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  Susan B. Anthony 1820–1906

  “Women have been taught always to work for something else than their own personal freedom.”

  Margaret Sanger 1879–1966

  In The Woman Rebel, Sanger offered specific information on birth control for girls aged fourteen to eighteen: “In this present chaos of sex atmosphere, it is difficult to know just what to do, or really what constitutes clean living without prudishness.”

  Betty Friedan 1921–2006

  Friedan wrote the purpose of the National Organization for Women (NOW) on a paper napkin: “To take the actions needed to bring women into the mainstream of American society, now; full equality for women, in fully equal partnership with men.”
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  To Susan B. Anthony, Margaret Sanger, and Betty Friedan for their passionate dedication to the liberation of women


  FOREWORD

  It is impossible to overstress the role that is played in female consciousness by all the influential women in history, both those who we remember and those who we have forgotten.

  I found this to be true in my own life. When I was a student at Oxford in the 1980s, women had only recently been admitted to most colleges. But even though we made our (numerically unequal) appearances, our reading lists of great writers and great books were overwhelmingly male. Our professors were male—feminist theory and history scarcely existed as a discipline—and even the portraits on the ancient walls were all of men, and had been for over six hundred years. The way recorders of history omitted these women from history itself profoundly affected me as a female student: It was difficult to imagine my own possible place in the canon as a female writer, and it was even more difficult for me to see my own potential and that of my female friends, since the histories we read were of male leaders or male-dominated, world changing events, such as the outcomes of wars. Most of the relevant information about women in the period which I was studying—the nineteenth and twentieth centuries—as well as that of significant women leaders and influencers in general, simply went unrecorded and untaught.

  Thirty years later, the fact that feminist historians and critics have “won” many major battles about what gets written into history, and who gets included, has changed the landscape for students—indeed for us all—in a new way. The way we teach history today has much more dimension, and reflects more accurately the lives and material conditions of real people. The literary canon is much more diverse, and female students studying literature no longer feel the same sense of exclusion that we once did.

  The lives of the women narrated in this collection of biographies outline an important part of history that should not be overlooked. Each of these women leaders greatly affected and changed the period in which they lived. Each biography reflects the unique social conditions that made or limited women’s opportunities during these women’s lives. In the stories of Susan B. Anthony, Margaret Sanger, and Betty Friedan, you can also see reflected in very detailed ways, in very concrete options and possibilities available to each of these women, the progress of feminism.

  A life that reflects her time in American history, and one that also shows the importance of reading about the lives of influential women alongside the larger familiar narrative of US history, is that of Susan B. Anthony. Her origin as the daughter of a Quaker community reflects the rise and influence of the Great Awakenings following religious revivals in the earlier decades of the nineteenth century. That religious-inspired, reformist energy eventually contributed to the rise of the Abolitionist movement in the 1840s through the early 1860s and up to the Civil War. Their anti-slavery movement was a vast and transformational movement that split American society. Anthony received her activist start as an abolitionist, but after she was rejected from speaking at an anti-slavery forum, she began to fight for women’s rights. The antislavery arguments in that era, of course, helped inevitably to lay the groundwork for First Wave feminism. If slaves were entitled to basic civil rights and equality, how could a feminist argument along a similar structure not follow? Anthony’s later career leading the First Wave of feminism and the fight for women’s voting rights reflected how the struggle for voting rights was the paramount focus of reformist energies for both of these movements, abolitionist and feminist. Anthony’s skill at building coalitions and pressuring existing political parties and legislatures lay the foundation for one of the most important events in history: the signing of the Nineteenth Amendment in 1920. Her sixty-year struggle for American women’s voting rights, and the many roadblocks she encountered along the way, have enduring lessons for us regarding how important the law and Constitution are when it comes to issues of advocacy in a democratic society. Her uphill battle also tells us a great deal about the perils of activism and the kinds of opposition a society can mount against a really challenging reformer. Her biography has lessons for us today that are as fresh and relevant as they were for her own generation and for the generation that followed hers, which saw the work she set in motion come to fruition through women becoming full citizens with the right to vote.

  Fast forward to the work of Margaret Sanger: you see the endpoint of sixty years of First Wave feminist agitation. Sanger’s generation inherited the benefits of the long struggle in Britain and in America for women’s voting rights; by 1910 and 1920, educated women who had served in the war effort were reluctant to return home and devote themselves to a purely domestic life. The limited job options available, such as domestic workers, housewives, and shopgirls, were no longer appealing positions for working-class women. Colleges for women such as Smith, Barnard, and Vassar in America, and Girton College, Cambridge, and St Hilda’s College, Oxford, in Britain, had been established. And women of all classes not only wanted, but also felt that they deserved, information about their own bodies and sexual health. Sanger was a pioneer who pushed the boundaries surrounding these issues. During her lifetime, she played a vital role in establishing clinics that distributed both contraceptive items and information about sexual health, and wrote many books about the same subjects. Her work in turn empowered the next two generations.

