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Foreword



It has been more than forty years since the rise of feminism’s second wave, and yet I often find myself dismayed when I recognize that the issues women are facing in contemporary society are much the same as they were during the feminist revolution.


Many women around the world do not have unfettered, affordable access to birth control or legal abortion. The statistics on women and sexual violence remain appalling. Sexual harassment is more the rule than the exception. Working-class women have no affordable means of childcare. The wage gap persists: according to a 2016 study done by the Institute of Women’s Policy Research, while white women in the United States earn 75.3 percent of the salaries their white male counterparts earn, and Asian women 84.5 percent, black women earn only 63.3 percent and Latina women earn 54.4 percent. Transgender women are fighting for their rightful place not only in society but also within the feminist movement. Queer women continue to fight for basic civil rights such as workplace protections.


I am regularly asked, “What is feminism?” A disheartening number of people are still unclear about the definition of a movement that has existed for more than a century. Some people ask this question earnestly. They are simply unclear about feminism. Others are willfully ignorant—they don’t really need feminism defined. Instead, they think of themselves as provocative, asking a question to which they already have an incorrect or incomplete answer. They would rather waste time on vocabulary than thinking about the necessary and important work of feminism. They would rather waste this time than actually do the work of feminism.


There are many people who believe feminism has an image problem. Feminists are too angry. They hate men. They are humorless. On and on the caricatures go. There are people who believe we no longer need feminism, that women have come far enough and are doing just fine. That we’re still defining and defending feminism is the clearest reminder of how much is at stake. There is something threatening to the status quo about the idea of women achieving equity and equality. We must protect that idea, that hope, at all costs.


Though we have not come as far as second-wave feminists would have hoped, feminist activism is alive and well. Feminism is far more inclusive than it ever has been, due in large part to the foregrounding of intersectionality, a theory put forward by Kimberlé Crenshaw, who notes in her article “Mapping the Margins” that “intersectionality offers a way of mediating the tension between assertions of multiple identity and the ongoing necessity of group politics.” Intersectionality allows for the reality that as women, we share a gender but also inhabit many other identities including race, class, sexuality, ability, and so much more. As women, we share a gender, but we are not equally affected by the ways of the world, and as feminists we need to acknowledge and accommodate these differences. The Internet is serving as a democratizing force for feminist activists to put their work into the world, in ways great and small. For every effort made to impede women’s progress, there are countless feminists holding the line and resisting, voices raised.


Organizations like Black Lives Matter are fighting to bring attention to police brutality and institutionalized racism within the judicial system. We’ve seen Hillary Clinton become the first woman to receive a major-party nomination for president of the United States, and we’ve seen her win the popular vote. In the wake of Donald Trump’s election, hundreds of thousands of women and men marched in hundreds of cities around the world in protest of his presidency and to take a stand for women’s rights.


This is the reality of feminism—the fight is ongoing, and though it may seem slow, progress is always being made because feminists, from all walks of life, rise to the occasion time and again.


In this book, you will find some of the postwar feminist history that made today’s feminism possible and images that capture this vibrant movement. As in the 1960s, we are at a watershed moment of cultural change for women. As we look forward, we must also look back.


Roxane Gay
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This famous women’s liberation poster was produced in 1974 by the Red Women’s Workshop and is entitled Protest. It displays several images of objectification of women—a subject that became a rallying cause of the women’s movements.





Authors’ note



This book is intended to be a celebration of the political, strategic, and cultural diversity of the women’s liberation movement, as well as its creativity. We have sought to give voice to as many grassroots activists as possible, both through their own words and in the exploration of some of the lesser-known groups and activities that helped to shape and change women’s lives. We have endeavored to showcase as many facets of feminism during the period of the early 1960s to the 1980s as we can in the scope of this project. The narrative of this book is told from a primarily Anglo-American, Western perspective. Given the enormous diversity of feminist movements around the world, we cannot claim to have covered the broad spectrum and nuances of the global women’s movement within these pages. We have, however, attempted to place these movements in a more international, particularly European, context where possible, exploring the resonances of women’s liberation as it moved across borders.


This is, therefore, but one representation of feminist movements, rather than a definitive history. Many of the histories featured in this book are buried deep in archives or in people’s personal collections, or are the subject of academic research. For popular audiences, this makes it financially, practically, and discursively difficult to access many of these stories, and this collection helps to break down some of these barriers.


Women’s liberation intersected with other revolutionary movements striving for racial, class, sexual and environmental justice. These struggles continue today in the face of necessity, and often converge with demands for gender freedoms and self-determination, articulated by transgender activists. Feminist activism generated, and continues to generate, unique forms of knowledge and skills that should be central to all social justice movements. We hope you will find The Feminist Revolution informative and inspiring in its depiction of feminist and women-centered social movements.


