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To Abby and Jenny, with love






introduction: a view from the sidelines



“Every time a girl plays Little League, every time a father assumes his daughter is as likely to go to college as his son, every time no one looks twice at a female cop or balks at a female surgeon, it’s a moment in history, radical and ordinary both at the same time.”

—Anna Quindlen, writer and social commentator, 2002



Imagine a time when there were no soccer superstars like Megan Rapinoe or tennis heroes like Serena Williams. Imagine a time when people believed girls shouldn’t play team sports at all, but instead should wear only dresses and act like “ladies.” Imagine a time when girls were warned that hard math classes were too difficult for them and were told that a college or graduate degree was a waste of time.

Just two generations ago that was the popular thinking. Up until the 1970s there were few school teams or recreation leagues for girls outside of tennis, swimming, and track. At school, boys were encouraged to study math and science to ready them for careers. Girls were supposed to be good in English and prepare to become wives and mothers. The girls who enjoyed math, who might have become engineers or mathematicians, were urged to become teachers. Those who loved science, who dreamed of being veterinarians or doctors, were told that girls should be nurses instead.

Many of the nation’s best universities didn’t even accept women. Law schools and medical schools had quotas, or limits, on how many women they would take.

Then in the 1960s the civil rights movement inspired a new women’s movement, and women began to speak out for fair treatment at school and in the workplace.

For me, one year stood out. As a kid in the 1960s, I had desperately wanted to play basketball. Hour after hour, I shot baskets alone in our driveway—because there was nowhere else to play. In 1972, when I was in seventh grade, a new male teacher arrived who thought girls should have a basketball team. Since hardly any of us had ever played, only seven or eight players signed up. We were short on skills but full of enthusiasm. He had to teach us everything—dribbling, defense, basic rules. In our few games we got stomped. But I loved every minute of it.
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A Mike Thompson cartoon from the Detroit Free Press, 1999.



The year 1972 turned out to be pivotal for many other girls and women. The United States Congress passed several important laws to give girls and women more opportunities. The broadest was the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA), a change to the United States Constitution that would guarantee women the same rights as men. Like my basketball team, the ERA seemed full of promise. But it would face an extremely tough and ultimately unsuccessful fight to win the needed approval of three-fourths of state legislatures.

That same year Congress passed a narrow and modest little law with a bureaucratic name, Title IX. Hardly anyone knew about it, and there wasn’t much to it. In a thirty-seven-word introduction, Title IX said that any school receiving money from the government couldn’t treat boys and girls differently because of their sex.

Congress wanted girls to be able to take the same math classes as boys, to have a chance to become lawyers and doctors and Ph.D.’s. Before long, Title IX also came to mean that if schools sponsored sports for boys, they should sponsor them for girls, too. For the first time, girls across the United States got a real chance to play on the athletic field—and that little law took on a role far greater than anyone ever imagined it could.

No shots were fired, but a revolution followed, fought by an invisible army of committed activists, parents, coaches, and kids. Within a few short years, tens of thousands of girls were suiting up for basketball, volleyball, and soccer and pouring into colleges and graduate schools. Today, female lawyers, doctors, and Ph.D.s are common. Today, nearly 3.5 million girls play high school sports, up from only 294,000 in 1971–72. Today, we don’t think twice about women playing softball in the Olympics, discovering cancer-causing genes, or serving as federal judges. In three decades Title IX truly changed the lives of girls in America.

Still, the transformation has been painful and difficult. Like most social change, the upheaval wrought by Title IX was complex and messy. Giving something to girls for the first time sometimes meant taking something from boys. To see progress, women and men had to stand up to enormous opposition and endure crushing setbacks. Year after year, the concept that girls should have the same shot as boys has been challenged, in schools, in Congress, and in the U.S. courts.

Even today, Title IX remains one of the nation’s most controversial—and important—civil rights laws. And like any law, it can be abolished or changed. Just months before she died in 2002, longtime Title IX advocate Patsy Mink, a U.S. representative from Hawaii, urged Congress to diligently protect the law, warning that those opportunities could be taken away just as quickly as they were created.

How Title IX changed America is, in part, the story of a previous generation. But the final chapter is still being written. Those of you growing up today are still challenging old beliefs about what people of all genders can do and still tearing down barriers. In the years to come the story of Title IX will be your story too.