  And that is where we see Betty Friedan’s life come onto the stage. Friedan’s peers inherited the rights earned by First Wave feminism of the 1860s–1920, along with the practical accomplishments of Sanger’s generation. Friedan’s peers grew up with access to contraception and took for granted that they were entitled to be informed about their own bodies. They grew up expecting to vote, to drive, to have their own money, and perhaps even to work in one of many interesting fields that were opening up to women. By the 1950s, however, there was a backlash from social norms; popular opinion sought to send educated women back into a role of “mere” homemaker. Women in America had been working as diplomats and congresspeople, doctors and lawyers—though this was the exception rather than the rule. Some colleges had been coeducational for decades. As a result it was inevitable for an educated young woman such as Betty Friedan to look around at her life and ask: “Is this all there is?” The problem—one which Betty Friedan called “the problem with no name”—is that even though women in Margaret Sanger’s generation fought for women’s rights and gained many new privileges, women still were not granted the same rights as men. Once Friedan identified this problem, she ushered us into The Second Wave of Feminism, which we are living in today.

  So does this mean that the battle is over? Of course not—social justice battles never end. The new issues that young feminists—many younger feminists call themselves Third and even Fourth Wave feminists—will have to tackle include the globalization of women’s struggles, and the need for more globalized and localized analysis of women’s problems; the continued fight to seriously investigate and punish sex crimes and gender-based violence; and the need to close the wage gap and make sure that top leadership positions in politics and business are gender balanced (currently women still only make up 5 to 10 percent of leadership positions). But young women— and young men—today inherit a much fairer world than did Friedan’s generation, directly because of these two centuries of feminist struggle. Young people of both genders are much more aware of gender inequities; young men care as much about social justice and gender-based justice as young women do. We know better now that feminism is everyone’s fight, and not just that of women. Many more young women around the world believe that they should have the right to tackle any task they wish to and technology is opening up opportunities that can transcend cultural biases against women and girls. It is an exciting time to be female because we have gained so much from the battles of the women detailed in the following pages.

  But in order for you to become a leader who advocates even more fairness, justice, and equality for all, it is really important for you to know and understand history, to know what happened, and how things were for women—before female leaders of the past, such as Susan B. Anthony, Margaret Sanger, and Betty Friedan, made so many of the changes that now support and enrich our own lives.

  —Dr. Naomi Wolf, bestselling author of The Beauty Myth and former political consultant for President Bill Clinton


  INTRODUCTION

  Greater recognition needs to be accorded women’s role in, and contribution to, the American system. Significantly, a study reported in The Historian: A Journal of History found that 44 percent of general American history books do not even mention the struggle for woman suffrage, and 65 percent fail to record the name of Susan B. Anthony. Even more ignore the names of Margaret Sanger and Betty Friedan. As far as most of these books are concerned, women are invisible in American history.

  This book explores the history of an idea essential to our times through the lives of the people most important to the development of that idea. The three women who did the most to advance the women’s movement for sexual equality in America were Susan B. Anthony, Margaret Sanger, and Betty Friedan. Each dared defy convention, at great personal risk, in the cause of liberating women from the restrictions of a world controlled by men.

  Each figured in a different stage of the women’s movement. Susan B. Anthony, 1820–1906, was primarily responsible for winning the vote for women, giving them an equal say with men as to who represents their interests in the American system of government.

  Margaret Sanger, 1879–1966, was the leading figure in the struggle of women to win control of their own bodies through the right to family planning. Sanger even went to prison to establish legal and public acceptance of birth control.

  Betty Friedan, born in 1921, was primarily responsible for the modern movement known as women’s liberation. She fought to win equality with men in society and under the law. It was Friedan who taught women to refuse to accept the limiting image of womanhood imposed upon them by male-dominated media, laws, and religious institutions, and to demand their full rights as human beings, workers, and citizens.

  The conspicuous omission of these women is a glaring oversight in most history texts. By the failure to narrate the accomplishments of such women, these texts give students only an incomplete, male-oriented version of our history. They give the impression that the only people who contributed to the America we know were men.

  It is the purpose of this book, and others to follow in this series, to open up new ways of looking at our history.

