Black women, who had been working low-income jobs and they wanted to go home. Well, if the white women were working as maids for Black women, they would have rather stayed home, you see what I’m saying? But I could see some of the threads were the same.



MARGO JEFFERSON

Historically I respected Betty Friedan’s contribution. Genuinely. By the time I came to feminism, I was much more interested in the more daring and radical paths. Betty Friedan in that way was very much bound to certain strictures of class, and of race, and of an integrating into the existing power systems…. So that’s what I thought—it was an historical marker.



	I. The commission, chaired by Eleanor Roosevelt, spelled out the many ways in which women held second-class status in the United States. The eighty-five-page report pressed for reforms in state laws that prevented women from serving on juries or owning businesses and property, and advocated for equal employment opportunities, paid maternity leave, accessible childcare, and higher education and job training.

	II. A graduate of the Smith class of 1948 (six years behind Friedan), Michelle Pynchon Osborn started her twenty-five-year journalism career when she joined the Philadelphia Bulletin as a columnist in 1965.

	III. De Beauvoir, a French existentialist philosopher, published her masterpiece on the long history of female subjugation in France in 1949. It was published in America in 1953.






2 Civil Rights—Free-dom


Betty Friedan’s book was published in a year of great social upheaval. Ever since the Supreme Court’s landmark 1954 Brown v. Board of Education decision, heroic efforts by civil rights activists like Rosa Parks; the Little Rock Nine; Greensboro, North Carolina, college students; and Martin Luther King Jr. to challenge the South’s Jim Crow segregation laws captured the nation’s attention and moral conscience. In August 1963 (three months before President John F. Kennedy’s assassination), 200,000 people gathered peacefully in Washington, DC, to pressure the federal government to pass civil rights legislation. The next summer, one thousand students (many from the North) poured into Mississippi to help register Black voters. By the mid-1960s, many women who had worked in the trenches of the civil rights struggle began to see the hypocrisy of a movement that championed male leadership and ignored women’s needs for equality. The civil rights movement became a fertile training ground for future feminists.






JO FREEMAN

I didn’t actually begin to think about feminism as a social movement until I started reading about the abolitionist movement. I read about how the original woman movement, and you’ve got to spell this correctly, W-O-M-A-N, that’s what it was called pre-suffrage. It came out of the abolitionist movement, and it came because women who tried to be active abolitionists were constantly told to sit upstairs, just watch, don’t say anything. It made me wonder, maybe a women’s movement will come out of the civil rights movement, the same way that the woman movement came out of the abolitionist movement.



PAULI MURRAY

I was very conscious of the Black brothers and their sexism. In the 1963 March on Washington, no woman had any meaningful leadership role. I don’t think any woman was invited to go with the leaders to the White House.



ERICKA HUGGINS

I heard about the March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom. This was 1963, and I was fifteen. I grew up in Washington, DC. So I asked my mother if I could take the bus to get there, and she said, “No, I don’t want you to go there.” She was afraid. I said, “But Mama, I’ve got to go.” And she knew me well enough to know that if I had decided there was something that I needed to do, I would do it. She was not happy. She didn’t look at me or say goodbye when I left.

I stood there and I saw the people who had gathered that day. They were dressed in overalls and getting out of pickup trucks. They would come in church buses with church hats and their finest clothes. They would come in school buses. They came in old, beat-up cars, they came in elegant cars. And some of the people from Maryland and Virginia walked miles to be there.

Then I began to look at the stage, and I recognized that of the speakers who were speaking, none of them were women. In the church my mother went to, I knew that men ran the church, but the women kept it going. The women did all the work. The women made Sunday school happen, the women made the summertime programs happen. The women did it. It was the same in my household. Both my parents worked and they didn’t have high-level jobs, but my mother also took care of us three children, and she made life work for us.

Then as soon as I had that thought, looking at the stage and none of the women spoke, Lena Horne moved swiftly to the front of the stage. I describe her as a vocalist, an actress, and an activist. She took the microphone in her hand, and she sang two syllables—free-dom—but she sang the first syllable long and the last syllable long, and the syllables just fell like a blanket over all the people. I was watching people raise their heads or lower their heads as if in prayer. Free-dom. The words entered my ears and landed in my heart.

And in that moment, I recognized there’s something that I need to do, and a vow arose. I will serve people for the rest of my life. It was a spiritual moment for me. I wondered why Rosa Parks didn’t speak, why the other women didn’t speak. But I knew, even though I didn’t have language for it, that there are these hierarchies, and at the top were white men, and women of color were somewhere way low on the ladder.



PAULI MURRAY

A. Philip Randolph, the leader of the march, accepted an invitation to speak before the National Press Club, which at that time excluded all women reporters. They couldn’t be members. They couldn’t even come downstairs. If they were covering something, they had to do it from the balcony. When these women protested to [civil rights leader] Bayard Rustin about Mr. Randolph’s accepting this invitation, he said, “What’s wrong with the balcony?” And they said, “What’s wrong with the back of the bus?”



