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CHAPTER 2

Generations Later, Retelling the Story

Sara M. Evans

Abstract  As the half-century anniversaries begin, study of the Second 
Wave is in vogue in both print and visual media as it has never been before. 
In this chapter, Sara M. Evans reflects on some of the ways the story is 
being told now, the power of iconic representations, and new questions 
arising from the experience of new generations. Addressing many of the 
myths and generalizations about the movement, Evans counters the over-
simplification of the Second-Wave feminists as uniformly white, middle 
class, selfish, and antisex. This characterization, Evans argues, misses the 
role of minorities, the poor, and other feminist perspectives on sexuality 
that were a growing part of the Second-Wave feminist movement. Thus, as 
opposed to seeing themselves as a continuation of the Second Wave, many 
Third-Wave feminists saw themselves as a completely new “rupture with 
the past.” Evans then reviews more recent historical work, some of which 
takes a broad international view, while others explore a narrower context 
and examine the history of feminists and feminism within a particular com-
munity. These studies clearly show the multiracial, international, multiclass, 
and selfless actions of many feminists and feminist groups. Rather than 
being a monolithic American movement of white middle-class women, 
led by only a few visible leaders, the women’s movement continues to be 
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a patchwork of groups, many not even aware of one another, and many 
who disagree with one another on various topics, but all working together 
for improving some aspect of women’s lives. Ultimately, Evans insists that 
viewing the women’s movement in “waves” that seem to begin and end at 
specific points in time obscures the fight that many Second-, Third-, and 
multiple-wave feminists continue to wage.

The year 2013 marked the fiftieth anniversary of the President’s 
Commission on Women Report that spelled out in considerable detail 
the discrimination embedded in our laws and practices and the hard-
ships this entailed. The commission described a world in which poor and 
working women lacked access to childcare; businesswomen could not 
obtain credit in their own names; working women received lower wages 
than men in the same jobs and were “disqualified” for higher-paying 
jobs; graduate and professional schools held female admissions to quotas 
of 5% or less, and many states barred women from jury duty.

In 1963 Congress also passed the Equal Pay Act to make it illegal to 
pay differentially on the basis of sex for the exact same job, and Betty 
Friedan published her blockbuster, The Feminine Mystique, that railed 
less against legal restrictions than the psychic toll of the social role of 
“housewife” as prescribed in the popular culture, Freudian psychology, 
and higher education.

We are at the beginning of what is going to be a very long series of 
anniversaries for the women’s movement as well as the civil rights move-
ment, the anti-Vietnam War movement, and a host of other “rights-
based” movements that grew from and were inspired by them. This 
means that we are at last going to have that story told, and retold. My 
interest here is to explore some of the myths that serve as blinders, 
blocking our ability to tell the full story, and to explore some of the com-
plexities revealed in recent scholarship that make such a telling both criti-
cally important and extremely difficult.1

Stereotypes Take Over

For the first two decades during and after the initial feminist eruption in 
the 1960s and 1970s, historians paid little attention to its story, in part 
because it was so recent. Mainly, however, they were busy establishing 
women’s history as a legitimate field of inquiry (a project that was itself 



2  GENERATIONS LATER, RETELLING THE STORY   23

part of the feminist upsurge) and looking for the deep roots of women’s 
agency in the past: in daily life, labor struggles, the experience of slavery, 
the evolution of cultural definitions of masculinity and femininity, and so 
forth. The very range of subjects examined makes it clear that historians, 
deeply influenced by socialist feminism as well as the emerging social his-
tory fields of African American, working class, and family history, con-
strued the new field of women’s history as a project to understand the 
past lives of all women.2

There were a handful of books on late twentieth-century femi-
nism, my own among them, but for the most part the “Second Wave” 
receded into a series of stereotypic assumptions, namely that feminists 
in the 1970s were “white, middle-class, and strident.” It is ironic that 
in the 1980s, even as parts of the feminist movement were gaining in 
strength and sophistication, popular culture proclaimed a “postfemi-
nist” age, and most young women wanted nothing to do with those they 
thought of as angry/ugly/strident/lesbian (or paradoxically, asexual) 
feminists. Indeed, I used to read the following quote from a 1927 arti-
cle in Harper’s entitled “Feminist—New Style” to my women’s history 
classes: “Feminism has become a term of opprobrium to the modern 
young woman. For the word suggests either the old school of fighting 
feminists who wore flat heels and had very little feminine charm, or the 
current species who antagonize men with their constant clamor about 
maiden names, equal rights, women’s place in the world, and many other 
causes.”3 My students agreed that it sounded awfully familiar.

