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The Origins of the Women’s Liberation Movement'

Jo Freeman
University of Chicago

The emergence in the last few years of a feminist movement caught most
thoughtful observers by surprise. Women had “come a long way,” had they
not? What could they want to be liberated from? The new movement
generated much speculation about the sources of female discontent and
why it was articulated at this particular time. But these speculators usually
asked the wrong questions. Most attempts to analyze the sources of social
strain have had to conclude with Ferriss (1971, p. 1) that, “from the
close perspective of 1970, events of the past decade provide evidence of no
compelling cause of the rise of the new feminist movement.” His examina-
tion of time-series data over the previous 20 years did not reveal any
significant changes in socioeconomic variables which could account for the
emergence of a women’s movement at the time it was created. From such
strain indicators, one could surmise that any time in the last two decades
was as conducive as any other to,movement formation.

I

The sociological literature is not of much help: the study of social move-
ments ‘“has been a neglected area of sociology” (Killian 1964, p. 426),
and, within that field, virtually no theorists have dealt with movement
origins. The causes of social movements have been analyzed (Gurr 1970;
Davies 1962), and the motivations of participants have been investigated
(Toch 1965; Cantril 1941; Hoffer 1951; Adorno et al. 1950; but the
mechanisms of “how” a movement is constructed have received scant
attention.? As Dahrendorf (1959, p. 64) commented, “The sociologist is
generally interested not so much in the origin of social phenomena as in
their spread and rise to wider significance.” This interest is derived from
an emphasis on cultural processes rather than on people as the major
dynamic of social change (Killian 1964, p. 426). Consequently, even the
“natural history” theorists have delineated the stages of developmert in a
way that is too vague to tell us much about how movements actually start
(Dawson and Gettys 1929, pp. 787-803; Lowi 1971, p. 39; Blumer 1951;

1T would like to thank Richard Albares and Florence Levinsohn for having read and
criticized earlier versions of this paper.

2%“A consciously directed and organized movement cannot be explained merely in
terms of the psychological disposition or motivation of people, or in terms of a
diffusion of an ideology. Explanations of this sort have a deceptive plausibility, but
overlook the fact that ¢ movement has to be constructed and has to carve out a career
in what is practically always an opposed, resistant or at least indifferent world”
(Blumer 1957, p. 147; italics mine).
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King 1956), and a theory as comprehensive as Smelser’s (1963) is postu-
lated on too abstract a level to be of microsociological value (for a good
critique, see Currie and Skolnick [1970]).

Part of the problem results from extreme confusion about what a social
movement really is. Movements are rarely studied as distinct social
phenomena but are usually subsumed under one of two theoretical tradi-
tions: that of “collective behavior” (see, especially, Smelser 1963; Lang
and Lang 1961; Turner and Killian 1957) and that of interest-group and
party formation (Heberle 1951; King 1956; Lowi 1971). The former
emphasizes the spontaneous aspects of a movement; and the latter, the
structured ones. Yet movements are neither fully collective behavior nor
incipient interest groups except in the broadest sense of these terms.
Rather, they contain essential elements of both. It is “the dual imperative
of spontaneity and organization [that] .. . sets them apart from pressure
groups and other types of voluntary associations, which lack their sponta-
neity, and from mass behavior, which is altogether devoid of even the
rudiments of organization” (Lang and Lang 1961, p. 497).

Recognizing with Heberle (1951, p. 8) that “movements as suc/k are not
organized groups,” it is still the structured aspects which are more amen-
able to study, if not always the most salient. Turner and Killian (1957,
p. 307) have argued that it is when “members of a public who share a
common position concerning the issue at hand supplement their informal
person-to-person discussion with some organization to promote their con-
victions more effectively and insure more sustained activity, a social
movement is incipient” (see also Killian 1964, p. 426). Such organiza-
tion(s) and other core groups of a movement not only determine much
of its conscious policy but serve as foci for its values and activities. Just
as it has been argued that society as a whole has a cultural and structural
“center” about which most members of the society are more or less
“peripheral” (Shils 1970), so, too, can a social movement be conceived of
as having a center and a periphery. An investigation into a movement’s
origing must be concerned with the microstructural preconditions for the
emergence of such a movement center. From where do the people come
who make up the initial, organizing cadre of a movement? How do they
come together, and how do they come to share a similar view of the world
in circumstances which compel them to political action? In what ways does
the nature of the original center affect the future development of the
movement?