This is how it started.
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At just fourteen years old, Donna de Varona graced the cover of Sports Illustrated as a world-record holder.






chapter 1 THE champion



“I feel confident that in the years ahead many of the remaining outmoded barriers to women’s aspirations will disappear.”

—Eleanor Roosevelt, chairwoman of President John F. Kennedy’s Commission on the Status of Women, 1962



Perched at the starting blocks, about to compete for the United States at the 1964 Olympic Games in Tokyo, Japan, champion swimmer Donna de Varona gathered her thoughts.

Four years earlier, as a tiny thirteen-year-old, she had been the youngest member of the 1960 U.S. Olympic team. At fourteen she was featured on the cover of Sports Illustrated. The magazine called her “without question, the best all-around woman swimmer in the world.”

Across America many cities were in turmoil as African Americans rallied and demonstrated for basic civil rights. A few women were beginning to speak out for more opportunities.

But Donna’s life was a blur of school and sport, including at least four hours of swimming a day, six days a week. Her dad, an insurance salesman, and her mom, who worked at a library, had sacrificed so their second child could shine. The family of six moved to Santa Clara, California, from Lafayette so Donna could train at a world-class swim club. They scrimped to pay for coaching and trips to swim meets in Japan, Europe, and South America.


[image: Image]
Intensely focused, Donna de Varona swims the butterfly on the way to a gold medal at the National AAU swimming-and-diving championships in 1964.



Donna’s progress was remarkable. By her midteens she had broken numerous U.S. and world records. Most notably, she was the world record holder in the most challenging of swimming events, the 400-meter medley, a grueling combination of butterfly, backstroke, breaststroke, and freestyle laps. Now, at seventeen, she was competing for the ultimate prize: Olympic gold.

Night after night, she had rehearsed this moment just before she went to sleep. “I’ve got my head on the pillow and I’m in that Tokyo pool. I say to myself, ‘What have those seven years of work been for? You know you’re in shape. There is no reason anyone should beat you.’ ”

Donna’s first love had not been swimming, but baseball. In elementary school she hurried out after school to join the boys in pickup games. But when the boys moved up to Little League, girls weren’t allowed on their teams. All she could do was collect the bats. She quit after one season because “being that close and not being able to play hurt too much.”

After her older brother hurt his knee and began swimming as part of his rehabilitation, she followed him to the pool and found her sport. She swam in her first meet at the age of ten.

In the pool she grew into a focused athlete, determined, intense, and competitive. But on dry land she took great pains to look pretty and well dressed like the other girls. After practice in the morning, she would rush to the locker room and sit on the concrete floor, styling her hair under a hooded hair dryer while she ate scrambled eggs from a Thermos.

In the 1960s girls were known as the “weaker” or “fairer” sex, and they were supposed to be dainty, not strong. Very self-conscious about her muscular, sculptured arms, Donna hid them under long sleeves at school. “I really wanted to look feminine,” she said.

In the pool, however, she was all strength. When the starter’s gun popped in October 1964, she whipped through her two best strokes, the butterfly and the backstroke, and then endured the breaststroke. As she made the turn for the last leg, she let loose. “I just want to go,” she said in Life magazine. “That’s what I’m here for—to get that gold medal, boy. It’s free-style. Gung ho. Guts out.”

She won, setting an Olympic record.

Donna returned home as a national hero with two gold medals, one in the medley and another in a 400-meter relay. The Associated Press and United Press International both named her “Most Outstanding Female Athlete of the Year.” She was an athlete on top of the world.

Then, suddenly, her swimming career was over.

The best boy swimmers were offered scholarships to continue swimming in college. But there were no such scholarships for the best girls in the world. Few colleges even had any kind of women’s sports program. Though she was just a high school senior, “there was no future—no scholarships, no programs, no way I could continue to swim,” she said.

Donna knew that if she wanted to be as successful in the world as she had been in the pool, she needed a college education just like the men did—but she would have to pay for it herself. Society assumed that educating men was more important than educating women. That realization made her feel like her hard work had been discounted, “that what I’d won seemed somehow cheaper,” she said. “It was a devastating feeling.”
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Donna de Varona holds one of the two gold medals she won at the Tokyo Olympic Games.