Feminist scholars in the 1980s and 1990s, mostly interested in the lit-
erary and theoretical, and struggling with the theoretical conundrums 
of gender, race, and class, fixed the perception of Second-Wave feminists 
in the 1970s as white, middle class, self-interested, and antisex. They 
declared themselves a “third wave” under the rubric of “intersectional-
ity,” presuming an almost total rupture with earlier feminist theorizing.4

When Third-Wave feminists named the Second Wave, which was not a 
term used by activists at the time, they pointed to an intellectual geneal-
ogy that in effect took the part for the whole. One of the most powerful 
analyses in this vein is Jane Gerhard’s Desiring Revolution: Second Wave 
Feminism and the Rewriting of American Sexual Thought published in 
2001.5 Desiring Revolution is an important and insightful book, but by 
tracing the lineage of a particular conversation about sexuality, and posi-
tioning that conversation as constitutive of Second-Wave thought, she 
reinforces the larger narrative from the point of view of the 1990s third 
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wave that has made it more difficult to see the complexity of the move-
ment in the 1970s and 1980s.

Gerhard traces the evolution of a white feminist “subject” from 
early radical feminist assertions of sexual freedom such as Anne Koedt’s 
“Myth of the Vaginal Orgasm” in 1968 through the 1975–1985 cul-
tural feminist emphasis on female difference and victimization in the 
work of writers such as Adrienne Rich, Nancy Choderow, Mary Daly, 
Audre Lorde, Susan Brownmiller, Myra Dinerstein, Andrea Dworkin, 
and Catharine MacKinnon.6 The latter provided the theoretical under-
pinning for a growing anti-pornography movement in the late 1970s. 
For Gerhardt, when “sexual freedom” advocates clashed publicly with 
anti-pornography activists at the 1982 Scholar and Feminist Conference 
at Barnard College, the ensuing “sex wars” served as a turning point 
in which the Second-Wave worldview unraveled. Gerhardt concludes: 
“Second-wave feminists … saw sexuality as the most salient compo-
nent of women’s identity. This assumption, above all, paradoxically gave 
Second-Wave Feminism much of its radicalism and set the terms for its 
undoing. The fictional white woman who unconsciously dominated 
Second-Wave feminist sex theory could no longer stand in unproblemati-
cally for the ‘feminist,’ no matter how much she desired revolution.”7

While this intellectual genealogy is without question an impor-
tant strand in the evolution of feminist theory, it obscures the debates 
that never stopped. As a result, in Gerhardt’s telling, at the Barnard 
Conference defenders of sexual freedom and individualism along with 
feminists of color seem to spring out of nowhere to create a tumultu-
ous debate. What is missing here is (a) that the debate had been there 
all along, (b) that strategic alliances between white feminists and femi-
nists of color had never disappeared and were, in fact, on the increase, 
and (c) that limiting Second-Wave Feminism to the feminist subcultures 
that evolved in the academy and in events like music festivals renders the 
on-the-ground battles about issues such as employment equity, welfare 
rights, credit, and divorce invisible in one of the most compelling ver-
sions of feminist history.

As feminist intellectual history mainstreamed the Third-Wave para-
digms of multiculturalism, identity politics, and intersectionality, the 
resulting conception of the Second Wave as white and middle class 
erased the early interventions of women of color in the 1970s by see-
ing newer ideas as a rupture with the past rather than a continuation 
of it. When a new generation of historians sought to reconstruct an 
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on-the-ground understanding of feminism as a social movement, they 
were frustrated by the pervasive grip of the Second- versus Third-Wave 
account. In 2008, Stephanie Gilmore found “the standard narrative that 
the women’s movement was composed predominantly of white and mid-
dle class women” to be an obstacle to understanding the diversity and 
complexity of that movement. She lamented that “in many ways, it seems 
that the movement and its actors are suspended in historical—or rather, 
ahistorical—amber, unable to move or be moved.”8

In its less theoretical and more activist versions, the story of the 
women’s movement was left to be retold from time to time in the popu-
lar culture where a more triumphalist narrative arc pulled its story and 
images from the mass media of the time. This different version, however, 
was similarly rooted in images that were predominately white and middle 
class.9 Key elements of this account include the following:

•	 According to the media, there were a few great leaders, such as 
Betty Friedan and Gloria Steinem.10

•	V ictories can be traced in the legislative and court battles of the six-
ties and early seventies: The Equal Pay Act (1963), Title VII of the 
Civil Rights Act (1964), Congressional passage of the Equal Rights 
Amendment (ERA, 1972), the Women’s Educational Equity Act 
(WEEA, 1972), Title IX (1972), Roe v. Wade (1973), the Equal 
Credit Opportunity Act (1974).