I

Most movements have very inconspicuous beginnings. The significant
elements of their origins are usually forgotten or distorted by the time a
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trained observer seeks to trace them out, making retroactive analyses
difficult. Thus, a detailed investigation of a single movement at the time it
is forming can add much to what little is known about movement origins.
Such an examination cannot uncover all of the conditions and ingredients
of movement formation, but it can aptly illustrate both weaknesses in the
theoretical literature and new directions for research. During the formative
period of the women’s liberation movement, I had many opportunities to
observe, log, and interview most of the principals involved in the early
movement.® The descriptive material in Section III is based on that data.
This analysis, supplemented by five other origin studies made by me, would
support the following three propositions:

Proposition 1: The need for a preexisting communications network or
infrastructure within the social base of a movement is a primary pre-
requisite for “spontaneous” activity. Masses alone don’t form movements,
however discontented they may be. Groups of previously unorganized indi-
viduals may spontaneously form into small local associations—usually
along the lines of informal social networks—in response to a specific strain
or crisis, but, if they are not linked in some manner, the protest does not
become generalized: it remains a local irritant or dissolves completely. If a
movement is to spread rapidly, the communications network must already
exist. If only the rudiments of one exist, movement formation requires a
high input of “organizing” activity.

Proposition 2: Not just any communications network will do. It must
be a network that is co-optable to the new ideas of the incipient move-
ment.* To be co-optable, it must be composed of like-minded people whose
background, experiences, or location in the social structure make them
receptive to the ideas of a specific new movement.

Proposition 3: Given the existence of a co-optable communications net-
work, or at least the rudimentary development of a potential one, and a
situation of strain, one or more precipitants are required. Here, two distinct
patterns emerge that often overlap. In one, a crisis galvanizes the network
into spontaneous action in a new direction. In the other, one or more

3 As a founder and participant in the younger branch of the Chicago women’s libera-
tion movement from 1967 through 1969 and editor of the first (at that time, only)
national newsletter, I was able, through extensive correspondence and interviews, to
keep a record of how each group around the country first started, where the or-
ganizers got the idea from, who they had talked to, what conferences were held and
who attended, the political affiliations (or lack of them) of the first members, etc
Although I was a member of Chicago NOW, information on the origins of it and
the other older branch organizations comes entirely through ex post facto interviews
of the principals and examination of early papers in preparation for my dissertation
on the women’s liberation movement. Most of my informants requested that their
contribution remain confidential.

4The only use of this significant word appears rather incidentally in Turner (1964,
p. 123).
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persons begin organizing a new organization or disseminating a new idea.
For spontaneous action to occur, the communications network must be well
formed or the initial protest will not survive the incipient stage. If it is not
well formed, organizing efforts must occur; that is, one or more persons
must specifically attempt to construct a movement. To be successful,
organizers must be skilled and must have a fertile field in which to work.
If no communications network already exists, there must at least be
emerging spontaneous groups which are acutely atuned to the issue, albeit
uncoordinated. To sum up, if a co-optable communications network is
already established, a crisis is all that is necessary to galvanize it. If it is
rudimentary, an organizing cadre of one or more persons is necessary. Such
a cadre is superfluous if the former conditions fully exist, but it is essential
if they do not.

Before examining these propositions in detail, let us look at the structure
and origins of the women’s liberation movement.

1II

The women’s liberation movement manifests itself in an almost infinite
variety of groups, styles, and organizations. Yet, this diversity has sprung
from only two distinct origins whose numerous offspring remain clustered
largely around these two sources. The two branches are often called
“reform” and “radical,” or, as the sole authoritative book on the movement
describes them, “women’s rights” and “women’s liberation” (Hole and
Levine 1971). Unfortunately, these terms actually tell us very little, since
feminists do not fit into the traditional Left/Right spectrum. In fact, if
an ideological typography were possible, it would show minimal consistency
with any other characteristic. Structure and style rather than ideology
more accurately differentiate the two branches, and, even here, there has
been much borrowing on both sides.