Terms


Given that this book encompasses a wide variety of movements in the UK, US, Europe, and beyond, terminologies do differ. We have sought to find commonality in the following ways.


The women’s movements of the 1960s to the 1980s are often referred to as the period of “second-wave” feminism. Instead of this catchall term, we felt it necessary, where possible, to adopt the language activists used to describe their political identities and identifications. We do the same to differentiate among geographical locations and specific groups or campaigns within the movements.


We use the capitalized term “Women’s Liberation Movement” to refer to the white-dominated women’s movement in Britain and sometimes use the term “women’s liberation movement” and “second-wave feminism” interchangeably to refer to the US.


We use the term “Black Women’s Movement” to refer to the autonomous organization of Afro-Caribbean and South Asian women in the UK context who used the term “black” as a political identity. The phrase “black women’s movement”—three active, interlocking identities—also encompasses the experiences of black women / women of color participating in and redefining American feminisms. The arc of black feminist issues in majority-white American history is both distinctive and an integral part of radical feminist change.


We use the term “women’s peace movement” to refer to women whose primary concern was stopping militarism, nuclear proliferation, and violence in an international context.


We have tended to use “women’s movements”—rather than “women’s movement”—in the plural to emphasize that there was no single, cohesive movement, but rather a diversity of voices whose personal issues informed their specific outlooks.
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“Sisterhood is blooming” was a key slogan of the burgeoning women’s movements. This 1970 poster was designed by the Chicago Women’s Graphic Collective, who were responsible for many iconic images of the women’s movement in America.
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Women’s. Liberation. Movement.


Women’s. Who were women? What was their history and what was their future? “The words of women have yet to be written,”1 bellowed WOMAN, the main character in Jane Arden’s 1969 play Vagina Rex and the Gas Oven. One of the first obstacles women’s movements had to overcome was how to dispense with stereotypes—“Bird-brained—tender—intuitive—garrulous—unreliable—disloyal—weak”—and “destroy the language” of male oppression.2 If women were not the same as men, how were their lives different?


Liberation. The women’s liberation movements aimed to free women from the systems that dominated them. Across the Western world, women’s liberation movements were inspired by, and part of, a wider revolutionary transformation that took place in the late 1960s—the European 1968 students’ and workers’ protests, the Chinese Cultural Revolution, anti-Vietnam war activism, Black Power, and other liberation struggles. Yet women’s liberation invented a completely different kind of politics that claimed “the personal is political.” Women’s “private” and hidden experiences became the raw material from which a social movement was built.3 Women, newly liberated, presented explicit demands for freedom in sexuality, wage and family structure, and reproductive justice.


Movement. Change, transformation: the women’s liberation movements mobilized hundreds of thousands of women and instilled in them the belief that they could change their lives and the wider world. Everything that appeared fixed before was now rigorously questioned. As they marched, sat in, sang, and wrote, feminists drew new insights from those who had called for women’s rights in prior times.


Why did the women’s liberation movements catapult so many “ordinary” women into political action? What made them take part in activism that fundamentally changed who they were, what they believed in, and what they did?




“I was so totally transformed by the [Women’s Liberation Movement], sometimes I have to remember what it was like before.”


Maggie Nicols, musician and activist, interview with D-M Withers, September 2016





Transformation


During the American Revolution, eighteenth-century colonial feminist writers warned that women should be explicitly included and empowered in the Constitution. During the spring of 1776, Abigail Adams famously instructed her husband, John, “And by the way in the new Code of Laws . . . I desire you would Remember the Ladies.” To her chagrin, and the disappointment of many others, the new Constitution failed to name women, Native Americans, or slaves as specific beneficiaries of equal rights. John Adams himself responded to his revolutionary-minded wife with: “As to your extraordinary Code of Laws, I cannot but laugh. . . . Depend upon it, we know better than to repeal our Masculine systems.”4
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This popular poster by the Chicago Women’s Graphic Collective from 1971 illustrated the frustration felt by many women who were daily addressed as “chick,” “babe,” “cupcake,” and other belittling terms of endearment. The corresponding term for women in the UK was “bird.” In the mid-1960s, one student review of colleges gave the ratio of “cats” to “chicks,” an unfortunate positioning of predator and prey.
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Jane Arden’s 1969 play Vagina Rex and the Gas Oven was performed for six weeks in front of sellout audiences at the Art Lab, London. The play was heralded for its innovative multimedia approach and its uncompromising depiction of women’s existence in male-dominated society. This poster was likely the work of British graphic artist Alan Aldridge (1943–2017).
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To commemorate the fiftieth anniversary of white women’s suffrage (the passage of the 19th Amendment to the US Constitution in 1920), on August 26, 1970, women and a few men, too, marched along Fifth Avenue in New York City, past a banner declaring, “Women of the world unite!”