•	 In addition to the above, key events in this narrative include the 
1970 “strike” when thousands of women demonstrated across the 
country, the massive Houston Conference in 1977, and the ulti-
mately losing battle for the ERA in state legislatures.

MAKERS: Women Who Make America, one of the best, recent doc-
umentaries on the movement that aired on PBS in February 2013 was 
almost inevitably stamped with that media-driven (and often New York- 
and Washington-centered) narrative, though I think the producers made 
a serious effort to include African Americans and working-class women. 
The result, however, even in a three-hour documentary, is lots of absent 
narratives. There are very few Asian American or Latina feminists in 
MAKERS, leaving the very eloquent black women interviewees to stand 
in for all minorities. Religion is virtually absent, passing over the flour-
ishing debates around feminist theology and the ordination of women, 
as well as the emerging “cultural feminist” search for ancient sources 
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of female spiritual power and affirmation. The role of the arts also gets 
short shrift, though feminism found expression in every art form, and 
women challenged their exclusion throughout the art world. And, finally, 
one gets no sense that the movement, from the beginning, was inter-
national in scope. It should be no surprise, however, that most of the 
complexity as well as the rough edges of the story of feminism disappear 
when you only have 3 hours to tell it. After all, Eyes on the Prize was 14 
hours long, and even then there were hundreds of local heroes, especially 
women, who remained offscreen and unnoticed.

The problem with that dominant narrative, despite the fact that 
one cannot tell the story without it, is that feminism in the 1970s was 
a decentered movement, whose parts were not necessarily in commu-
nication with one another. In fact, often they did not even know one 
another. Each of those parts, in its own location, was in complex rela-
tionships and interactions with other movements that were active at the 
same time. We should also add that the movement’s legacies, while con-
siderable and worthy of celebration, are also complex and limited. Future 
generations need to understand how the problems that remain were 
shaped by that story without, in the process, failing to draw inspiration 
from its triumphs.

Reclaiming the Story

For the last two decades, scholars have turned their attention to unearth-
ing the more complex and rich story of the Second Wave in ways that 
can help us understand the legacies we live with. The first step, as 
Stephanie Gilmore argues, is to have a “capacious definition of femi-
nism,” which scholars are beginning to do in a variety of ways. The sec-
ond is to explore the movement through a variety of lenses that can, 
together, enable a multifaceted narrative to emerge. Finally, it is critical 
that we unearth and analyze broader societal patterns that can tell us a 
great deal about the complicated legacies of that movement.

Community studies that cast a broad net, for example, illumine 
multiple threads of feminist activism based on neighborhood, class, 
race, and ethnicity, tracing out the points of intersection, conflict, 
and collaboration.11 As soon as they do this, it becomes clear that ste-
reotypes cannot hold. Stephanie Gilmore dismantles the “liberal/
radical” divide in her study of NOW chapters in Memphis, Columbus, 
and San Francisco, finding members who saw themselves as deeply  
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radical and militant as well as those who were more liberal and main-
stream.12 In some places NOW was the only visible feminist presence, 
and for a time it drew in activists of all stripes. Judith Ezekiel’s study of 
Dayton, Ohio, by contrast, finds that where there was no NOW chap-
ter, Women’s Liberation, a direct offshoot of the New Left, grew in 
multiple directions, generating projects and institutions some of which 
were very radical, while others had a more liberal political bent.13 In 
the late sixties, the radical and liberal branches of the movement had 
distinctive roots and different generational constituencies, but by the 
early 1970s the exponential growth of the movement blurred the 
boundaries rapidly.