I prefer simpler designations: the first of the branches will be referred
to as the older branch of the movement, partly because it began first and
partly because the median age of its activists is higher. It contains
numerous organizations, including the lobbyist group (Women’s Equity
Action League), a legal foundation (Human Rights for Women), over
20 caucuses in professional organizations, and separate organizations of
women in the professions and other occupations. Its most prominent ‘“core
group” is the National Organization for Women (NOW), which was also
the first to be formed.

While the written programs and aims of the older branch span a wide
spectrum, their activities tend to be concentrated on legal and economic
problems. These groups are primarily made up of women—and men—who
work, and they are substantially concerned with the problems of working
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women. The style of organization of the older branch tends to be tradi-
tionally formal, with elected officers, boards of directors, bylaws, and
the other trappings of democratic procedure. All started as top-down
national organizations, lacking in a mass base. Some have subsequently
developed a mass base, some have not yet done so, and others do not want
to.

Conversely, the younger branch consists of innumerable small groups—
engaged in a variety of activities—whose contact with each other is, at
best, tenuous. Contrary to popular myth, it did not begin on the campus
nor was it started by the Students for a Democratic Society (SDS). How-
ever, its activators were, to be trite, on the other side of the generation
gap. While few were students, all were “under 30” and had received their
political education as participants or concerned observers of the social
action projects of the last decade. Many came direct from New Left and
civil rights organizations. Others had attended various courses on women
in the multitude of free universities springing up around the country
during those years.

The expansion of these groups has appeared more amoebic than orga-
nized, because the younger branch of the movement prides itself on its
lack of organization. From its radical roots, it inherited the idea that
structures were always conservative and confining, and leaders, isolated
and elitist. Thus, eschewing structure and damning the idea of leadership,
it has carried the concept of “everyone doing her own thing” to the point
where communication is haphazard and coordination is almost nonexistent.
The thousands of sister chapters around the country are virtually inde-
pendent of each other, linked only by numerous underground papers,
journals, newsletters, and cross-country travelers. A national conference
was held over Thanksgiving in 1968 but, although considered successful,
has not yet been repeated. Before the 1968 conference, the movement did not
have the sense of national unity which emerged after the conference. Since
then, young feminists have made no attempt to call another national con-
ference. There have been a few regional conferences, but no permanent
consequences resulted. At most, some cities have a coordinating com-
mittee which attempts to maintain communication among local groups and
to channel newcomers into appropriate ones, but these committees have
no power over any group’s activities, let alone its ideas. Even local acti-
vists do not know how big the movement is in their own city. While it
cannot be said to have no organization at all, this branch of the movement
has informally adopted a general policy of “structurelessness.”

Despite a lack of a formal policy encouraging it, there is a great deal
of homogeneity within the younger branch of the movement. Like the
older branch, it tends to be predominantly white, middle class, and college
educated. But it is much more homogenous and, unlike the older branch,
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has been unable to diversify. This is largely because most small groups
tend to form among friendship networks. Most groups have no require-
ments for membership (other than female sex), no dues, no written and
agreed-upon structure, and no elected leaders. Because of this lack of
structure, it is often easier for an individual to form a new group than
to find and join an older one. This encourages group formation but dis-
courages individual diversification. Even contacts among groups tend to
be along friendship lines.

In general, the different style and organization of the two branches
was largely derived from the different kind of political education and
experiences of each group of women. Women of the older branch were
trained in and had used the traditional forms of political action, while
the younger branch has inherited the loose, flexible, person-oriented atti-
tude of the youth and student movements. The different structures that
have evolved from these two distinctly different kinds of experience have,
in turn, largely determined the strategy of the two branches, irrespective
of any conscious intentions of their participants. These different structures
and strategies have each posed different problems and possibilities. Intra-
movement differences are often perceived by the participants as conflict-
ing, but it is their essential complementarity which has been one of the
strengths of the movement.