ELEANOR HOLMES NORTON

The first feminist that I knew was Pauli Murray. She was a forthright feminist, she’d never married. She had been in the forefront of women’s rights for all of her life. And I do believe exposure to Pauli Murray, when we were both studying at Yale Law School, had been important to making me see that the women’s movement should be seen in my own judgment as the equivalent of the Black movement for civil rights. I had been focused almost entirely as an African American on civil rights. After all, I’d lived under segregation in Washington, DC. It was pretty hard to be Black in the early sixties and in the fifties and not think of yourself as part of, or needing to be part of, the movement to somehow become equivalent to other people, in this case, white people in their own country. So here came feminists.



PAULI MURRAY

I became aware of sex prejudice in my freshman year at Howard law school in 1941. It came upon me as a terrible shock. I had not grown up in a family where limitations were placed upon women. My whole family tradition had been self-sufficient women. I had never thought of myself in terms of a woman.I I had thought of myself in preparing to be a civil rights lawyer for this cause. I had not been in school, I guess for two or three days, and Professor Robert Ming said, and I can’t tell whether he was kidding or being sarcastic, but he said, “We don’t know why women come to law school anyway, but since you’re here.” However you take it, one has to respond, you can’t just say that this is really kidding.

Then the second thing was that there was a notice on the bulletin board maybe two or three weeks after school began which said, “All male members of the first-year class are invited to Dean So-and-So’s for a smoker.” There were only two females in the entire school, one of which was myself. I am so stunned.

So, what I’m really saying is that removing the racial factor, Howard University being a school where the racial factor was not the problem, immediately the sex factor was isolated. So, my whole experience at law school was an experience of learning really for the first time what a crude kind of sexism can be, an unvarnished one. And so, this is the beginning of my conscious feminism, which began at Howard University back in the 1940s.



ELEANOR HOLMES NORTON

There were hardly any Black women or men at Yale Law School, when I entered in 1961. I recognized when I went to Yale that that would be the case. So I was fully prepared. I had applied to Yale because it was the best law school in the country. When I got in, I knew I had to forge ahead, so I did not have any illusions that there would be other Black women or men there. This was, after all, America in the 1960s.

Law schools were virtually an all-male matter. Very much in contrast to today, when about half the law school graduates are women. That speaks to the other professions as well.



PAULI MURRAY

When my PhD classes at Yale Law School began in 1962, I developed all the anxieties of an older woman returning to school and surrounded by bright, mostly male, law students less than half my age…. I got to know some of the younger law students, whose ranks included the new generation of civil rights activists, among them Haywood Burns, Eleanor Holmes [Norton], Inez Smith [Reid], Marian Wright [Edelman], and Clarence Laing. Most of these future leaders were fresh from student sit-in demonstrations and marches against racial segregation in the South, and I was especially glad that my own earlier activism gave me credibility among them and won their respect.



ELEANOR HOLMES NORTON

I went to Mississippi for two summers as a member of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC).II Many people of my generation dropped out of college to go south because that was the height of the civil rights movement. I was determined to continue my education.

At the same time, I longed to be a part of the civil rights movement. That’s when I first met John Lewis. But I didn’t want to go to Atlanta where John and others were; that’s where SNCC was headquartered. I yearned to go to Mississippi. There I met Fannie Lou Hamer, perhaps the most extraordinary woman I have ever known. She joined SNCC when she was twice our age and became a leader in the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee. There weren’t many other organizations in Mississippi for her to join, so she joined us. She was one-of-a-kind. She and her husband had been put off a Mississippi plantation where they worked after they had gone to vote. That is what radicalized her.

When I was in Greenwood, Mississippi, the word came that civil rights workers, including Fannie Lou Hamer, had been arrested while insisting on sitting on an interstate bus service, anywhere in the bus they wanted to sit. Lawrence Guyot, who, like me, was a young person in his early twenties, had gone to get Ms. Hamer out of jail, and he had been put in jail.III

The first thing I did was to apply my newly acquired legal skills and just ask them as many questions as I could. And I learned that the police chief at Greenwood was a racist to be sure, but that they at least had a relationship with him. And so I called him and I told him, my name was Eleanor Catherine Holmes at the time, I told him about the jailing of Lawrence Guyot and Ms. Hamer, and I told him I was going over to get them out of jail and I asked him to call the police chief at Winona and tell him, “Please don’t put this woman in jail too.” He apparently did. When I went over, the first thing I did, I saw Ms. Hamer. She had been beaten badly. Lawrence Guyot had been beaten so badly that he had to cover himself when I saw him. I was able to get them both out of jail. That was one of my first experiences in Mississippi.



FANNIE LOU HAMER

After I got beat, I didn’t hardly see my family in’bout a month,’cause I went on to Atlanta, from Atlanta to Washington, and from Washington to New York, because they didn’t want my family to see me in the shape I was in. I had been beat’til I was real hard, just hard like a piece of wood or somethin’. A person don’t know what can happen to they body if they beat with something like I was beat with.



BARBARA SMITH

I was born during Jim Crow, and that was formative to me in relationship to understanding my status and station in the world. Even though I grew up in Cleveland, Ohio, everyone in my family was from the Deep South—a little town called Dublin, Georgia. Because of the great migrations, I had an essentially Southern upbringing in a Northern setting.

I grew up in a racially conscious home, and I got involved in the civil rights struggle as a teenager in Cleveland. In 1964, the civil rights movement in Cleveland was focusing on school desegregation. Amazingly, my sister Beverly and I attended integrated schools.