Similarly, the “all-white” image of the movement cannot stand 
in the face of new scholarship. In every branch of the identity-based 
“rights revolution”—black, Chicano/Latino, Asian American, American 
Indian—as well as in mainstream institutions such as churches, unions, 
and mass media—there was a feminist upsurge.14 And throughout the 
1970s, feminists built coalitions that crossed classes, races, and regions, 
despite a historical context that made coalitions extremely difficult.15

Though the movement was unquestionably multiracial, specific organ-
izations were only rarely interracial. Anne Valk’s Radical Sisters: Second-
Wave Feminism and Black Liberation in Washington, D.C., for instance, 
explores a complex landscape in the 1960s and 1970s where multiple 
movements focused on women, black liberation, and economic justice 
existed in continual interaction.16 Valk analyzes these separate strands of 
activism as they intersected and interacted over time. White radical femi-
nists, struggling to build a movement based on gender solidarity, stum-
bled over and wrestled with the realities of differences among women. 
African American women engaged with welfare rights and black libera-
tion honed new political skills while they also grew increasingly aware 
of gender oppression. These separate streams came together in the 
movement against sexual violence, generating, according to Valk, “dis-
tinct black and Third World feminist movements. Separate but intercon-
nected, these branches of feminism provided a foundation for further 
women’s movements that extended into the 1980s and beyond.”17 It 
is interesting to contemplate the coexistence of these grassroots move-
ments in Washington, DC, where, in those same years, there was enor-
mous feminist ferment in and around the federal government and policy 
think tanks and in the DC headquarters of numerous national women’s 
organizations.18
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The complexity of this feminist tapestry may go far toward explaining 
the movement’s massive achievements in the early 1970s. Carrie Baker’s 
analysis of grassroots activism in the 1960s that led to and framed land-
mark appellate court decisions on the issue of sexual harassment makes 
it clear that a close-up study of specific legal changes cannot escape the 
coexistence and intersections of these multiple strands. The brilliant law-
yer and legal scholar Catharine MacKinnon is commonly credited with 
inventing the legal concept of sexual harassment.19 Yet the term was cre-
ated by a local organization in Ithaca, New York, led by feminist activists 
with roots in one of Washington, DC’s most famous lesbian separatist 
groups, the Furies Collective, as well as other radical women’s libera-
tion groups such as New York Radical Women and the Rat Collective. 
Radicals, however, worked together with women in the ACLU Women’s 
Rights Project under the direction of Ruth Bader Ginsberg as well as 
clerical workers, undergraduates, and a local NOW chapter. A second 
group that developed out of a rape crisis center in Washington, DC, 
abetted their organizing and educational work. These activist groups, in 
the mid-1970s, completely belie the notion that liberal, radical, lesbian, 
and socialist feminists existed in highly separated ideological and activ-
ist worlds. While there were indeed ideological battles and raging wars 
of words, some women moved with apparent ease from one to another. 
And on the ground, focused on a concrete issue, “women found com-
mon cause across difference to create feminist change.”20 Attention to 
the “stars” would miss the ferment, which in fact drove those changes.21

Another innovative study by Ann Enke steps away from the stories the 
movement told about itself to look for the movement in specific, con-
tested public spaces: public civic spaces such as city parks and ball fields 
and newly invented public spaces created by the women’s movement 
such as coffee houses in church basements, health clinics, women’s cent-
ers, feminist bookstores, and credit unions. In Finding the Movement we 
are getting closer to the underground force of those shifting plates when 
we locate women in the 1960s who would never call themselves “femi-
nists” but who stake firm claims to formerly forbidden spaces and find 
themselves emulated by the feminists. Detroit’s “Soul Sisters” were a 
black women’s softball team in the 1960s that had already claimed pub-
lic space for serious, hard-playing, tough, black, lesbian, working-class 
athletes. When socialist feminists and lesbians in Chicago set out in the 
early to mid-1970s to create softball teams, they modeled themselves on 
women who would never have accepted the label “feminist.”22
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In her exploration of institutions like coffee houses, bookstores, and 
health clinics, Enke gives us a deeper understanding of the power of race 
and class to divide an emerging movement and its often unstable coa-
litions. In self-identified feminist institutions, coalitions between white, 
middle-class founders and working-class and minority women sometimes 
grew but too often foundered. Under pressure to survive, both finan-
cially and politically, some spaces of interaction collapsed or migrated to 
neighborhoods marked as white and middle class; others institutionalized 
and professionalized, losing their activist edge. It was not simply a failure 
of ideas—as later theorists of feminist intersectionality imagined—but a 
consequence of the class, race, and sexual inflections of spaces in which 
people lived and worked and the communities that their activist spaces 
enabled or discouraged, sometimes by intention but often by happen-
stance and inertia. The result frequently eroded the coalition building 
that these creative, fluid, and unruly spaces had seemed to promise, lead-
ing feminist groups, despite their self-conscious laments, to emerge from 
the 1980s still deeply divided by class and race.23