Still lacking the opportunity to vote, testify in court, or otherwise act politically except through a husband, nineteenth-century American feminists made suffrage and the abolishment of slavery their twin goals, intent on reforming a country that owed fairness and freedom to all women. Eighty years of such campaigning resulted in property rights, the establishment of women’s colleges, and the 19th Amendment granting white women suffrage in 1920; yet black women, like black men, would be intimidated from exercising the right to vote until well into the 1960s. Women remained divided by race . . . and social class.


Similarly, women in postwar Britain grew up amid a sea of social contradictions. Numerous welfare reforms introduced by the postwar Labour government gave people unprecedented security. Throughout society, the assumption remained that men were the “breadwinners” and women would stay at home and raise the children.


Mid-twentieth-century Britain was, however, marked by a steady rise in married women’s employment outside the home—26 percent in 1951, 35 percent in 1961, and 49 percent by the early 1970s.5 This never challenged the idea that men would earn the main wage, but women did derive satisfaction and independence from earning their own money and participating within a growing consumer culture.6


Girls in the UK were also better educated in the postwar period. The introduction of the 1944 Education Act made education compulsory for girls and boys until the age of fifteen. This meant that women who became active in the women’s liberation movements were generally well educated and, as a result, had higher expectations for their lives.7 University attendance also increased, although change was slower in this area. By the mid-1970s, around 30 percent of British university students were female.8
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Poster of the French Parti socialiste (Socialist Party), c.1970. The party naturally aligned themselves with women’s liberation and the fight for equal rights.


Within popular culture and society, messages about women’s roles were mixed. The dangers of “maternal deprivation” for children, popularized by British psychologist John Bowlby in the 1950s, were an ideological dragnet that pushed women back into the home.


In contrast, in countries with a Communist or Socialist agenda, such as the German Democratic Republic and the USSR, equality of the sexes was advocated, but in practice inequalities remained. Although women in the workplace were supported by childcare provisions and access to roles, in the end many women felt that they shouldered the burden of more menial jobs and a far higher proportion of household work than their male counterparts. Despite preaching equality, Communist male politicians were prepared to turn the other cheek to their fellow brothers’ indiscretions but demanded that their female political counterparts be “untainted.”9 Equality may have been written into the party manifesto and even the constitution, but it was not always reflected in the way women felt about their place in society. A clear example of such double sexual standards was to be found in the Italian Communist Party, as demonstrated by attitudes to adultery. While a male Communist politician’s indiscretions might be overlooked, a wife who was cheated on would be treated as a pariah. This was evidenced when Rita Montagnana’s husband, Communist Party Secretary Palmiro Togliatti, left her after his affair with eminent female Italian politician Nilde Lotti in 1948. Montagnana’s hitherto glittering career—which had seen her found The Companion feminist newspaper in 1922 and become leader of the women’s wing of the Italian Communist Party and elected member of the constituent assembly—stalled thereafter, and she eventually left office. Togliatti, protected by his powerful position in a predominantly patriarchal system, was left virtually untouched by the scandal.




“Thus, humanity is male and man defines woman not in relation to herself but as relative to him; she is not regarded as an autonomous being.”


Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex [1949], 1973
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Communist posters of the postwar period commonly celebrated the ideal of women (and men) contributing to an equal society, although these visualized representations did not tell the whole story of women, who were often doubly subjugated in their work and their home lives.











The Oxford conference


D-M Withers


“It was really from the Oxford conference in February 1970,” Sheila Rowbotham famously stated, “that a movement could be said to exist.”10


The first National Women’s Liberation Conference in Britain took place from February 27 to March 1, 1970, at Ruskin College, Oxford. Originally planned as a women’s history conference, the noticeable momentum behind women’s liberation meant that the time was ripe for a political conference dedicated to women’s lives.


The organizers thought “perhaps a hundred women could come. In fact more than 500 people turned up, 400 women, 60 children and 40 men, and we had to go into the Oxford Union because Ruskin was too small.”11 Famously—and radically for that time—men ran the childcare. Liberated from looking after their children, many women who had never been to a political event before dived into the cauldron of energy generated at the conference.