I met Fannie Lou Hamer in early 1965, because my sister and I decided we wanted to volunteer at CORE, the Congress of Racial Equality. Fannie Lou Hamer came to Cleveland during the early part of that year, and we were invited to come to this party where Fanny Lou Hamer spoke. We got to say a few words to her and it was unforgettable.



SUSAN BROWNMILLER

In 1964, I was enamored of SNCC, we all were. So I volunteered for what is now called “Freedom Summer,” but then it was called “Summer Project.” Jan Goodman and I both were assigned to Meridian, Mississippi. I came back to New York briefly because it seemed important to vote for Lyndon Baines Johnson, and then I went back to the South and I worked in the Jackson office for the Congress of Federated Organizations (COFO). Everyone felt that the civil rights movement in Mississippi ended after the terrible murders, Goodman, Schwerner, and Chaney [June 1964]. I stayed until 1965.



ROBIN MORGAN

I am one of seven women—three of us white—in the office of COREIV at a joint meeting with SNCC. More than twenty men, Black and white, are present, running the meeting. Three civil rights workers—one Black man and two white men—have disappeared in Mississippi, and the groups have met over this crisis. (The lynched bodies of the three men—James E. Chaney, Andrew Goodman, and Michael Schwerner—are later found, tortured to death.V) Meanwhile, the FBI, local police, and the National Guard have been dredging lakes and rivers in search of the bodies. During the search, the mutilated parts of an estimated seventeen different humans are found. All of us in the New York office are in a state of shock. As word filters in about the difficulty of identifying mutilated bodies long decomposed, we also learn that all but one of the unidentified bodies are female. A male CORE leader mutters, in a state of fury, “There’s been a whole goddamned lynching we never even knew about. There’s been some brother disappeared who never even got reported.”

My brain goes spinning. Have I heard correctly? Did he mean what I think he meant?… Finally, I hazard a tentative question. Why one lynching? What about the sixteen unidentified female bodies?

I looked around the room and there were other women, Black and white, Eleanor Holmes Norton was there. And we were all studiously studying the tips of our shoes, and finally I screwed up the courage and I said, “But what about the women?” And all the guys looked at me incredulously as if I had landed from Mars, and said, “Those were probably sex murders, those weren’t political.” That was the mindset.



	I. Murray was active in civil rights as early as 1938, when she protested being denied admission to the University of North Carolina graduate school because of her race. In 1940, she was arrested and imprisoned for refusing to sit at the back of a bus in Virginia. In letters to friends and family and her private journals, Murray (who used the she/her/hers pronouns) felt that she was assigned the wrong gender at birth, and described herself as a “he/she personality.” Murray, who suffered from depression, consulted with numerous doctors about receiving hormone treatment and exploratory surgery to see if she had inverted testes, but all her requests were denied. Though she never publicly identified as a lesbian, Murray had a female companion and romantic partner, Irene Barlow, for more than twenty years. Her conviction that she was meant to be a man may explain her heightened sense of injustice when she faced demeaning sex discrimination at places like Howard University Law School.

	II. Founded in 1960, the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee was a more youthful alternative to Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.’s Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC). One of the largest and more radical civil rights organizations, SNCC conducted freedom rides and voter registration drives all over the South. Mississippi’s Lowndes County, home of the largest percentage of Black residents in the state, represented an example of SNCC’s challenge: not one Black person had cast a vote there in over sixty years.

	III. Lawrence Guyot Jr. was an American civil rights activist and the director of the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party in 1964.

	IV. Founded in 1942 in Chicago by James Farmer, Pauli Murray, and others, CORE was a civil rights organization that used Gandhian nonviolent civil disobedience tactics to fight racial segregation.

	V. Three CORE volunteers, Andrew Goodman (age twenty-one) and Michael Shwerner (age twenty-four), both Jewish New Yorkers, and James Chaney (age twenty-one), who was Black and from Meridian, Mississippi, were abducted by the KKK in Philadelphia, Mississippi, on June 21, 1964, tortured, and murdered. After a long search, their bodies were found seven weeks later buried in an earthen dam.






3 Abortion—Secret, Secret, Secret


In 1963, abortion was illegal in every state. Although the birth control pill had come on the market in 1960, birth control was hard to come by. It was illegal in most states for doctors to prescribe it to unmarried women, and even the right for married women to obtain birth control wasn’t constitutionally protected in every state until the Supreme Court’s 1965 Griswold v. Connecticut decision. For generations, American women had been managing their unintended pregnancies illegally and putting their lives at risk. As the civil rights movement grew, and The Feminine Mystique raised a new awareness of the deficit in women’s agency, this disconnect between bodily rights and civil/human rights started to become glaringly obvious.






SALLY ROESCH WAGNER

I got married in the blue suit that I had bought to go to Mills College. But of course, I couldn’t go. I got pregnant right out of high school. This was 1960 in Aberdeen, South Dakota. There was no birth control available. When I went in to get a pregnancy test, my mother asked our family doctor if he would consider giving me an abortion. The doctor was horrified. My mother took a risk asking, and in retrospect I recognized that.