  —Jules Archer

  Santa Cruz, California


  The Feminist Revolution

  

  ONE

  The American women’s movement arose when a handful of determined women publicly demanded equality of opportunity and rights with men, long denied them. They challenged the male-imposed concept that women’s proper role was in subservience to men.

  Women’s unequal status dated from primitive societies in which men were the warriors. Women were, in effect, their slaves, relegated to growing food, preparing meals, raising children, submitting to sexual advances, and caring for the sick and elderly.

  Ancient religious systems around the world upheld, in one form or another, the East Indian edict: “Day and night must women be held by their protectors in a state of dependence.”

  In Western countries, the Bible was cited to support this practice as God-ordained:

  
    “Saint Paul said . . . and the head of every woman is man. . . . Let your women be silent in the churches, for it is not permitted unto them to speak. . . . And if they will learn anything, let them ask their husbands at home: for it is a shame for women to speak in the church. . . . But I suffer not a woman to teach, nor to usurp authority over the man, but to be in silence: for Adam was first formed, then Eve. . . . Saint Peter said: likewise, ye wives, be in subjection to your husbands.” One medieval version of the Bible even declared that a husband with a balky wife had the right to “beate the feare of God into her head.”

  

  Yet, early on, women’s rights had a few staunch male defenders. Among the ancient Greeks, the philosopher Plato and the dramatist Euripides urged equality for women. Greek satirist Aristophanes suggested in his play Lysistrata that women should band together and refuse to sleep with their husbands until the men agreed to stop going to war.

  In the fifteenth century, Christine de Pisan challenged man-made laws and attitudes that decreed women were men’s property to do with as they wished. In the next century, English statesman Sir Thomas More championed women’s rights.

  One important early feminist was England’s Mary Wollstonecraft. In her 1791 book, Vindication for the Rights of Women, she declared, “It is time to restore women to their lost dignity and to make them part of the human race.” Her book was widely read in Europe and America, strongly influencing feminists who came after her.

  Most countries’ laws, however, were drawn by men to favor men. Women were denied many rights reserved for their husbands, fathers, and sons. Before the middle of the nineteenth century, women were barred from participating in politics, except in monarchies as hereditary queens or noblewomen.

  One of the earliest American women rebels was Abigail Adams, wife of President John Adams. When he was at the Continental Congress planning for a new American republic, she wrote him urging that he make sure the new code of laws forbade husbands unlimited power over wives. Because, she said, “all men would be tyrants if they could.” Wasn’t that, in fact, the very reason the colonies were fighting England? “If particular care and attention is not paid to the Ladies,” Abigail warned, “we are determined to foment a Rebellion, and will not hold ourselves bound by any laws in which we have no voice or Representatives.’’

  In the first part of the nineteenth century, only boys were allowed to attend free American high schools. Girls were not permitted to study such “manly” subjects as math and science. In 1821, educator Emma Willard defied these taboos by founding the Troy Female Seminary in New York State, giving girls a free high school education equal to that of boys.

  The first American woman to speak out effectively in public for women’s rights was Frances Wright, a Scottish-American reformer. Pioneering as a woman lecturer in 1833, she advocated equal education for women. “Unless women assume the place in society which good sense and good feeling alike assign to them,” she declared, “human improvement must advance but feebly.” She spoke to working men as well as women all over the country.

  Thanks to her influence, Mt. Holyoke was founded in 1837 to give women their first chance at a college education equal to a man’s. Nevertheless, the Victorian insistence on female inferiority, so soothing to male vanity, persisted throughout the century.

  According to Victorian-era scientists, women were by nature inferior to men. The shape and size of their skulls allegedly indicated weaker brainpower. They were also presumed to have a slower metabolism, causing lower vitality. And the process of menstruation was judged to be so debilitating as to make the very condition of being a woman a form of disease.

  TWO

  Women were allowed their first opportunity to band together in 1837 when they attended the first national antislavery convention in New York. The abolitionist movement made women’s public participation in a political cause respectable. Prominent among these feminist abolitionists were Lucy Stone, Angelina and Sarah Grimké, Lucretia Mott, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, and Susan B. Anthony.

  From women’s struggle to free the slaves, it was only one more step to mount another struggle to free themselves from male domination. The germ of this crusade was planted in 1840 when Mott and Stanton, along with other American delegates, attended a World Anti-Slavery Convention in London.

  The male-dominated convention voted to seat only male delegates. In Britain, as in the US, there was a distinct prejudice against the “unladylike” idea of public speaking by women, who were supposed to leave that to men.

  Humiliated by being relegated to the nonparticipating galleries for ten days, Mott and Stanton angrily vowed to fight for women’s right to full equality with men.