Discussions focused on the home and family, women’s psychology, capitalism, prison, women in industry, the activism of suffragette Sylvia Pankhurst, and women in the nineteenth-century labor movement. The conference offered a platform for women to share their experiences, and those who spoke did so “with incredible passion into the microphone.”12 Some listened with wonder to women who “put into words things that made you say to yourself, ‘That’s what I’ve always thought and felt and I’ve never been able to put my finger on it.’”13 Oxford is exuberantly remembered as a time when sisterhood was uncomplicated and unified. Yet not everyone shared these feelings of connection and common purpose. Gerlin Bean, active in black liberation and, later, the British Black Women’s Movement, recalled her experience: “I couldn’t really pick on the relevance of it, as it pertains to black women. But one woman, her name was Selma James, when she spoke, and she was down on the last day—she was a Jewish woman who was married to CLR James—she put it all in context, in the relevance, how it would affect black women and our involvement because our struggle wasn’t just about women, it was an anti-imperialist struggle about black people, and women [were] just a sector within that.”14


Selma James had been active in women’s and labor activism since the 1950s. Like many other women, she felt that her “life was transformed” by being at Oxford: “It helped launch me into the politics that I’ve been involved in since.”15 She was also “disturbed by the conference . . . most of the women were what you call middle or upper-middle class, and they attacked the lack of access of women to power. I always agreed, and the conference was a moment of power for all women.”16


Bean and James highlight the political biases that shaped the British Women’s Liberation Movement from its inception. “When we planned the Ruskin conference, I wanted working-class women to come. They didn’t, really,”17 reflected Rowbotham. Despite the strong desire to create a social movement that could liberate all women, from the start white middle-class women were at the center. Working-class and black women were certainly at Ruskin, but they were clearly not the dominant voices. They also had limited power to define the objectives of the movement in its emergent stages.




“[There was] the amazing feeling of your whole being being completely opened up.”


Sheila Rowbotham, Once a Feminist, 1990





The first national Women’s Liberation conference may not have provided all the answers or laid out an easy way forward for the movement. But one thing is certain: for those who attended, it activated an enormous amount of political energy. “We talked about Ruskin for weeks afterwards. I think it had a powerful effect. But I think we didn’t really know what to say at that stage, we were still observing.”18 For women whose experiences were marginalized at the conference, this friction helped generate new perspectives on women’s liberation. These would be passionately debated within the movement throughout the 1970s and beyond.


As women left Oxford, they carried forth the energy of the event and the new political perspectives they had been exposed to into their communities. In towns across the UK—Bolton, Swindon, Portsmouth, and many others—small consciousness-raising groups were formed and local campaigns instigated. The seeds that would help women’s liberation spread beyond the metropolis were laid down. The British Women’s Liberation Movement was born.
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An activist from a lobbying organization delivers an impassioned speech, while attendees at the conference—including Sheila Rowbotham, sitting behind the bottle of water—receive the message with a youthful irreverence.
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At the Oxford conference, male partners ran the childcare to enable women to participate fully in discussions. Cultural theorist Stuart Hall, husband of Catherine Hall (who was active in Birmingham women’s liberation), is pictured on the right.
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Visual imagery explored how objectification damaged the psychic life of women, as depicted in this illustration by Swedish painter Monica Sjöö.


The postwar era was, then, a time of simultaneous expansion and contraction for women. Old expectations about women’s traditional roles were being eroded by political, economic, and social changes, yet opportunities for women to live genuinely independent lives were scarce.


In 1949, Simone de Beauvoir’s Le deuxième sexe (The Second Sex) raised fundamental philosophical questions about the way in which women were viewed in society. Her exploration of women as “the Other” being central to female oppression was to later inspire feminists, not only in France but across the world.


The awakening


In the US, the early 1960s marked a watershed of cultural and social change for women. One-third of American women were in the workforce, but most languished in clerical and domestic work, limited by “help wanted” ads that separated better-paying jobs for men from the secretarial roles assigned to women. The Equal Pay Act of 1963, designed to correct an unfair structure, was passed in the same year that Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique was published. The book, which sold one million copies in the US and UK by 1970, clearly demonstrated that the specter of the immiserated housewife remained.19


Similarly, Hannah Gavron’s The Captive Wife, “a study of sad, lonely mothers of the working and middle class,” offered a British perspective on women confined to the home.20 The book was published to rave reviews in 1965, months after the author—a mother with two young children—had committed suicide, poisoned by gas from a kitchen oven. The catalog of extraordinary, talented archetypal ’60s women who suffered death in tragic circumstances—writer Sylvia Plath, pop artist Pauline Boty, and playwright Jane Arden—perhaps testifies most to this image of the “trapped woman.” Women shared public and private testimony, voicing frustration at limits on their political and economic power and their personal agency.