If we can remove the distorted lenses of stereotypes, perhaps we can 
understand better the changing dynamics of the women’s movement 
over time. There is definitely something to understand about the appar-
ently sudden upsurge of women’s rights activism in the 1960s and its 
evolution through the 1970s. By the 1980s, the dynamics were clearly 
different, though parts of the movement, such as the programs against 
domestic violence and sexual harassment and the intellectual ferment in 
and around the academic enterprise of women’s studies, continued to 
grow despite an increasingly hostile political context.

From the outset, the simultaneity of feminist insurgencies in numer-
ous communities and social movements was not simply a North 
American phenomenon. As I have described elsewhere, the global stu-
dent uprisings in 1968, sparked by opposition to the Vietnam War as 
well as generational demands for greater freedom, catalyzed feminist 
organizing and ideas on virtually every continent.24 It is startling to real-
ize how similar the dynamics were in very different political and cul-
tural contexts: France, Germany, Italy, Mexico, Argentina, and Japan. 
But from the point of view of the USA where one can tell similar stories 
about women’s experiences in the civil rights movement, the New Left, 
Black Power, Chicano, American Indian, and Native American move-
ments, one should not be surprised. In every case, women gained politi-
cal skills and self-respect at the same time that they became increasingly 
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aware of gender oppression. And they put those newly honed skills to 
the task of understanding and changing that reality.

In the case of 1968, specifically, late twentieth-century feminism arose 
around the globe, at least in part, because of an interestingly similar 
constellation of generation, class, and gender in radical student move-
ments. The university-based parts of those movements were often seen 
as a revolt of sons against their fathers, a refusal to proceed lockstep into 
hierarchical structures of power (corporate, military, or political) that 
regulated their lives in oppressive ways and wrecked imperialist, racist, 
and class oppression both in their own countries and around the world. 
Children of the Cold War, entering a rising middle class in the 1960s but 
inspired by revolts of peasants, workers, and racial minorities around the 
world, imagined the possibility of a new kind of personal freedom. These 
sons eschewed some of those markers of manhood, not only traditional 
careers but also traditional sexual propriety leading to proper breadwin-
ner jobs and marital obligations. Their long hair invited brutal police 
responses in places as different as Germany and Mexico.

Young women participated in student revolts throughout the world 
in equal numbers, often against severe parental pressure, though they 
were rarely visible in the top leadership. Their revolt against patriarchy, 
however, was fundamentally different from that of their male comrades, 
as it required a challenge to traditional female roles. To the extent that 
their brothers in the struggle invented new signs of manhood such as 
sexual access to young women in their class without the trappings of 
marriage and monopolized positions of leadership, women began to 
challenge the restrictions they experienced within the very movements 
that had liberated them and raised their expectations. The erotic intensity 
of street demonstrations, building occupations, and apocalyptic expec-
tations could only be liberating for women when they redefined them-
selves as sexually autonomous, capable of defining their own desires. 
Their anger when this was not the case elicited furious manifestos in 
numerous countries once young women found their voice. “The inter-
national 1968” offers a fascinating intersection of generation, class, 
and a very specific moment in time. But similar things also occurred in 
very different contexts, suggesting that in the late twentieth-century 
women, especially younger women, found new ways to imagine a world 
in which being female was no longer a second-class status in whatever 
other contexts they found themselves. That imagining, and the multi-
tude of resulting struggles to overturn laws, open opportunities, change 
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power relationships within families, undermine heterosexual norms, 
establish reproductive rights, equalize women’s access to the labor force, 
and revalue the work that they traditionally do, also generated a massive 
political and cultural backlash that framed the evolution of those strug-
gles into the 1980s and beyond.

In the USA, the context of radical, utopian, even apocalyptic move-
ments such as Black Power, antiwar movements, and campus insur-
rections in the late 1960s and early 1970s prompted many to imagine 
that radical change—even revolution—was just around the corner. It 
framed some of the more extreme feminist experiments (e.g, separa-
tist communes like the Furies) as well as the countercultural strategy of 
starting institutions—bookstores, health clinics, rape crisis centers, shel-
ters for battered women, daycare centers—that would model new pos-
sibilities to the world. Those institutions themselves, as Anne Enke has 
shown, created new forms of public space where the meanings of the 
movement were invented and enacted by diverse and changing com-
munities.25 Yet media images of young, white, and middle-class activ-
ists obscured the similar expectations of dramatic change welling up in 
settings ranging from labor unions to religious institutions and welfare 
rights organizations.