The experience made her determined to make a difference, to ensure that other girls wouldn’t face the same discounted future. Many other women and men were beginning to share a similar determination. Across America too many women were being denied a chance to reach their true potential. Too much precious American talent was being wasted in too many areas. From California to Washington, D.C., they were beginning to call for change.






chapter 2 THE playing field



“I have been far oftener discriminated against because I am a woman than because I am Black.”

—Shirley Chisholm, U.S. representative, 1969



The foundation of the United States government, the U.S. Constitution, starts with the simple words “We, the people.” But for much of the nation’s history, those people were all male. For many years after America was founded, females were considered the property of their fathers or their husbands, not individuals with individual rights.
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A 1909 cartoon warns of the troubles that will follow if women won the right to vote.



The first significant step toward changing that view came in 1848, when three hundred women and men gathered in Seneca Falls, New York, to talk about women’s rights—or rather, the lack of them. Women couldn’t attend college in most states. The wages they earned working outside the home went to their husbands or fathers, not to them. And they were helpless to change the laws because they weren’t allowed a vote.

The women at the Seneca Falls Convention drew up a list of demands, and the most controversial was calling for the right to vote. Some Seneca Falls leaders believed the notion was just too outrageous and would overshadow their other demands. But others argued that winning the right to vote for elected officials was crucial. How else could women ever influence laws and the people who made them?

The issue lost its punch during the Civil War, when many supporters turned their attention to ending slavery. After the war ended, Black men, including former slaves, were given the right to vote—but not Black or white women. Many women were outraged, and began to join the women’s suffrage movement to fight for the right to vote. But they were up against many more men and women who didn’t believe women knew enough to make educated choices and who worried that voting might encourage them to rebel against their husbands and ultimately destroy their families.


[image: Image]
Women march for suffrage in 1916.



Still, the suffragettes would not be stopped. In 1906 Susan B. Anthony gave her last speech to the suffrage group she founded. At a feisty eighty-six years old she rallied the crowd with a determined “Failure is impossible!” She would die soon after, but her words eventually proved prophetic: Fourteen years later, in 1920, the Tennessee legislature became the thirty-sixth to ratify the Nineteenth Amendment to the Constitution. Finally all American women had the opportunity to have a say in their government.

The 1920s and 1930s turned out to be something of a golden time for women. With their power to vote in hand, they became active in a wide variety of social issues, from concerns about child labor to the plight of the poor, splintering their focus into many directions. They began to enter colleges and graduate schools in record numbers and soon made up nearly half of the students at many universities.

But once again, progress would be derailed by bigger battles. The Great Depression of the 1930s and World War II shifted attention to the pressing issues of poverty at home and tyranny abroad. As men were sent overseas to fight in the 1940s, women began to fill nontraditional jobs. They joined the armed forces as secretaries and nurses and went to work in mills and factories, helping to make munitions and candles and build airplanes. Working side by side with men doing the same jobs, they were paid far less just because they were female.

When the men returned from the war, many women were forced out of their positions and encouraged to return to homemaking. Women who had to keep working, or who simply wanted to work, saw men come in at higher pay. Many women were pushed into lesser positions. The story was always the same: Married women didn’t need the same paychecks as men because they had husbands to support them. Single women didn’t need the same wages because they didn’t have families to feed. Over and over, women were told that men were the breadwinners; women were working for just a little extra spending money—even though that was rarely true.


player profile

Myra Bradwell: America’s First Female Lawyer

As a young woman married to an ambitious lawyer in the 1860s, Myra Bradwell wanted to help out her husband in his law practice. Lawyers in those days didn’t go to special law schools. Instead, they studied legal cases and laws and then took a rigorous exam. If they passed, they applied for admission to the state bar.

In 1869, Mrs. Bradwell passed the Illinois bar exam with high honors and turned in her application to practice law. Though she easily qualified, she was turned down because she was a married woman. She filed a lawsuit, but the Illinois Supreme Court turned her down too, saying that her sex was “a sufficient reason for not granting this license.”