“I think now that there was no way to be a woman and to be intelligent and articulate in the sixties.”


Sally Alexander, Once a Feminist, 1990





The birth control pill, the participation of radical young women in left-wing groups such as Students for a Democratic Society (SDS) and the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), and demands that campus curfew laws be dismantled were signatures of a new generation of female activists, unafraid to go to jail for causes they believed in. This will to abandon feminine passivity for important causes of the day was not voiced only by young women. Elder radical folksinger Malvina Reynolds declared in song, “It isn’t nice to block the doorway; it isn’t nice to go to jail. There are nicer ways to do it, but the nice ways always fail.”


On Capitol Hill, lawmakers pushed through the Civil Rights Act of 1964, banning discrimination based on race. At the last minute, they reluctantly added Title VII, which banned sex discrimination as well. It took lawyer Pauli Murray to point out the “double jeopardy” facing black women, who still experienced legal bias based on sex in the new era of racial civil rights protections.


For black women, 1960s Britain was also a “bitter disappointment.”21 Despite the promises made by the British state, many of those who immigrated to Britain to help rebuild the “Mother Country” after World War II were faced with relentless racism and few job opportunities. One black woman recalled, “I remember getting up every morning to go to the Labour Exchange to see if there were any jobs. I was actually looking for nursing work, but they wouldn’t have me . . . when I got to the hospital, the woman there offered me a cleaning job.”22


Meanwhile in America, Congress and the New York Times openly jeered at the notion that sexism was a social problem; and the newly appointed director of the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) shared his opinion that male bosses were naturally entitled to have female secretaries. The more that women demanded to be taken seriously as complete persons, the more American television served up prime-time shows with classic female stereotypes: Bewitched, I Dream of Jeannie, The Flying Nun. Could America see adult women as more than witch, sex slave, or virgin?23


Frustrated by the slow pace of change and the negative attitude of the EEOC despite its legal directive, Betty Friedan organized the National Organization for Women (NOW) in 1966. At the same time, women active in the anti-war Left, less interested in NOW’s mainstream goals of acceptance into existing structures, turned to feminist liberation theory as they experienced belittlement and betrayal by the male leadership of radical causes. Speaking in the film She’s Beautiful When She’s Angry, activist Marilyn Webb recalled, “Why weren’t we in leadership positions? I didn’t expect movement men to behave that way; and I was shocked.” Male revolutionaries who casually remarked that a woman’s place was in bed or in the kitchen were left to contemplate their unchecked sexism as female “politicos” walked out and formed their own cells and consciousness-raising groups.


Radical men had failed to see that women, too, constituted an oppressed class under laws that treated them like children. In their famous 1965 statement, SNCC activists Casey Hayden and Mary King named the underclass treatment of women by male-led organizations as a caste position of “assumed subordination.” Writers and activists Marge Piercy, Ellen Willis, and Robin Morgan each produced classic essays of disaffection with the male Left and declared that the feminist struggle was their political priority. The attraction of experienced female journalists to the women’s movement gave radical feminism a literary edge, generating published broadsides and booklets throughout the 1970s and well into the ’80s. These texts identified a new enemy, in addition to racism, war, and class struggle—the name of the system that had to be dismantled was patriarchy.
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Over and over, the US government’s own statistics showed women earning fifty-nine cents to the male worker’s dollar in wages. Women of color often earned less than white women. The focus on equal pay for equal work became a bipartisan slogan. The fair wage goal emerged as a mainstream political issue as more and more women headed families and provided for children—on an income that rarely matched what a man earned.
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The front page of the New York Daily News on August 27, 1970, the day after the Women’s Equality Strike demonstration in New York City.
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Betty Friedan, founder and president of the National Organization for Women (NOW), talks to reporters in the lobby of the New York State Assembly in April 1967. Making sex discrimination a civil rights platform, liberalizing New York’s abortion laws, and gaining greater representation for women by women in the state government were goals NOW helped to achieve.





What sparked the fire of radical, “second-wave” feminism was not one lit match but rather many torches raised by women in different communities across the globe. By the early 1960s, ongoing social protest movements were converging to address concepts of liberation and self-determination. In the US, as veterans of the Civil Rights Movement, black and white women had participated in nonviolent resistance, boycotts, and street protests, gaining a more sophisticated understanding of the media’s power to spread slogans. The Black Power movement saw activism and militancy combine, while those active in Women Strike for Peace leveraged their roles as mothers of sons to contest the Vietnam War and the dangers of the nuclear arms race. Older women, remembering what they had contributed to America’s World War II victory as well-paid industrial workers, were fed up with postwar society’s educational and workplace discriminations and began to seek change through the court system. Young women of the baby boom generation—a huge new demographic to be reckoned with—were coming of age with civil rights rhetoric and legal contraception, questioning authority on every level as their boyfriends were drafted and sent to war in Southeast Asia.