  In 1848, they organized the first Women’s Rights Convention at Seneca Falls, New York. Delegates demanded not only woman suffrage, but equality for wives, who were placed in virtual subjugation to their husbands under civil law.

  Noted male abolitionists supported the feminists who signed a Declaration of Independence for Women. But newspapers and clergymen blasted the women rebels with such fiery denunciations and ridicule that the more fainthearted recanted.

  Religious male chauvinists insisted that men were the obviously superior sex because Jesus Christ was a man, while Eve, the first woman, was a sinner who had caused Adam’s fall. Equal rights for women were also disputed because, if granted, they would “destroy the femininity of women, who depend upon the strength, assistance, and gallantry of men.”

  Male champions of chivalry, however, raised no objections to the employment of working-class and black women in hard and dangerous physical labor. Their hypocrisy was exposed in 1851 at a Women’s Rights Convention in Akron, Ohio, by a freed black slave woman who called herself Sojourner Truth. When a clergyman in the audience protested that women were too weak and helpless to be allowed to vote, Sojourner rose to respond.

  “The man over there,” she stated, “says women need to be helped into carriages and lifted over ditches, and have the best places everywhere. Nobody ever helps me into carriages or over puddles, or gives me the best place—and ain’t I a woman? Look at my arm! I have ploughed and planted and gathered into barns, and no man could head me—and ain’t I a woman? I could work as much and eat as much as a man—when I could get it—and bear the lash as well. And ain’t I a woman?”

  Feminists created an uproar in 1851 when they adopted a new dress style introduced by Mrs. Elizabeth Smith Miller. It was popularized by Mrs. Amelia Jenks Bloomer, after whom the new costume was named—“bloomers.” Instead of the modest, cumbersome, all-concealing hoopskirt, the lower half of the feminists’ legs was clad in full Turkish trousers gathered at the ankles.

  It was as if they were calling the world’s attention to the shocking fact that beneath their voluminous hoop-skirts, women actually walked on two legs—like men!—and didn’t glide on wheels or rollers. The bloomers made it easier for women to get in and out of doorways, carriages, and trains; to get through rainy and muddy streets; to walk through country lanes; and to do housework.

  The feminists eventually felt compelled to abandon the bloomers, however, because their dress rather than their message was getting all the public attention and comment. Nevertheless, this early revolt against traditional female attire eventually freed all women to choose the clothing they preferred.

  The door to the professions was pushed open for women by the first woman doctor, Elizabeth Blackwell. She forced her way into one medical school after being rejected by twenty-nine others. Enduring taunts and insults from the male students, she graduated at the head of her class, winning her MD in 1849. However, no patients would consult, and no hospitals admit to practice, America’s first woman doctor. So she opened the New York Infirmary in 1857 with an all-woman staff. Subsequently, she established medical schools for women.

  Dr. Blackwell inspired another woman, slender, frail Mary Walker, to fight her way into medical school and win her MD When the Civil War broke out, she wrote her father, “Here is my chance to show the women of America what can be done by our sex in an affair which has always been considered men’s business—war. I intend to volunteer for medical service with the Union Army. They will not dare to turn down a physician, woman or not!”

  She put on trousers to become the first woman to serve on a modern battlefield. “We will be treated as equals,” she wrote Amelia Bloomer, “only when we dispense with the nonsense of disguising our bodies by wires, bones, buttons, pads, stays, and stuffings.”

  To aid wounded soldiers, Dr. Walker often risked flying shot and shell. Her service was so brave and distinguished that Congress awarded her the Congressional Medal of Honor for exceptional valor. Having shown the nation what a woman in trousers could do, she then became a one-woman lobby for a proposed bill to equalize the rights of the sexes. She fought for it persistently for fifty-four years until her death in 1919.

  THREE

  Under the leadership of Susan B. Anthony, feminists continually pressed for full equality with men, including the right to vote. But the majority of American women were reluctant to support their efforts to change the status quo.

  In 1870, a typical letter to the editor of the Santa Cruz Sentinel, signed by “A California Woman,” protested, “Is it proper for women to mingle in politics and expose themselves to the polls as objects for the vulgar crowd to pass censorious remarks upon? . . . Let every sound-minded woman be satisfied with their home and strive to make it as attractive as possible.”

  A feminist named Georgianna Kirby replied to her: “In our eyes it is more praiseworthy for women to be out in the world, earning an honest living for her family and bringing up her children in a genial atmosphere of a cheerful, comfortable home. The woman imprisoned for life within the four walls of her kitchen becomes a drudge and in nine cases out of ten, a slave to a coarse and brutal husband. . . . The domestic slave is miserable unto death and is referred to as a gem of a wife.”