I had to get married, out of town, with a former minister whose wife didn’t think there should be any photographs of the wedding because it was a shameful moment. I was a fallen woman. I walked down the aisle and I couldn’t stop crying. I just remember walking down, being supported by my father, because I was wearing high heels. I’d never worn them before and I couldn’t stand up by myself. I was literally transferred from my father to my husband. It wasn’t lost on me that I couldn’t stand up by myself. I wept because all my possibilities were gone.



VIVIAN GORNICK

I was growing up among women who were having abortions, and their husbands never knew. Of course, I saw this everywhere in the world that I went as a journalist. Women living these anxiety-ridden secret lives, especially over something like getting pregnant. You got pregnant and you had to get rid of it yourself or you were in the worst despair. Like Tobacco Road, if you were living in a really, really ignorant world, you just had baby after baby after baby. The people I came from were savvy enough so that women had abortions and it was all secret, secret, secret.

When my mother described her own abortions, I never forgot what she told me. She said, “You went downtown to the basement of a nightclub in Greenwich Village, and there, for $10, you had an abortion on a table. And if you were lucky, when you woke up you weren’t holding the doctor’s penis in your hand.”

By that definition, my situation was princely. It was 1963. I was in New York and it was done in an apartment on the Upper West Side by a man who was a medical resident at a hospital in New York. I came to this apartment, and with my legs up against the wall, he scraped me out. He was a dear soul. He was very worried. He wouldn’t let me contact him, but he called me every day for a week and gave me antibiotics. It was as good as it could be, but it was illegal and it was frightening.

You just told every woman you knew that you were pregnant and needed an abortion. Like a grapevine. I’d gone back to my own gynecologist, who was an old German-Jewish man on Park Avenue. He fitted me for my first diaphragm, and he remained my doctor for quite a while. When I went back to him and he ascertained that I was pregnant, we both got panicky and he said, “Perhaps you should get married.” I said, “No, never. No, no, no, no, that’s not a possibility.” And he flapped around and he said, “Oh, you young women. You young women, how terrible that you’re living like this!” I begged him to help me, and he said, “No.” And then he said, “You will find what you need. You all do.”

To have an abortion in New York [before 1970] was usually under the conditions that I described. But a lot of women made their way to Puerto Rico or other places in order to have it done in a hospital. There were plenty of places where you could be assured of much safer conditions than what I underwent. But for me, that abortion cost $200 and I had to borrow that from a number of people.

When I think of being forced into living with something on the other side of the law, and there are millions of us who did, the fact of Roe being overturned makes you shudder. It really makes you shudder.



ELIZABETH SPAHN

There was a woman who lived in my dorm at Yale, my sophomore year. At one point in the middle of the night, there was banging on our suite door. It was her roommate. She was hysterical, saying, “She’s bleeding, she’s bleeding! I don’t know if we should call the ambulance or not.” I went in and the woman was lying on the lower bunk bleeding out. The floor was covered in blood. I said, “We’re going to call the ambulance.” And her roommate said, “But she just had an abortion. She might get arrested.” Abortion was a felony. I said, “Well, she might die.” So we called the ambulance and they took her away and she didn’t die. She didn’t die. But my understanding is she would never be able to have children in the future, which I since learned is a not uncommon side effect of the illegal back-alley abortions. So she’d gotten pregnant and she and her boyfriend had gone to the best that was around, with some back-alley abortion.



FRANCES BEAL

I had my first abortion when I was seventeen. I was still in high school. My boyfriend and later husband, Jimmy, arranged it. It was a backstreet abortion, on the kitchen table. It was horrible because I started bleeding, and I was bleeding, bleeding, bleeding, bleeding, bleeding. And so Jimmy had enough sense to take me to the hospital. We bought a ring and pretended we were married and they wanted to know, “Are you married? You should tell us. Did you do anything? You need to tell us if you did anything. If you did something, we need to know that.”

Jimmy had told me, no matter what they say, don’t admit that you had an abortion. It was completely illegal. They could put me in jail. I was put in a ward with a lot of other women who had gone through grim botched abortions. Some of them were yelling. I remember a doctor saying to one of the young girls, “Easier going up than coming out, huh?”





4 “Sex” Is Added to the Civil Rights Act


The first legislative victory for women’s rights sneaked in through the back door of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, the most sweeping civil rights legislation since Reconstruction. The omnibus bill protected voting rights for Black people and abolished racial segregation in public places like restaurants, hotels, and schools. One section of the bill, Title VII, mandated the end to rampant racial discrimination in employment in the public and private sector. In a last-minute attempt to scuttle the whole bill, a segregationist Democratic congressman from Virginia, Howard Smith, born in 1883, added the word “sex” to Title VII, knowing that it could deter many pro-labor Democrats who wanted to keep outdated protective labor laws for women in place from voting for the bill. Despite Smith’s efforts, the legislation passed. The one word that Smith added changed the course of women’s history.






MARTHA GRIFFITHS

In 1964, the Judiciary Committee of the House completed their work of many months on the Civil Rights Act. It was a bill designed primarily to give employment rights to blacks,I although it did state that employers could not discriminate on the basis of race, creed, or national origin. I was for the bill. I had known too many qualified black people who had never had a chance to have a decent job simply because they were black.