This all came to a head in 1968—a year of protest. This year of unrest had been precipitated by the killing of a student in June 1967 by police during a demonstration in West Germany. This action caused the breakdown of the Socialist German Student League (SDS), which was escalated by internal revolts, including by its female membership as the women’s movement began to emerge in Germany. During February 1968, tensions between East and West Germany resulted in protests at universities throughout East Germany. Italy, too, had seen periods of unrest throughout 1967, and on March 1, 1968, fights between Italian students and police, dubbed the “battle of Valle Giulia,” broke out, with students later shutting the University of Rome down for twelve days.24 On March 8 and 9, thousands of Polish students campaigning for student rights were beaten and arrested, leading to twenty days of violent clashes between police and the public that were quelled only when the government shut down the universities, arrested over one thousand students, and “encouraged” Jewish Poles to flee the country through an anti-Zionist propaganda campaign. Throughout April, Spanish students protested Franco’s regime, incited by a government-sanctioned mass for Adolf Hitler. In Britain, politician Enoch Powell delivered his “Birmingham” speech, now famously referred to as his “Rivers of Blood” speech, igniting anti-immigration sentiment and a political maelstrom. In Paris, students took to the streets over university reform, sparking a month-long wave of demonstrations and strikes throughout France over virtually every issue from education to pay and working reforms. Similar protests took place later that month in Sweden, while in Czechoslovakia, the population rose up during the “Prague Spring” to champion liberal reforms in the face of Soviet repression. During that summer, the Mexico Olympics sparked a wave of anti-apartheid and civil rights demonstrations as more than forty teams threatened to boycott the games over the inclusion of segregationist South Africa among the competitors. The Rodney Riots took place that fall in Jamaica after university lecturer and Black Power activist Dr. Walter Rodney was banned from returning to his position at the University of the West Indies due to his outspoken views on civil rights and the middle classes.
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Women Strike for Peace was a group careful to distance itself from organized feminism, but it radicalized mothers into street action, soon overlapping with other women’s political demonstrations. In this photograph by Diana Davies, a mother marching in Washington, D.C., protests against the Vietnam War with a slogan, “Mothers say: Stop the War,” her prim dress, lipstick, and hat giving her what historian Gerda Lerner called, in her 1993 book The Creation of Feminist Consciousness, “authorization through motherhood.”
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Defiant young Czechs protest the Soviet-led Warsaw Pact invasion of Czechoslovakia on August 21, 1968.
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Protesters take to the streets of Paris on May 29, 1968, to demonstrate against President Charles de Gaulle’s government. The protests, which escalated the following day on May 30, were fueled by the Communist agenda, but many socialists and trade union members also participated, including women, who lobbied for better working conditions and higher wages. At one point during May, nearly two-thirds of the French workforce was on strike.


Street rallies, sit-ins, and campus speakouts created visibility for every issue, from anti-war protests to free speech demands. However, for the most part, women’s issues remained peripheral. Even within “progressive” left-wing social movements, the persistence of sexist attitudes meant women were relegated to supportive roles, such as typing leaflets or making tea. The same attitudes were present in political groups across Europe. In Italy, women in mixed left-wing political groups were often re-entrenched in traditional gender roles such as copying documents and usually were referred to as the “angels of the mimeograph”—a new version of the Fascist stereotype of women as “angels of the hearth.”25








The 1968 Miss America pageant


Bonnie J. Morris


Few images are as relentlessly recycled as the portrait of “angry feminists” burning their bras in protest of the 1968 Miss America pageant held in Atlantic City, New Jersey.


Inaccurate media publicity around that protest convinced many Americans that feminists, hostile to beauty and fashion, must be opposed in principle to attracting men—or to being attractive, period. This stereotype of feminists being deliberately unattractive and antisocial continues to haunt young women, many of whom deny any affiliation with the women’s movement by stating carefully, “I’m not a feminist, but . . .”