An Unfinished Revolution

As we begin to unravel the complexities of the movement, we are also 
beginning to understand the broader societal impact of feminist activism 
and some of the paths not taken. Changes wrought by the movement 
have left a swath of unresolved problems affecting the lives of large num-
bers of women, marked by class as well as race. Katherine Turk’s study of 
Title VII explores some of the broader implications of the strategic shift 
in NOW and much of mainstream feminism toward individual opportu-
nity as symbolized by the ERA and away from policies that acknowledge 
the different realities of women and men in the labor force and the fam-
ily. In doing so, she also complicates the label “liberal feminist” by show-
ing that, like self-defined radicals, liberals also wrestled with the deeper 
meanings of the changes they sought.

In an article in the Journal of American History Turk focuses on the 
Chicago branch of NOW which had built a nationally influential cam-
paign against Sears for its practices of refusing to hire women in higher 
ticket sales jobs, confining them to the lowest paid clerical and retail 
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jobs. Internal battles for the leadership of NOW in the mid-1970s, how-
ever, sidelined the Chicago group led by Mary Jean Collins and Anne 
Ladke. As a result, NOW became a more streamlined and central-
ized organization focused on the ERA, leaving local campaigns like the 
SEARS campaign stranded. Turk then follows the trajectory of NOW 
under the leadership of Karen DeCrow and then Eleanor Smeal away 
from the concerns of working women in low-paid jobs and toward an 
agenda emphasizing individual rights and opportunity. This shift, Turk 
argues, was not just tactical; it was ideological, abandoning broader femi-
nist ideas about economic justice, employees’ rights, and citizenship.26 In 
her broader study of Title VII, she argues that the SEARS campaign was 
part of a shift within liberal feminism away from emphasizing sex differ-
ence between women and men toward an emphasis on individual mobil-
ity, individual rights, and meritocracy. This had the effect of undermining 
“the possibility of shared female solidarity while contributing to the 
societal devaluation of the labors of workers in feminized positions.”27 
Doors opened to professional opportunities, but the majority of work-
ing women remain confined to the lowest wage, female-dominated (and 
mostly unorganized) clerical and service jobs.28

Alison Lefkovitz’s recent dissertation on marriage in the time of 
women’s liberation bolsters Turk’s conclusion that low-income and 
poor women have basically been left behind in the changes wrought 
by feminism.29 Her study explores the dismantling of coverture, not so 
much by federal laws and courts but by state laws regulating marriage 
and divorce. Feminists made multiple arguments about marriage in the 
early 1970s. Some proposed simple, formal equality while more radical 
critiques demanded that the institution of marriage itself be dismantled, 
as it could not be reformed. What is interesting here is the behavior of 
thousands of men and women in response to shifting legal requirements 
that linked no-fault divorce and state-level equal rights amendments. In 
effect, and without clear intention, the new legal regime effectively dis-
mantled the male breadwinner/female housewife model of marriage that 
had been fundamental to marriage law for centuries and was the founda-
tion for legal coverture. Lefkovitz describes “how a host of lawmakers, 
judges, activists, and ordinary men and women … struggled to redefine 
family and marriage without gender.”30 Men, for example, challenged 
the gendered premises of alimony, which soon became maintenance 
based on a percentage of contribution by either spouse to the household. 
Women achieved some legal recognition of the value of their household 
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labor when that justified the division of household property rather than 
assuming that it belonged to the man.

The complex consequences of removing prescribed gender roles from 
the legal understanding of marriage were twofold. Anxiety about the fail-
ing family galvanized the right-wing opposition to feminism. Lefkovitz 
argues “the convergence of class, gender, sexual, and even race equal-
ity at woman’s position in the family evoked fears that helped construct 
the new Republican Party by bringing in a broad swath of men and 
women who objected to changes to the traditional family structure.”31 
The organized power of that reaction helps to explain the fierce resist-
ance to gay marriage, which became in a legal sense totally logical once 
marriage and gender were disconnected. It also fed the refusal of policy-
makers to extend the recognition that women’s labor in the home has 
monetary value to poor women on welfare. In 1972, Johnnie Tillmon 
had argued that simply “paying women a living wage for doing the work 
we are already doing, child raising and housekeeping” would end the 
welfare crisis “just like that.”32 But wages for housework never gained 
any traction, and poor women were left with a diminished capacity to 
argue effectively for their own needs.