I intended from the beginning to offer an amendment which would include sex, but I really intended it to apply to the entire Civil Rights Bill. However, on the Sunday before the bill was up, Howard Smith of Virginia, who was the chairman of the Rules Committee, was on Meet the Press and May Craig, who was a reporter in favor of the rights of women, asked Smith to offer an amendment which would include sex, and Smith agreed to do so. I was listening to the program, and I realized right then that to have Smith offer it would guarantee that you would get more than a hundred votes, so I decided to let him offer it. What I didn’t realize was that Smith would offer it to only one section. Title VII. It was too late to try to amend. I couldn’t do both. I couldn’t amend, and then get the whole thing passed, so I went with what was there.



PAULI MURRAY

During the closing hours of debate on February 8, 1964, Representative Howard W. Smith, a Virginia Democrat, who chaired the House Rules Committee, introduced an amendment to H.R. 7152 to include the word “sex” as a prohibited ground of discrimination in Title VII, the Equal Employment Opportunities title of the omnibus Civil Rights Bill. Some observers thought Representative Smith’s quixotic action was intended as a joke. The amendment had not been considered when Title VII was reviewed in committee and consequently had no legislative history.II


Congressional Record, February 8, 1964, Howard W. Smith

Mr. Chairman, this amendment is offered to the fair employment practices title of this bill to include within our desire to prevent discrimination against another minority group, the women, but a very essential minority group, in the absence of which the majority group would not be here today.





MARTHA GRIFFITHS

During the entire debate there had been little if any laughter. No jokes had been uttered. But when Judge Smith offered the sex amendment and explained it, the House broke into guffaws of laughter.



SONIA PRESSMAN FUENTES

Well, this was a very interesting development. Smith was a racist who later voted against Title VII and against the whole Civil Rights Act. It’s not clear what his motives were. His motives could have been to delay passage of the bill altogether, or to kill it. But he had a good relationship with Alice Paul. Alice Paul, who founded the National Women’s Party, was an amazing suffragist feminist, but she was also a racist and she didn’t want Blacks getting rights at the expense of women in Title VII. And she was close to Howard Smith. So it’s not clear to anybody if Smith was helping out Alice Paul by suggesting that sex be added, or whether he was just trying to scuttle the bill and delay it. But anyway, he made this proposal.



PAULI MURRAY

Smith was called a Southern gentleman. And as I heard it, he said, “I don’t know. I just might do that for you ladies.”… He might in fact have introduced it, kind of half and half, shall I say? But with a kind of chivalry. He had nothing to lose. And he was a sponsor of the Equal Rights Amendment, which is the other thing that I think is interesting about that. If they’re going to include some people, why not the women too?



MARTHA GRIFFITHS

Congresswoman Edith Green [D-OR] believed that any amendment would kill the bill. This was the reason given by many who supported the bill and who opposed the amendment, and in most cases, it was probably the real reason. It was also the reason given for more than a hundred years for not applying the Fourteenth and Fifteenth amendments to women.III


Congressional Record, February 8, 1964

Mr. [Emmanuel] CELLER [D-NY], chairman of the Judiciary Committee]. Mr. Chairman. I rise in opposition to the amendment.

Mr. SMITH of Virginia. Oh, no.

Mr. CELLER. Mr. Chairman. I heard with a great deal of interest the statement of the gentleman from Virginia that women are in the minority. Not in my house. I can say as a result of 49 years of experience—and I celebrate my 50th wedding anniversary next year—that women indeed, are not in the minority in my house. As a matter of fact, the reason I would suggest that we have been living in such harmony, such delightful accord for almost half a century, is that I usually have the last two words, and those words are, “Yes, dear.” Of course, we all remember the famous play by George Bernard Shaw, “Man and Superman”; and man was not the superman, the other sex was.




Celler’s opposition to the sex provision was endorsed by the highest-ranking woman in the Johnson administration, Esther Peterson, assistant secretary of labor and head of the Women’s Bureau. Ever since the Equal Rights Amendment, which would automatically abolish these protective laws, was first introduced in Congress in 1923, the women’s movement was split over this issue.IV Republicans who were anti-union and anti–business regulation started an unholy alliance with the pro-ERA feminists in the early years of the ERA. The debate over whether protective labor laws hurt or helped women is one of the main reasons why it took so long for the second wave of feminism to coalesce after suffrage was achieved in 1920. Women were too divided over this issue to find common cause. By 1964, however, that division teetered on its last legs.







MARTHA GRIFFITHS

Various women arose to speak for the amendment, and with each argument advanced, the men in the House laughed harder. When I arose, I began by saying, “I presume that if there had been any necessity to point out that women were a second-class sex, the laughter would have proved it.” There was no further laughter.…

First, the House voted by a voice vote on the amendment, and then a teller vote was demanded…. Judge Smith came to me and said, “Mrs. Griffiths, you should be our counter.” So I stood in the middle aisle and counted the “yes” votes. Afterwards, the clerk came to me and gave the scrap of paper on which he had the written record of the chairman. When the vote was announced, it was 168 “ayes” and 133 “nays.” Obviously, it was too hot to handle for many members, so they absented themselves from the floor.

Up in the gallery a woman’s shrill voice cried out, “We made it! We are human!”



PAULI MURRAY

To almost everyone’s surprise, the sex provision was adopted by a vote of 168 to 133.V Next day the entire civil rights bill was passed and sent to the Senate.