Despite the multitude of differences, there are very strong similarities
in the way the two branches came into being. These similarities serve to
illuminate some of the microsociological factors involved in movement
formation. The forces which led to NOW’s formation were first set in
motion in 1961 when President Kennedy established the President’s
Commission on the Status of Women at the behest of Esther Petersen,’
to be chaired by Eleanor Roosevelt. Operating under a broad mandate,
its 1963 report (American Women) and subsequent committee publica-
tions documented just how thoroughly women are still denied many rights
and opportunities. The most concrete response to the activity of the
president’s commission was the eventual establishment of 50 state com-
missions to do similar research on a state level. These commissions were
often urged by politically active women and were composed primarily
of women. Nonetheless, many believe the main stimulus behind their for-
mation was the alleged view of the governors that the commissions were
excellent opportunities to pay political debts without giving women more
influential positions.

The activity of the federal and state commissions laid the groundwork
for the future movement in three significant ways: (1) it brought together
many knowledgeable, politically active women who otherwise would not

5 Then director of the Women’s Bureau.
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have worked together around matters of direct concern to women; (2)
the investigations unearthed ample evidence of women’s unequal status,
especially their legal and economic difficulties, in the process convincing
many previously uninterested women that something should be done;
(3) the reports created a climate of expectations that something would
be done. The women of the federal and state commissions who were ex-
posed to these influences exchanged visits, correspondence, and staff and
met with each other at an annual commission convention. Thus, they
were in a position to share and mutually reinforce their growing aware-
ness and concern over women’s issues. These commissions thus created
an embryonic communications network among people with similar con-
cerns.

During this time, two other events of significance occurred. The first
was the publication of Betty Friedan’s (1963) book, The Feminine
Mystique. An immediate best seller, it stimulated many women to question
the status quo and some to suggest to Friedan that a new organization
be formed to attack their problems. The second event was the addition
of “sex” to Title VII of the 1964 Civil Rights Act. Many men thought
the “sex” provision was a joke (Bird 1968, chap. 1). The Equal Employ-
ment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) certainly treated it as one and
refused to adequately enforce it. The first EEOC executive director even
stated publicly that the provision was a “fluke” that was “conceived out of
wedlock” (Edelsberg 1965). But, within the EEOC, there was a “pro-
woman”’ coterie which argued that “sex” would be taken more seriously
if there were “some sort of NAACP for women” to put pressure on the
government. As government employees, they couldn’t organize such a
group, but they spoke privately with those whom they thought might be
able to do so. One who shared their views was Rep. Martha Griffiths of
Michigan. She blasted the EEOC’s attitude in a June 20, 1966 speech
on the House floor (Griffiths 1966) declaring that the agency had “started
out by casting disrespect and ridicule on the law” but that their “wholly
negative attitude had changed—for the worse.”

On June 30, 1966, these three strands of incipient feminism were
knotted together to form NOW. The occasion was the last day of the
Third National Conference of Commissions on the Status of Women,
ironically titled “Targets for Action.” The participants had all received
copies of Rep. Griffith’s remarks. The opportunity came with a refusal
by conference officials to bring to the floor a proposed resolution that
urged the EEOC to give equal enforcement to the sex provision of Title
VII as was given to the race provision. Despite the fact that these state
commissions were not federal agencies, officials replied that one govern-
ment agency could not be allowed to pressure another. The small group
of women who had desired the resolution had met the night before in
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Friedan’s hotel room to discuss the possibility of a civil rights organiza-
tion for women. Not convinced of its need, they chose instead to propose
the resolution. When the resolution was vetoed, the women held a
whispered conversation over lunch and agreed to form an action organiza-
tion “to bring women into full participation in the mainstream of Amer-
ican society now, assuming all the privileges and responsibilities thereof
in truly equal partnership with men.” The name NOW was coined by
Friedan, who was at the conference researching her second book. Before
the day was over, 28 women paid $5.00 each to join (Friedan 1967).