  The male prejudice against women was never more clearly evidenced than in an 1879 editorial in the Richmond Herald. “There is not a man in this whole land,” it declared unequivocally, “who wouldn’t rather have a boy baby than a girl baby any time.”

  Yet there were scattered pockets of males in progressive communities who supported the feminists. In Santa Cruz, women were granted suffrage in 1896 by a male vote, fifteen years before the state, and twenty-four years ahead of the rest of the country.

  The struggle for equal rights originated mostly with middle-class women who had the time and money to write and publish tracts, organize feminist societies, and put pressure on legislators for both the vote and equal rights before the law.

  One feminist exception was Margaret Sanger, who came from a poor, lower-class background. Her awareness of the suffering of poor women condemned to continual unwanted childbirth led her to campaign for legal birth control clinics. Breaking the law to help these women, she endured jail and great hardships until she was finally able to achieve her goal.

  In 1907, Alice Paul, an American Quaker studying in England, joined English campaigns for woman suffrage. Arrested and jailed three times, she went on a hunger strike and was forcibly fed. She returned home to join Carrie Chapman Catt’s National American Woman Suffrage Association, which at its peak had two million paid members.

  In 1913, Paul organized a group later known as the National Woman’s Party, which used radical tactics to campaign for the vote. Catt’s organization disowned the Paul group for insisting upon petitioning Congress and the Wilson administration, instead of individual state governments. When Paul’s suffragettes marched up Pennsylvania Avenue in Washington in 1913, their parade was disrupted by a jeering mob.

  After World War I began, suffragettes chained themselves to the White House fence. Arrested, they went on hunger strikes in jail, and made more headlines when they were force-fed by police. Women’s right to the vote was reinforced by their war effort, substituting for men called to uniform in factories, offices, and public jobs. Arguing that women were proving themselves the equals of men in both work and patriotic service, suffragettes demanded the vote as fully participating citizens.

  On January 10, 1918, the Nineteenth Amendment, giving women the right to vote and known as the Susan Anthony Amendment in her honor, was introduced into the House of Representatives. After the war, on August 26, 1920, it was finally ratified into law.

  Not satisfied with that victory, Paul pressed her campaign for another amendment to guarantee total equality between men and women in every aspect of American life. The US Women’s Bureau, organized in 1920 under the Department of Labor, accused the Woman’s Party of “a kind of hysterical feminism with a slogan for a program.” Paul continued to fight for the Equal Rights Amendment until her death at age ninety-two in 1977.

  The ERA was first introduced in Congress as early as 1923 by Representative Daniel Anthony, Susan Anthony’s nephew. It eventually passed in 1972, but failed to get the necessary states’ votes for ratification as a constitutional amendment.

  When World War II broke out, women once more flocked into industry to take the place of men called to arms. “Rosie the Riveter” became a popular song of the day, memorializing this change in society’s structure. After the war, women increasingly entered the workplace, out of choice or necessity, but the higher positions and higher salaries were limited to men.

  The women’s movement fell largely apathetic until 1953, when French author Simone de Beauvoir stirred international attention with a book titled The Second Sex. In it, she claimed all the countries of the world were male-dominated, and accused them of continuing to treat women as second-class citizens in every way.

  Her book made a great impression on American journalist Betty Friedan, who touched off an explosion of her own with her book, The Feminine Mystique. Writing of the discontent women felt in leading unfulfilled lives dedicated to housework and child care, Friedan gave powerful voice to the frustrations many women were feeling in the ’50s and ’60s. Her book became the touchstone of the modern middle-class feminist revolution, which is still being fought today.

  FOUR

  At the urging of feminists, Friedan founded the National Organization for Women (NOW). One of its first victories was winning an executive order banning the award of government contracts to companies or institutions found guilty of sex discrimination. This marked the first granting of power to women to enforce their right to jobs on an equal basis with men.

  A black woman, tailor’s assistant Rosa Parks, sparked a whole new civil rights movement in 1955 when she was jailed for refusing to yield her seat and move to the “blacks only” back of a Montgomery, Alabama, bus. Subsequently, feminists often joined civil rights leaders in pressing for equal rights for both blacks and women.

  Feminists campaigning for reform helped enact the Equal Pay Act of 1963, the Civil Rights Act of 1964, and the 1964 Credit Law making credit more available to women, and Title IX of the Education Omnibus Act of 1972 prohibiting sex discrimination in schools. They also reintroduced the ERA in 1972.
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