MARTHA GRIFFITHS

When it got over to the Senate, for instance, Bell Telephone came down and lobbied the Senate against it. I had called Liz Carpenter’s officeVI in the White House, and I told her that if that amendment came out of the bill, I would mortgage the farm, and I would beat every Democrat who voted against it.



PAULI MURRAY

Senator [Everett] Dirksen, who was the Republican minority leader in the Senate, announced publicly that he would seek a series of amendments to Title VII, one of which was to eliminate the sex provision. This was when our network went into action. Now of that network, I was probably the only person who was free because I didn’t work for the government, because you see Mary Eastwood was a government worker, Catherine East was a government worker, Marguerite Rawalt was a government worker.VII So I was the guy. Even though I was immersed in my doctoral research at Yale Law School, I put together this memorandum and sent it to Washington. It was a strongly worded document, pointing to the historical interrelatedness of the movements for civil rights and women’s rights…. It declared: “A strong argument can be made for the proposition that Title VII without the ‘sex’ amendment would benefit Negro males primarily and thus offer genuine equality of opportunity to only half of the potential Negro work force.”

Marguerite and Mary Eastwood worked on trying to get it reproduced and circulated among various people.



JO FREEMAN

Texas Business and Professional Women (BPW) members wrote President Johnson asking his support, Illinois BPW members deluged Senate Minority Leader Everett Dirksen with telegrams, and Murray’s memorandum was reproduced and distributed to the President, Vice President, Attorney General and key Senators.



PAULI MURRAY

Marguerite Rawalt knew Lady Bird personally, and we decided there was no point in sending my memo to the president directly because the president would never see it. So I think we had worked out this strategy where Marguerite was going to take it personally and deliver it to Mrs. LBJ. About two weeks later, I got a letter back from Mrs. Johnson’s personal secretary, and she said, “I’ve done some checking around, and I am happy to report that it is the administration’s view that the bill should be passed as presently drafted.” So this was the tip-off that the administration was at least going to support.

We were jubilant when the historic Civil Rights Act of 1964 became law on July 2, and Title VII contained the “sex” amendment intact.



SONIA PRESSMAN FUENTES

There had been a movement for women’s rights started at the Seneca Falls, New York, Convention in 1848, and that really culminated when women got the vote in 1920.



LOUISE “MAMA BEAR” HERNE

I would surmise that the reason why the white women suffragists held their first women’s convention in Seneca Falls [in 1848, near the Haudenosaunee Confederacy] is because they were living within a Haudenosaunee world.

My Haudenosaunee foremothers spent thousands of years being part of a democracy, where men rose to leadership through the uterine voice that put them there. The women chose the leaders, and the women told the men what to say, and they also could depose leaders.

Those early suffragists were witnessing something they had never seen before, which was women being revered and women being heard, and women at the forefront of their political spheres. Who would not envy that? And of course, for the early suffragists who were invited to take part in counseling and the political agenda, it probably blew their minds and they said, “We need this for ourselves.”



SONIA PRESSMAN FUENTES

After 1920, there were groups of women and organizations who were fighting for women’s rights, but they were considered an elite group. It was not a nationwide movement, by any means. So there had been no national movement to eliminate sex discrimination from the workplace or any other place before Title VII was passed. The year before, the Equal Pay Act was passed, which became effective in 1964, and that provided for nondiscrimination in pay based on sex for equal or substantially equal work. Title VII was passed in 1964 and became effective in 1965. But it was a new field for this country.



PAULI MURRAY

Right after Title VII went into effect, and that was in July 1965, I wrote to Marguerite Rawalt and said, “What will it take to get the working women in this country to stand up and fight for their rights? Do you think that the time has come for a national ad hoc committee of women to take the plunge?” So we were already thinking about some sort of national civil rights organization. We had no blueprint for it…. But the ground was so thoroughly fertile that when it happened, it just took right off.



	I. When using written or published source material like this quote from an article Martha Griffiths wrote, I have kept the original uncapitalized word “black.”

	II. The legislation contained eleven sections, or “Titles,” declaring the end to racial segregation in public accommodations, public facilities, public education, federally funded programs, voter registration, and employment (Title VII), which would become the only title in the bill to include gender as well as race.

	III. The three constitutional amendments adopted after the Civil War were the Thirteenth (which abolished slavery), the Fourteenth (which granted US citizenship and the right to “life, liberty, or property” to the formerly enslaved), and the Fifteenth, which granted formerly enslaved men (only) the right to vote. Nowhere in the US Constitution is the word “woman” mentioned.

	IV. Simply worded, the ERA states that “equality of rights under the law shall not be denied or abridged by the United States or by any State on account of sex.” First written by suffragist Alice Paul and introduced in Congress in 1923, and every year since, the bill was opposed by the labor movement and ignored by politicians until Griffiths and other women successfully pushed for a floor vote in 1972.

	V. The House passed the Civil Rights Act 290 to 130, and all but one of the congressmen who endorsed the Title VII “sex” amendment (including Representative Smith) voted against the bill.