In one of the nation’s early sex discrimination cases she appealed to the U.S. Supreme Court. But America’s top court had a different view than she did. “Man is, or should be, woman’s protector and defender,” the Court wrote in 1873. “The natural and proper timidity and delicacy which belongs to the female sex evidently unfits it for many of the occupations of civil life.” It concluded: “The paramount destiny and mission of woman is to fulfill the noble and benign offices of wife and mother. This is the law of the Creator.”

Mrs. Bradwell was disappointed by the decision, but her efforts had already made a difference. The Illinois legislature in 1872 opened up professions to both sexes. By then, however, Mrs. Bradwell was too busy to practice law. She had founded and was running the Chicago Legal News, the nation’s most popular and influential legal newspaper.

Late in her life, when she was ill with terminal cancer, her husband quietly made a request to the Illinois Supreme Court. In 1890, Myra Bradwell was officially granted a license to practice law, retroactive to 1869, making her America’s first female lawyer.
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Myra Bradwell, the first female lawyer.
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A 1943 government poster from World War II encourages women to work to help the war effort.



Two dramatic events in the 1950s set off a chain of events that would raise questions about how women were treated. Halfway across the world, the much-feared Soviet Union launched the first man-made satellite, Sputnik, into space in 1957. The United States worried that the Soviets might someday launch deadly missiles from outer space, and that shocking prospect set off a space race between the two rival superpowers. U.S. educators rushed to identify top students with scientific potential to help keep the country competitive in the technical battle. Talented girls, who had previously been ignored, now were urged to take advanced science courses for the nation’s benefit.

Meanwhile, in the Deep South, the civil rights movement gained steam. A single act of defiance in Montgomery, Alabama, had grown into something momentous. In 1955, Rosa Parks refused to give up her bus seat to a white person and was arrested. The resulting bus boycott set in motion a long fight to win Black Americans basic civil rights—the right to sit at any lunch counter, buy any home, and attend any school.

By the early 1960s Black activists were marching and protesting to call attention to their plight, and their cries were heard. In 1964, Congress tackled one of the most groundbreaking laws of the era, the Civil Rights Act, intended to end racial discrimination in American life. A big piece of legislation like the Civil Rights Act is something like an elaborate quilt, with various patches representing different sections of the new law.

The Civil Rights Act of 1964 had several patches, or “titles.” One focused on voting rights. Another ensured that restaurants, motels, and movie houses would be open to people of all races, and yet another barred discrimination in public schools. As the bill worked its way through the lawmaking process, legislators could propose amendments that changed or even eliminated the various sections. Only after all the amendments had been proposed and voted on, and all the remaining patches pulled together, would the U.S. House of Representatives or the U.S. Senate vote on the entire bill. And both the House and the Senate would have to approve the bill before it could become law, making the whole process long and sometimes very frustrating.

One section of the Civil Rights Act, Title VII, was particularly thorny. This piece was intended to open all jobs to people of all races, and it created an Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) to enforce the law. Many private businesses chafed at the government telling them who they should hire. Moreover, many southern congressmen, unwilling to give up a history of racial segregation, were strongly opposed to it.

The debate was long and heated, and when it looked like the section would pass the House of Representatives, Representative Howard W. Smith of Virginia stood up to make a daring amendment. Mr. Smith, a long-standing segregationist, proposed adding the word “sex” to the section, so that it would forbid job discrimination against women as well as Black people.

Mr. Smith’s amendment was carefully calculated. He was strongly opposed to the bill, and he knew many southern legislators were against it too. He figured northern legislators who supported it might change their minds if the law required hiring women on an equal footing with men. Barring discrimination on the basis of sex just might convince a majority of legislators to reject the whole idea.


[image: Image]
U.S. Representatives Martha W. Griffiths (far left), Howard W. Smith (center), and Katharine St. George (far right) congratulate journalist May Craig (second from left) after the House agrees to include women in the 1964 Civil Rights Act banning job discrimination. Ms. Craig, a longtime journalist, had challenged Mr. Smith to include women on the Meet the Press television show.



Mr. Smith proposed the change almost jokingly, saying that he was trying to help “the minority sex.” The men on the House floor began chuckling and making jokes about the proposal. As the discussion progressed the guffaws grew louder.