By the time the organizing conference was held the following October
29-30, over 300 men and women had become charter members. It is
impossible to do a breakdown on the composition of the charter member-
ship, but one of the first officers and board is possible. Such a breakdown
accurately reflected NOW’s origins. Friedan was president, two former
EEOC commissioners were vice-presidents, a representative of the United
Auto Workers Women’s Committee was secretary-treasurer, and there
were seven past and present members of the State Commissions on the
Status of Women on the 20-member board. Of the charter members, 126
were Wisconsin residents—and Wisconsin had the most active state com-
mission. Occupationally, the board and officers were primarily from the
professions, labor, government, and the communications industry. Of
these, only those from labor had any experience in organizing, and they
resigned a year later in a dispute over support of the Equal Rights
Amendment. Instead of organizational expertise, what the early NOW
members had was media experience, and it was here that their early
efforts were aimed.

As a result, NOW often gave the impression of being larger than it was.
It was highly successful in getting publicity, much less so in bringing
about concrete changes or organizing itself. Thus, it was not until 1969,
when several national news media simultaneously decided to do major
stories on the women’s liberation movement, that NOW’s membership
increased significantly. Even today, there are only 8,000 -members, and
the chapters are still in an incipient stage of development.

In the meantime, unaware of and unknown to NOW, the EEOC, or to
the state commissions, younger women began forming their own move-
ment. Here, too, the groundwork had been laid some years before. Social
action projects of recent years had attracted many women, who were
quickly shunted into traditional roles and faced with the self-evident
contradiction of working in a “freedom movement” without being very
free. No single “youth movement” activity or organization is responsible
for the younger branch of the women’s liberation movement; together
they created a “radical community” in which like-minded people con-
tinually interacted with each other. This community consisted largely of
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those who had participated in one or more of the many protest activities
of the sixties and had established its own ethos and its own institutions.
Thus, the women in it thought of themselves as “movement people” and
had incorporated the adjective “radical” into their personal identities.
The values of their radical identity and the style to which they had been
trained by their movement participation directed them to approach most
problems as political ones which could be solved by organizing. What
remained was to translate their individual feelings of “unfreedom” into a
collective consciousness. Thus, the radical community provided not only
the necessary network of communication; its radical ideas formed the
framework of analysis which “explained” the dismal situation in which
radical women found themselves.

Papers had been circulated on women,® and temporary women’s cau-
suses had been held as early as 1964, when Stokely Carmichael made his
infamous remark that “the only position for women in SNCC is prone.”
But it was not until late 1967 and 1968 that the groups developed a
determined, if cautious, continuity and began to consciously expand them-
selves. At least five groups in five different cities (Chicago, Toronto,
Detroit, Seattle, and Gainesville, Florida) formed spontaneously, inde-
pendent of each other. They came at a very auspicious movement. The
year 1967 was the one in which the blacks kicked the whites out of the
civil rights movement, student power had been discredited by SDS, and the
organized New Left was on the wane. Only draft-resistance activities
were on the increase, and this movement more than any other exemplified
the social inequities of the sexes. Men could resist the draft; women could
only counsel resistance.

What was significant about this point in time was that there was a
lack of available opportunities for political work. Some women fit well
into the “secondary role” of draft counseling. Many did not. For years,
their complaints of unfair treatment had been ignored by movement men
with the dictum that those things could wait until after the revolution.
Now these movement women found time on their hands, but the men
would still not listen.

A typical example was the event which precipitated the formation of
the Chicago group, the first independent group in this country. At the
August 1967 National Conference for New Politics convention, a women’s
caucus met for days but was told its resolution wasn’t significant enough
to merit a floor discussion. By threatening to tie up the convention with
procedural motions, the women succeeded in having their statement tacked
to the end of the agenda. It was never discussed. The chair refused to

6“A Kind of Memo,” by Hayden and King (1966, p. 35) circulated in the fall of
1965 (and eventually published), was the first such paper.

800



Origins of the Women’s Movement

recognize any of the many women standing by the microphone, their
hands straining upward. When he instead called on someone to speak on
“the forgotten American, the American Indian,” five women rushed the
podium to demand an explanation. But the chairman just patted one of
them on the head (literally) and told her, “Cool down little girl. We have
more important things to talk about than women’s problems.”