After 1968, critics of the women’s movement brought up bra-burning to mock the ideals of “women’s lib,” reducing feminist goals to a ban on beauty products. Bralessness also became a way of eroticizing young women, linking them to the provocative freedoms of the sexual revolution. The image of bra-burning convinced some Americans that radical women were becoming as destructive as radical men in an era when homemade bombs, the Weathermen, armed Black Panther brigades, and the slogan “Burn, baby, burn” were all combining to destabilize society. And not a few women of color and the working class puzzled over the feminist movement’s derision toward nice clothing and expensive cosmetics, items many poorer women longed to afford and which symbolized upward social mobility. But the truth is that no bras were burned in Atlantic City. So, how did the myth begin?


Throughout the 1960s, protests flourished best when paired with street theater, which attracted cameras and gave causes good publicity. From young men burning their draft cards to Karla Jay’s “ogle-in” (which turned the tables on harassing males near the Wall Street subway stop in New York), the public stage communicated ideas effectively in the decades before the Internet and social media. The Atlantic City protest began when members of New York Radical Women (NYRW) decided to make a statement about women being rewarded for appearance alone. Charging that real women were more than sex objects to be judged by the male viewer, NYRW decided to rally outside the popular pageant and discard symbolic items women were required to buy and wear to meet modern standards of beauty. Over two hundred women participated.


Yes, women threw girdles and curlers into a “freedom trash can.” However, the historic wooden boardwalk where feminists had assembled represented a real fire hazard, and Atlantic City’s anxious mayor and police requested that nothing be set aflame. Thus no bras were burned. Inside the actual Miss America event, activists unfurled a giant “Women’s Liberation” banner over the audience balcony. Protest organizer Robin Morgan’s comment to a New York Times reporter, “We wouldn’t do anything dangerous—just a symbolic bra-burning,” convinced TV viewers that bra-burning was the preferred activity of women’s liberationists.


The media’s relationship with feminism would remain fraught with these tensions. Mainstream broadcasts mocked feminist protests, leading women to produce and rely on their own newspapers and journals. Ironically, though it was responsible for manufacturing the stereotype of the “ugly” feminist, America’s media also granted ongoing exposure to feminists who fitted conventional white beauty standards, such as Gloria Steinem, Robin Morgan, Ti-Grace Atkinson, and Germaine Greer. By the early 1970s, Gloria Steinem and other editors at Ms. magazine would critique beauty products throughout the many forms of journalism the magazine made possible, from the famous “No Comment” section of sexist ads to investigative research on the health risks of feminine hygiene sprays. Legal challenges led by minority women would also help to redefine beauty and personal hygiene as individual and multicultural expression, asking: could a black woman sport an Afro or dreadlocks and look “professional” at her place of work? Must female lawyers wear dresses or skirts to practice law? Could girls wear trousers to school? In an era where reform schools still punished young black women for daring to maintain unstraightened natural hairstyles, beauty remained a contested issue. What the Miss America protest questioned, above all, was just who profited from making women and girls conform to a look that could be achieved only inauthentically, through discomfort, expense, and artifice.
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Women toss items into the “Freedom Trash Can” on the Atlantic City boardwalk in protest of the 1968 Miss America pageant. This demonstration famously gave rise to the stereotype that all feminists burn their bras. Some protesters threw in hair curlers and girdles, accessories long used by both pageant contestants and ordinary women to meet otherwise unattainable standards of beauty and femininity.
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A man studies the Miss America protest posters, which declare the contest to be nothing more than a “cattle auction.”
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An original flier inviting women in the New York/New Jersey area to travel to Atlantic City and protest the Miss America pageant. This poster incorrectly gives the date as September 6; it was actually held on September 7. The use of a female Venus symbol with raised fist was already popular as a rallying feminist image by the summer of 1968; the poster also draws attention to the racism of American beauty ideals and encourages participants to bring “anger” and “militance.”




“On September 7th in Atlantic City, the Annual Miss America Pageant will again crown ‘your ideal.’ But this year, reality will liberate the contest auction-block in the guise of ‘genyooine’ de-plasticized, breathing women. Women’s liberation groups, Black women, high-school and college women, women’s peace groups, women’s welfare and social-work groups, women’s job-equality, pro-birth control and pro-abortion groups—women of every political persuasion—all are invited to join us. . . . We will protest the image of Miss America, an image that oppresses in every area in which it purports to represent us.”


“No More Miss America,” open letter, August 26, 1968, Robin Morgan papers, Duke University








Nevertheless, the “establishment” media could no longer ignore or censor social change, as journalists all over the world captured images of protest and broadcast them to a global viewing audience. There would be no turning back—women and men of all ages had taken to the streets and had spoken up, in some countries for the first time. More importantly, women had begun to learn and internalize the language of liberation.