But one of the few women in the House of Representatives saw an unexpected opportunity. Martha W. Griffiths, a representative from Michigan, knew the hilarity would have to stop if the proposal was going to have any chance at all. She rose to speak, beginning, “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.”


instant replay

Martha Wright Griffiths: Champion of Women’s Rights

Martha Wright Griffiths grew up under the influence of strong women. Her grandmother sewed and managed a hotel to keep her three sons in school after her husband died. Her grandmother, a devoted suffragist, was first in line on the first Election Day after women won the right to vote.

Growing up in tiny Pierce City, Missouri, Martha was an eager student and a debater on the high school team. She was excited about going to college. But when hard times hit, her father concluded Martha would have to pass up college so that her brother could go. Martha’s mother, however, wouldn’t hear of it. She took in boarders, doubling her load of housework, so her daughter could attend the University of Missouri.

Determined to make the most of her college years, Martha became a zealous reader, consuming up to three books a weekend. She continued to debate, meeting her future husband, Hicks Griffiths, when they were paired on the debate team. After they married, Hicks turned down the chance to attend Harvard Law School because it didn’t admit women. Instead, he and Martha attended the University of Michigan Law School together, finishing in 1940. Later, they would practice law together in Detroit, and when Martha decided to run for office, Hicks would become his wife’s campaign manager, adviser, and biggest supporter.


[image: Image]
U.S. Representative Martha W. Griffiths of Michigan in front of the Capitol in 1970.



Mrs. Griffiths was elected to the House of Representatives in 1954 and quickly became known for her sharp mind and equally sharp tongue.

She was best known for sponsoring the Equal Rights Amendment and making sure the Civil Rights Act of 1964 covered women. But she also helped change laws that denied women fair taxation, pensions, and military benefits.

She believed Congress had to address these issues because the Supreme Court for many years refused to apply the laws of the land to women. “My grandmother wanted to live long enough to vote for a woman president,” she once said. “I’ll be satisfied if I live to see a woman go before the Supreme Court and hear the justices acknowledge, ‘Gentlemen, she’s human. She deserves the protection of our laws.’ ”

Mrs. Griffiths, who died in 2003, got her wish.



The men quickly quieted down.

Mrs. Griffiths argued passionately that women should be included in this section of the law. The members of the House listened carefully. And when the balloting time came, the House voted 168–133 to add “sex” to the hiring section of the Civil Rights Act.

A cheer came from the visitor’s gallery. “We made it!” a woman cried out. “We are human!” And these new “humans” now would be able to compete for many more jobs.

Eventually, the Senate passed the bill too, with the provision for women intact. President Lyndon B. Johnson signed the Civil Rights Act into law on July 2, 1964, calling on the nation to “eliminate the last vestiges of injustice in America.”

For girls coming of age in the 1960s, the debates in Congress seemed distant and almost irrelevant. They weren’t discouraged from pursuing careers, but they weren’t encouraged, either. In the frenzy over Sputnik, twelve-year-old Shirley Ann Jackson, an African American growing up in Washington, D.C., was selected for accelerated science and math classes starting in seventh grade. From an early age, she had collected bumblebees and yellow jackets and analyzed their diets and behavior. Studying biology, math, and physics seemed like a natural extension of her interests.
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President Lyndon B. Johnson hands a pen to civil-rights leader Martin Luther King Jr. after signing the historic Civil Rights Act of 1964, banning race discrimination in many areas of American life. While the law also banned sex discrimination in the workplace, no women are visible at the signing.



When the time came to apply for college in 1963, the assistant principal for boys, a Black man, knew about her top grades and strong test scores and encouraged her to apply to the prestigious Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT). Shirley had never heard of MIT, but she applied and was admitted. The assistant principal for girls, a white woman, wasn’t impressed. When Shirley’s acceptance was announced to her homeroom, this assistant principal told the class that the young woman was “trying to be too big for her britches” by going to MIT instead of a Black college.

At MIT, with just a few dozen women and only five African Americans in a freshman class of one thousand, many students initially shunned Shirley. Some professors doubted women or Black people were capable of the work. One professor went so far as to tell Shirley that “colored girls should learn a trade.” Shirley was determined not to be discouraged. “I picked a trade,” she said. “I picked physics.”

She became the first African-American woman to receive a Ph.D. from MIT, earning hers in theoretical particle physics in 1973. In the 1990s she became chair of the Nuclear Regulatory Commission and, later, president of Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute, a top technology school.