The “little gir]” was Shulamith Firestone, future author of Tke Dialectic
of Sex (1971), and she didn’t cool down. Instead, she joined with another
Chicago woman, who had been trying to organize a women’s group that
summer, to call a meeting of those women who had half-heartedly at-
tended the summer meetings. Telling their stories to those women, they
stimulated sufficient rage to carry the group for three months, and by
that time it was a permanent institution.

Another somewhat similar event occurred in Seattle the following winter.
At the University of Washington, an SDS organizer was explaining to a
large meeting how white college youth established rapport with the poor
whites with whom they were working. “He noted that sometimes after
analyzing societal ills, the men shared leisure time by ‘balling a chick to-
gether” He pointed out that such activities did much to enhance the
political consciousness of the poor white youth. A woman in the audience
asked, ‘And what did it do for the consciousness of the chick?’”’ (Hole
and Levine 1971, p. 120). After the meeting, a handful of enraged women
formed Seattle’s first group.

Groups subsequent to the initial five were largely organized rather than
emerging spontaneously out of recent events. In particular, the Chicago
group was responsible for the creation of many new groups in that city
and elsewhere and started the first national newsletter. The 1968 confer-
ence was organized by the Washington D.C. group from resources pro-
vided by the Center for Policy Studies (CPS), a radical research
organization. Using CPS facilities, this group subsequently became a main
literature-distribution center. Although New York groups organized early
and were featured in the 1969-70 media blitz, New York was not a source
of early organizers.?

Unlike NOW, the women in the first groups had had years of experi-
ence as local-level organizers. They did not have the resources, or the
desire, to form a national organization, but they knew how to utilize the
infrastructure of the radical community, the underground press, and the

7The movement in New York has been more diverse than other cities and has made
many major ideological contributions, but, contrary to popular belief, it did not begin
in New York. In putting together their stories, the news media, concentrated as they
are in New York, rarely looked past the Hudson for their information. This eastern
bias is exemplified by the fact that, although the younger branch of the movement
has no national organization and abjures leadership, all but one of those women
designated by the press as movement leaders live in New York.

801



Jo Freeman

free universities to disseminate ideas on women’s liberation. Chicago, as a
center of New Left activity, had the largest number of politically con-
scious organizers. Many traveled widely to Left conferences and demon-
strations, and most used the opportunity to talk with other women about
the new movement. In spite of public derision by radical men, or perhaps
because of it, young women steadily formed new groups around the
country.

Initially, the new movement found it hard to organize on the campus,
but, as a major congregating area of women and, in particular, of women
with political awareness, campus women’s liberation groups eventually
became ubiquitous. While the younger branch of the movement never
formed any organization larger or more extensive than a city-wide co-
ordinating committee, it would be fair to say that it has a larger “partici-
pationship” than NOW and the other older branch organizations. While
the members of the older branch knew how to use the media and how to
form national structures, the women of the younger branch were skilled
in local community organizing.

v

From this description, there appear to be four essential elements con-
tributing to the emergence of the women’s liberation movement in the
mid-sixties: (1) the growth of a preexisting communications network
which was (2) co-optable to the ideas of the new movement; (3) a series
of crises that galvanized into action people involved in this network,
and/or (4) subsequent organizing effort to weld the spontaneous groups
together into a movement. To further understand these factors, let us
examine them in detail with reference to other relevant studies.

1. Both the Commissions on the Status of Women and the “radical
community” created a communications network through which those
women initially interested in creating an organization could easily reach
others. Such a network had not previously existed among women. His-
torically tied to the family and isolated from their own kind, women are
perhaps the most organizationally underdeveloped social category in
Western civilization. By 1950, the 19th-century organizations which had
been the basis of the suffrage movement—the Women’s Trade Union
League, the General Federation of Women’s Clubs, the Women’s Christian
Temperance Union, the National American Women’s Suffrage Associa-
tion—were all either dead or a pale shadow of their former selves. The
closest exception was the National Women’s Party (NWP), which has
remained dedicated to feminist concerns since its inception in 1916. How-
ever, since 1923, it has been essentially a lobbying group for the Equal
Rights Amendment. The NWP, having always believed that a small group
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of women concentrating their efforts in the right places was more effective
than a mass appeal, was not appalled that, as late as 1969, even the
majority of avowed feminists in this country had never heard of the
NWP or the ERA.