Women in Motion: Legacies of a Turbulent Time

No metaphor can capture the power and complexity of what many call 
the “Second Wave,” but we will always grope for images that move us 
in that direction. Women were in motion. Women seized the oppor-
tunity to sue their employers, fought for access to male-defined spaces 
from iron and coal mines to street repair crews, ordained ministries, 
art galleries, professions, athletics both amateur and professional, and 
the leadership of their own social movements, and struggled openly to 
revalue women’s traditional labors in the home and in the labor force. 
The movement was never all white and middle class, but in fact consisted 
of multiple, simultaneous streams that erupted in almost all corners of 
American society. At the same time, the public, media-driven face of 
activism in the 1970s was more often white and middle class than not. 
Feminist movements struggled in different ways to define the nature 
of gender oppression and the most effective remedies. Some developed 
theories and actions that (in very different ways) prioritized sexuality 
and the body. Some turned to legislatures and courts, moving gradually 
toward a liberal, individualist definition of both problem and solution. 
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Some demanded access to civic public spaces or created their own new 
forms of public space, too often migrating spatially away from places 
where divergent communities intersected and toward locations increas-
ingly stamped as white and middle class.

Among the hardest things to convey in narrative form are the inter-
secting possibilities of every moment and the fact that activists them-
selves had very different conceptions of what was going on. No 
one could know how it would turn out. And in a time of apocalyptic 
expectations—indeed, that may be the hardest thing of all to convey—
the fierce debates had resonances we can hardly imagine from decades 
down the road. The movement was filled with conflict, both intellec-
tual and personal. It was messy. How do we tell that? Many versions just 
smooth it over, making everything seem inevitable, while a few portray 
divisions as deeper and more absolute than they were.33 When we pull 
back to take in a larger view it is clear that maelstrom deeply altered the 
world as we know it, creating changes that younger generations cannot 
fathom if we do not tell them.

Another part of the story, however, must be the unintended conse-
quences as changed ways of living and speaking were appropriated, 
resisted, and reworked in the daily lives of millions of women and men 
as well as in a host of court decisions and laws. Change was always par-
tial, and we need a clear assessment of both the gains and the failures. 
Specifically, feminists must analyze the consequences of an extremely 
incomplete challenge to the masculinist structure of the labor force that 
routinely devalues labor traditionally associated with women and allows 
employers to escape all responsibility for the difficulty of supporting fam-
ilies with low wages and no benefits. No health care, sick leave, vacation, 
or retirement are standard for the low-wage, part-time jobs that many 
poor women have as their only option. And at the other end of the scale, 
high-income professional women must live in a work culture that makes 
little or no allowance for the responsibilities of family life and children. 
What they can afford to do is to hire other women, at low wages, to do 
that work, but they cannot insist that their employers ease their workload 
so that they can be more involved in family life without severe penalties 
in terms of professional stature and advancement. Marriage may have no 
gender, but the labor force still does in very class-specific ways.

Finally, our retelling must also recognize that the evolution of femi-
nism was shaped by the organized force of its opposition, the broader 
political currents in the country, and the changing nature of the political 
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economy. Feminism was so deeply unsettling that reaction against it 
reshaped the political landscape, bringing into being a highly ideological 
right wing focused on the cultural issues of abortion and gay rights and 
fanatically opposed to the ERA and affirmative action. That, too, is part 
of its legacy.

Every generation has to define its own battles, but they do so in con-
texts created by what went before. Future generations need to know the 
full story of the feminist upsurge in the late twentieth century because 
they live with the consequences. It is an empowering and sobering 
story of great dreams, partial victories, and unresolved dilemmas. If 
it was a tidal wave, a storm, an earthquake, a set of pulses—pick your 
metaphor—it is not over. Not only have most former activists not packed 
up their bags and declared victory, but also each newer generation has 
generated new initiatives to address the issues that affect them the most. 
This continuity is the baton that we hand on along with stories of a time 
when imagining a better future and acting to bring it about went hand in 
hand.
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