Like Shirley Jackson, Susan Love was invited to participate in special summer science programs after Sputnik and was one of a small group of students in advanced classes in her school in the mid-1960s. But while counselors encouraged the boys to apply to Harvard and MIT, the girls didn’t get any specific college counseling at all. “It never occurred to me that I could apply to any of those places,” she said.

She attended Fordham University and studied chemistry, hoping to become a doctor. When the time came to apply, she carefully chose which medical schools to send her applications to. Most medical schools at the time made clear that they would accept only a few women each year, stopping when the quota was filled. Even her premed adviser tried to talk her out of applying. When she asked him for the required letter of recommendation, he told her she should become a biochemistry teacher. At the time, men who went to graduate school could defer being drafted for the Vietnam War. If Susan went to medical school, the adviser told her, she “would kill some boy.” She would be taking a man’s spot, presumably sending him off to war.


instant replay

For Members Only

The few women elected to Congress in the 1960s had most of the same privileges as the men did, except one: They couldn’t use the congressional swimming pool and gym. The sign said MEMBERS ONLY, but women members were not welcome.

Three representatives—Charlotte Reid of Illinois, Patsy Mink of Hawaii, and Catherine May of Washington—saw the closed door as just another way in which women were shut out by social customs and old habits. Congressmen could talk out issues or make deals in the gym, but the women couldn’t join in.

In protest, the three tried to enter one day in 1967, but they were turned away. The reason? The men liked to swim in the nude, they were told.

“So,” recalled Mrs. Mink, “we said, ‘Is it too much for the democratic process to ask you to put your pants on?’ ”

Apparently so. Congresswomen were given access to the pool, but only in the early-morning hours, when the men didn’t want to swim.




[image: Image]
U.S. Representatives Charlotte Reid, Patsy Mink, and Catherine May protest their exclusion from the congressional gym because they are female, though they are also members of Congress.



She applied anyway, earning her medical degree from the State University of New York. She went on to become a surgeon and one of the nation’s most prominent advocates for breast cancer research and education.

In the mid-1960s surgery and particle physics seemed like far-fetched choices for most females. Most married women had their hands full taking care of their families. In the days before disposable diapers, wrinkle-free fabrics, fast food, and microwave ovens, much of their time was spent cooking meals, washing and ironing their families’ clothing, and taking care of children.

Still, roughly two of every five women worked, often as secretaries, retail clerks, nurses, teachers, or librarians. Many women ran into discrimination at work, where they were pushed into the lowest-paying jobs, denied promotions, or refused the chance to apply for better jobs. By 1966 women had filed more than four thousand complaints with the new Equal Employment Opportunity Commission. At the time, however, the commission wasn’t interested. Including women in the law had been a “fluke,” a top official for the commission told one gathering, as if that was a reason why the law didn’t need to be enforced.

The cavalier attitude angered women who had been fighting so hard for a fair shake. In reaction, a group of women that year hastily formed the National Organization for Women, or NOW, at a conference on women. NOW’s goal would be to push for better enforcement of the law and to seek “full equality for women.” The group chose as its leader Betty Friedan, whose best-selling 1963 book, The Feminine Mystique, had awakened millions of women to the possibility that their lives could be more than housework.

The creation of NOW infused the women’s rights movement with a new energy. With it, the seeds of the second wave of the women’s movement took root and began to grow. Soon, every state in the nation had groups that encouraged women to stand up for their rights. They pushed elected officials to acknowledge the value of women’s work in the home, at school, and at the office. As the 1970s approached, a growing number of Americans were ready to see women fully participate in society for the first time in U.S. history.


instant replay

Libbers and Bra Burners

In social movements, high-profile or even outrageous acts sometimes help bring attention to a cause and crystallize the issues.

To some women, the Miss America pageant seemed to symbolize the nation’s irrational emphasis on a woman’s beauty and body shape over brains and skills. In 1968 about one hundred demonstrators gathered in Atlantic City, New Jersey, to call attention to what they called “ludicrous beauty standards.” (A separate group, protesting racism in the Miss America contest, held a competing Miss Black America pageant a few blocks away.)