Indeed, by fall 1968, “vague rumours of the women’s movement in America and Germany reached Britain,”26 and a new kind of revolutionary consciousness was stirring.


Between 1968 and 1969, pockets of activity started to emerge across Britain—women’s liberation was in formation. The National Joint Action Committee on Women’s Equal Rights (NJACWER), formed by trade union women in the wake of the Ford Dagenham sewing machinist strike of May–July 1968, planned a demonstration for May 1969. Psychoanalyst Juliet Mitchell ran what is regarded as the first women’s studies classes at London’s Anti-University, and at the Revolutionary Festival at Essex University in 1969, a meeting was held about women.27 Women’s liberation groups began to meet in London, and the first publications connected to the movement—Socialist Woman and Shrew—were written, printed, and distributed, while the British leftist newspaper Black Dwarf declared 1969 to be the “Year of the Militant Woman.”




‘‘Revolutions are about little things. . . . Little things which happen to you all the time, every day, wherever you go, all your life.”


Sheila Rowbotham quoted in The Black Dwarf, January 10, 1969





In the late 1960s, British Prime Minister Harold Wilson’s Labour government passed a “remarkable . . . wave of liberal legislation”28 that supported women’s independence. This included the 1967 Abortion Act, passed after decades of campaigning by the Abortion Law Reform Association, which made it possible for a woman to get an abortion under certain conditions.29 Like the contraceptive pill, the introduction of the act did not mean access to abortion was automatic. Social stigma remained and provision was patchy. Two registered doctors had to approve the procedure and women could be refused abortion on the basis of their “expert” opinion.
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This poster from the Netherlands’ KWJ-Emancipation Committee announcing their “emancipation weekend” of November 27–29, 1981, sums up how many women in revolutionary movements were made to feel—what does making tea have to do with emancipation?
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Shrew was the magazine of the London Women’s Liberation Workshop. From 1969 to 1978, different groups in London rotated the responsibility to produce it on a monthly basis.
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Women sewing machinists at the Ford Motor Company plant in Dagenham, UK, took strike action on June 7, 1968, seeking parity with their male colleagues’ pay grade and recognition of their skills.


UK marriage laws were also relaxed in 1969. The Divorce Reform Act made it easier to leave unfulfilling or damaging marriages; the Matrimonial Proceedings and Property Act offered women a financial safety net, even if men disproportionately benefited from divorce settlements. Attitudes toward sexuality were changing, too. The Homosexual Law Reform Act, which decriminalized male homosexual acts in private between consenting adults, was passed in 1967.


Women’s capacity to bear children was one of the main sources of their oppression, argued Juliet Mitchell in her 1966 essay “The Longest Revolution.” Yet “once child-bearing becomes totally voluntary its significance is fundamentally different,” she wrote; “it need no longer be the sole or ultimate vocation of [a] woman; it becomes one option among others.”30 The invention of the Pill in the 1960s, in this light, was nothing short of revolutionary. It introduced choice into an area of women’s lives in which, throughout the whole of human history, they had had little or no control. The Pill also dislocated heterosexual sex from its reproductive function. While this sometimes fed irresponsible male sexual behavior,31 it also created the conditions for greater female social and sexual independence.


Still, accessing contraception was not always easy. Doctors withheld information about its availability, especially if the request came from single or unmarried women. In Britain, the 1969 Family Planning Act helped change things. It gave local authorities greater freedom to advise women on birth control and contraception. In 1970, the Family Planning Association began to offer advice to anyone over sixteen, regardless of marital status.32


In France, women’s reproductive rights were at the forefront of much campaigning, with the Neuwirth Law legalizing contraception in 1967 and the formation of the main feminist lobbying movement, the Mouvement de libération des femmes (MLF) coming the year after.


West German women had had access to the Pill since June 1, 1961, but it was not until the liberation movements of 1968 that its use became more socially acceptable. By 1972, over 30 percent of fifteen- to fifty-four-year-olds used the contraceptive.33 The Pill was similarly introduced in Australia in 1961, but initially was made available only to married women and was subject to a 27.5 percent “luxury tax.”


Other European countries, such as Sweden, had permitted contraception decades earlier, and in the Netherlands the Pill was introduced in 1964 and by 1968 was used by 40 percent of Dutch women in their twenties or early thirties.34


In stark contrast, despite contraception being legalized in the USSR (with the exception of Degree 770, which outlawed contraception and abortion in some parts of the Soviet Union to increase birth rates), poor availability meant that abortion remained one of the primary birth control methods through to the twenty-first century. In Italy, Fascist anti-contraception legislation was not repealed until 1971.35
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