	VI. Liz Carpenter was Lady Bird Johnson’s press secretary.

	VII. The “underground” triumvirate, Marguerite Rawalt, Mary Eastwood, and Catherine East, were all lifelong civil servants. Rawalt (born in 1895) and Eastwood (born in 1930), both pioneering lawyers, worked for the IRS and the Department of Justice, respectively. Catherine East (born in 1916), was the primary staff member for the Labor Department’s Interdepartmental Committee on the Status of Women, where she served as an unofficial information conduit for feminist activists in and out of the federal government. At risk of losing their jobs, Rawalt, Eastwood, and East often conducted their feminist activism outside their workplaces, and often in secret.






5 WRAP—Sex Meets Caste


While feminist lawyers and lawmakers worked to pass legislation in Washington, a new and growing group of younger women—who were more culturally and politically radical—began to wake up to the sex discrimination they were experiencing while participating in the civil rights and antiwar movements.






MARILYN WEBB

I wanted to be a neurosurgeon, but my mother told me that girls couldn’t do that. So I majored in psychology at Brandeis, where the whole faculty was pretty much male, except for Eleanor Roosevelt. There were no other women role models. There was no counseling about the future. It was a time when girls had their engagement rings and their silver patterns picked out by the time they graduated. I didn’t know what the point was for them to go to college, except to meet husbands. I didn’t have that view of myself.

I applied to Harvard and I applied to Chicago—those were the two programs I wanted to go to. Chicago gave me a National Science Foundation stipend. I got a salary plus the scholarship. So, that’s why I chose Chicago and entered their PhD program in educational psychology in’64.

I had a professor, Richard Flacks, who taught a class on social movements. The national office of SDS [Students for a Democratic Society]I had moved from New York to Chicago that same year, and Dick Flacks invited a lot of people from the national office to come and speak to our class. So they came to class and talked about Mississippi, and we talked about what we were doing in Woodlawn, and then people ended up marrying each other. Lee Webb, who later became my husband, was the national secretary of SDS at that point.



HEATHER BOOTH

In 1965, my sociology professor at University of Chicago, Dick Flacks, said I might be interested in going to the national SDS meeting, which was being held in Champaign–Urbana, Illinois, because they were going to discuss the so-called “woman question.” It was the first national SDS meeting I went to.



LEE WEBB

I had been national secretary of SDS and then had been drafted, but I had received from my draft board in Brookline, Massachusetts, a status as conscientious objector. I was not prepared to fight in Vietnam. I went to Chicago to do my conscientious objector work and help move the SDS national office from New York to Chicago.

I knew Heather Booth well. I introduced her to her husband, Paul Booth. Heather was a student at the University of Chicago. Paul, by that time, was the new national secretary of SDS and he was living in Chicago.



MARILYN WEBB

The National Council meeting was held at the University of Illinois’s campus in Champaign–Urbana December 1965. The SDS people were meeting in this big auditorium, and it consisted of mostly guys talking about the draft and the slogan “Women say yes to men who say no.” What they were saying is that men who said no to the draft were the ones who got all the girls to fuck them. There were signs made up. It’s not that we weren’t all against the war, but I thought something was wrong and off in this conversation.



HEATHER BOOTH

There were probably a couple hundred people in a large room. At one point, Jimmy Garrett, a Black SNCC staffer I had known in Mississippi, got up and said, “Look, you women aren’t going to get it together until you meet on your own.” As he left, I thought, “Oh, no. We’re Black and white together, we’re men and women together, we’ll work this out.” And after another hour or so, when women would say, “I don’t think you listen to me when I speak,” the guys would say, “Oh, that’s not true,” and I realized Jimmy was right.



MARILYN WEBB

Women kept leaving the auditorium and going downstairs to the cafeteria. Somebody said Casey Hayden and Mary King from SNCC had sent us a letter.



HEATHER BOOTH

It was this famous paper that was circulated that November, on the women’s position in the movement.



MARILYN WEBB

I was sitting in the cafeteria around several tables and the group kept getting larger and larger. There were about fifty or seventy-five women. The letter from the women in SNCC asked us to consider our own position in SDS as second-class citizens, as they were considering theirs in SNCC, and it talked about the similarities between the social place of women in America and that of African Americans.


Sex and Caste: A Kind of Memo from Casey Hayden and Mary King to a Number of Other Women in the Peace and Freedom MovementsII

Sex and caste: There seem to be many parallels that can be drawn between treatment of Negroes and treatment of women in our society as a whole. But in particular, women we’ve talked to who work in the movement seem to be caught up in a common-law caste system that operates, sometimes subtly, forcing them to work around or outside hierarchical structures of power which may exclude them.





MARILYN WEBB

It was a very strong letter laying out a whole ideology about oppression and class structure in terms of society that cut across race lines. What they were saying for the first time that I’d heard it, was that gender cut across those lines too, that gender, like race, made us second-class citizens too.


Sex and Caste: A Kind of Memo

It is a caste system which, at its worst, uses and exploits women.

This is complicated by several facts, among them:


	The caste system is not institutionalized by law (women have the right to vote, to sue for divorce, etc.);

	Women can’t withdraw from the situation (a la nationalism) or overthrow it;

	There are biological differences…. Many people who are very hip to the implications of the racial caste system, even people in the movement, don’t seem to be able to see the sexual caste system and if the question is raised, they respond with: “That’s the way it’s supposed to be. There are biological differences.”