The protestors, carrying signs and a swimsuit-clad puppet, said they were part of the women’s liberation movement. They paraded around a crowned sheep, since women were being judged like livestock at a show. And they dropped hair curlers, high heels, false eyelashes, girdles, and bras into a “freedom trash can” to symbolize the “enslavement” of women.

The mayor of Atlantic City had worried that something would be burned, in the way men were burning draft cards in protest of the Vietnam War. In a meeting “we told him we wouldn’t do anything dangerous—just a symbolic bra-burning,” said one organizer.


[image: Image]
A protestor drops a bra into a trash barrel outside the 1968 Miss America Pageant.



The women kept their promise. There was no fire. But after the protest got national attention, those who were outspoken about women’s rights were often dismissed as “women’s libbers” or “bra burners.”
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On August 26, 1970, fifty years after women won the right to vote, more than fifty thousand people marched down Fifth Avenue in New York City, seeking equality for women at work and at home.








chapter 3 pregame preparation



“During my lifetime, I would only have liked equal treatment, equal opportunity.”

—Edith Green, U.S. representative, in many speeches



In the 1960s, U.S. Representative Edith Starrett Green worked hard to provide equal opportunities for girls and boys. As a congresswoman from Portland, Oregon, she promoted laws that funded new colleges so that more students could attend. She helped to create the first federal scholarships and loans so that all students who wanted to go to college could go, regardless of their ability to pay. The small, graying former teacher was passionate about making education available to everyone.

So she was shocked at what she heard one day in the late 1960s, several years after the passage of the Civil Rights Act. A panel of school superintendents spoke at a hearing about a special program for potential high school dropouts.

One superintendent boasted that his state was having great success with its new program for disadvantaged boys. Many more of them were staying in school. Two other superintendents chimed in that their new classes for boys were a hit as well.

Mrs. Green thought she misunderstood the men. “Did you choose your words carefully? Do you mean that you had classes only for disadvantaged boys?” she quizzed them.

“Yes,” they answered.

“Well, was there not a need to have classes for disadvantaged girls?” she asked. She knew for a fact that many girls dropped out of high school too. “Couldn’t you have classes and include both boys and girls?” she wondered.

Oh, no, the superintendents said; it was better to have classes just for boys. The boys needed them, they explained, because they “are going to have to be the breadwinners.”

Mrs. Green was stunned. How could school leaders believe education was more important for boys than for girls? More girls and women were working to provide for themselves and their families than at any other time in American history. In fact, eight out of every ten girls in school at the time would be employed at some point in their lives. Without an education, they would have a tough time getting decent jobs at decent pay.

Certainly, she thought, the laws of the United States didn’t allow this kind of discrimination. Certainly, the nation’s laws wouldn’t let public schools give boys opportunities that they didn’t give to girls. But when she looked up the laws in place, she learned that schools were indeed free to offer more and better programs to boys than to girls. “It was perfectly legal to discriminate in any education program against girls or women,” she found.

To Edith Green, that was simply unacceptable. The superintendents’ comments, she said later, “made me determined that I was going to change the law so that they could no longer discriminate.”

But changing the laws of the United States of America isn’t quick or easy. As a U.S. representative, Mrs. Green had to come up with facts and evidence that spelled out why a law was needed. She wanted to have the support of a U.S. House of Representatives’ committee that specialized in education. She would then have to win the support of at least half of the 435 members of the House.

Meanwhile, the same idea would need the backing of at least a majority of the one hundred members of the U.S. Senate, a separate governing body that also proposed laws. (In the Senate, sometimes a bill needs even more than majority support. A few members can “filibuster” a bill in the Senate, a fancy term for talking endlessly to delay a vote. In that case, sixty votes are needed to end the debate and get on with business.)

Both the House and the Senate—together comprising the Congress—had to agree before a proposal could become a law. Then the president of the United States needed to sign the law to make it official.

It could have been a very daunting prospect—but Edith Green wasn’t easily discouraged. She knew firsthand how disappointing and frustrating discrimination could be. Born in 1910 as the middle of five children, she had excelled in high school as a student, tennis player, and debater, winning a statewide award as Oregon’s “Outstanding Girl.” Her classmates elected her valedictorian her senior year, the first girl to win that honor at her Salem, Oregon, school.
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