MARILYN WEBB

By then, many of us women had grown tired of listening to males grandstand at meetings, of having to do the “shit work” of antiwar and community organizing. We didn’t want to be the “women say yes to men who say no.” So we started talking about what does this mean for us? It was an aha moment for all of us.II



HEATHER BOOTH

Back on my campus, there was another SDS meeting, and SDS at that point was the largest organization on student rights issues in the country. It was the leading organization of the New Left. And I was active in it. I was also in student government; I was the head of Friends of SNCC; I headed a tutoring project on campus. So I was speaking at an SDS meeting and one of the male organizers, while I’m talking, said, “Shhh, shut up.”

I was so shocked that after I finished speaking, I walked around and tapped each of the women in the group on the shoulder. And I think it was a majority of the group, and I said let’s go upstairs. And we left the group and went upstairs and formed WRAP, Women’s Radical Action Program.



MARILYN WEBB

We came back to school in January’66, and Heather and I and a couple of other people started a women’s group in the South Side. I lived in Hyde Park, and we were meeting in my apartment building. We met for a while and talked with other women besides SDS people, about what it meant to grow up as a female and how our socialization had happened. We didn’t really have any language for it. We were just taking off from the conversation at the SDS meeting in that cafeteria, and saying, “Okay, what was it like to be a woman? How were you raised? What were you told by your mother? What were you told by society and the schools you attended?” We were young, well-educated, unmarried, not yet mothers. For me, it was the first time I realized that girls were different.



HEATHER BOOTH

It was kind of electric. Here we were, doing this on our own. We’d have our consciousness-raising discussions, but we would also take on issues on campus. WRAP was the first organization of the new women’s movement on a college campus. There were sororities and other things on other campuses, but it was one of the first women’s organizations of the emerging women’s liberation movement. When we put out our first flier announcing that we were having a meeting, we were flooded. We had more people than could fit into the room. It was a sign.



	I. SDS was the largest New Left student organization in the country—founded by Tom Hayden and other activists at the University of Michigan in 1960. Originally an antipoverty organization, SDS soon became an anti–Vietnam War powerhouse, with over 120,000 student members.

	II. Hayden and King were SNCC civil rights activists in the early sixties. A Texan, Casey Hayden (who was married to Tom Hayden from 1961 to 1965) worked closely with SNCC’s Ella Baker, and was an organizer for the 1964 Freedom Summer and the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party. Their memo is considered “the well-spring of the modern women’s liberation movement,” according to Rosalyn Baxandall and other participants and historians of the movement.

	III. Women comprised approximately 35 percent of SDS membership, but in 1964, only 6 percent of the Executive Committee were women, and just one of seventeen nationally elected National Council members was a woman. In 1966, no major SDS office was held by a woman.






6 We Just Don’t Hire Women—The EEOC’s Rocky Start


Opening in 1965, Title VII mandated the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission to eliminate job discrimination. But changing workplace practices for women required disrupting deeply entrenched social norms. Representing both the Democratic and Republican parties, the EEOC’s first five commissioners were chairman Franklin Roosevelt Jr., Luther Holcomb, Samuel Jackson, Richard Graham, and Aileen Hernandez, a Black union organizer and member of the California Fair Employment Practices Commission.






AILEEN HERNANDEZ

On the day that we opened our office, July 2, 1965, there were well over two thousand cases that had been delivered to us by the NAACP [National Association for the Advancement of Colored People]. Plus, all the others that were coming from other places, so we were backlogged from the very first day because we had no staff. We had to borrow staff for almost a year.



SONIA PRESSMAN FUENTES

When the Civil Rights Act passed, I had been working for six years at the NLRB, the agency that enforced the National Labor Relations Act. But I felt driven to seek other employment. There was something else I was supposed to do. Ever since I was ten years old, I have thought that my life was saved for a purpose. I was not free to just get married and have a family. I subsequently learned that a lot of Holocaust survivors had that feeling.

So I called my friend’s former law school professor, Charlie Duncan, who was the general counsel of a brand-new agency called the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission. We made an appointment. I came into
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	I. The battle over sex-segregated classified ads would drag on for another five years. In 1968, the American Association of Newspaper Publishers (AANP) and the Washington Star sued the EEOC, charging that the agency did not have legal authority to change the rules, and in October 1969 NOW filed suit against the Pittsburgh Press for refusing to desegregate its ads. That case made it to the Supreme Court in 1973, and in a 5–4 vote, the court ruled that segregating classified job ads by sex discriminated against women.

	II. By the end of the EEOC’s first year, one-third of its complaints were filed by women.

	III. In September 1965, the EEOC initially ruled that airlines had the right to fire stewardesses (but not other women who worked for the airline in different jobs) because they considered sex a “bona fide occupational qualification” for stewardesses, and therefore they could be treated differently than male employees. But in 1966, United Airlines fired stewardess Mary Sprogis for getting married. Sprogis filed a complaint that year with the EEOC charging sex discrimination. In August 1968, the commission changed its earlier ruling and found probable cause that United violated the Civil Rights Act of 1964 by discriminating on the basis of sex. Sprogis then filed a federal discrimination suit in November 1968, and in early 1970 a US district court judge ruled that the no-marriage provision was illegal and ordered Sprogis be rehired. The groundbreaking case Sprogis v. United Airlines became an important precedent for future sex discrimination cases, and it inspired 475 flight attendants to sue United Airlines in a class action in 1970.
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