References to the salience of a preexisting communications network
appear frequently in the case studies of social movements, but it has been
given little attention in the theoretical literature. It is essentially contrary
to the mass-society theory which “for many . . . is . . . the most pertinent
and comprehensive statement of the genesis of modern mass movements”
(Pinard 1968, p. 682). This theory hypothesizes that those most likely
to join a mass movement are those who are atomized and isolated from
“a structure of groups intermediate between the family and the nation”
(Kornhauser 1959, p. 93). However, the lack of such intermediate struc-
tures among women has proved more of a hindrance than a help in move-
ment formation. Even today, it is those women who are most atomized,
the housewives, who are least likely to join a feminist group.

The most serious attack on mass-society theory was made by Pinard
(1971) in his study of the Social Credit Party of Quebec. He concluded
that intermediate structures exerted mobilizing as well as restraining
effects on individuals’ participation in social movements because they
formed communications networks that assisted in the rapid spread of new
ideas. “When strains are severe and widespread,” he contended, ‘“a new
movement is more likely to meet its early success among the more strongly
integrated citizens” (Pinard 1971, p. 192).

Other evidence also attests to the role of previously organized networks
in the rise and spread of a social movement. According to Buck (1920,
pp. 43-44), the Grange established a degree of organization among Amer-
ican farmers in the 19th century which greatly facilitated the spread of
future farmers’ protests. In Saskatchewan, Lipset (1959) has asserted,
“The rapid acceptance of new ideas and movements . . . can be attributed
mainly to the high degree of organization. . . . The role of the social
structure of the western wheat belt in facilitating the rise of new move-
ments has never been sufficiently appreciated by historians and sociologists.
Repeated challenges and crises forced the western farmers to create many
more community institutions . . . than are necessary in a more stable area.
These groups in turn provided a structural basis for immediate action in
critical situations. [Therefore] though it was a new radical party, the
C.C.F. did not have to build up an organization from scratch.” More
recently, the civil rights movement was built upon the infrastructure of
the Southern black church (King 1958), and early SDS organizers made
ready use of the National Student Association (Kissinger and Ross 1968,
p. 16).

Indirect evidence of the essential role of formal and informal communi-
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cations networks is found in diffusion theory, which emphasizes the
importance of personal interaction rather than impersonal media com-
munication in the spread of ideas (Rogers 1962; Lionberger 1960), and
in Coleman’s (1957) investigations of prior organizations in the initial
development of conflict.

Such preexisting communications networks appear to be not merely
valuable but prerequisites, as one study on “The Failure of an Incipient
Social Movement” (Jackson, Peterson, Bull, Monsen, and Richmond
1960) made quite clear. In 1957, a potential tax-protest movement in
Los Angeles generated considerable interest and public notice for a little
over a month but was dead within a year. According to the authors, its
failure to sustain itself beyond initial spontaneous protest was largely due
to “the lack of a pre-existing network of communications linking those
groups of citizens most likely to support the movement” (Jackson et al.
1960, p. 40). They said (p. 37) that “if a movement is to grow rapidly,
it cannot rely upon its own network of communication, but must cap-
italize on networks already in existence.”

The development of the women’s liberation movement highlights the
salience of such a network precisely because the conditions for a move-
ment existed before a network came into being, but the movement didn’t
exist until afterward. Socioeconomic strain did not change for women
significantly during a 20-year period. It was as great in 1955 as in 1965.
What changed was the organizational situation. It was not until a com-
munications network developed among like-minded people beyond local
boundaries that the movement could emerge and develop past the point
of occasional, spontaneous uprising.

2. However, not just any network would do; it had to be one which
was co-optable by the incipient movement because it linked like-minded
people likely to be predisposed to the new ideas of the movement. The
180,000-member Federation of Business and Professional Women’s (BPW)
Clubs would appear to be a likely base for a new feminist movement but
in fact was unable to assume this role. It had steadily lobbied for legis-
lation of importance to women, yet as late as “1966 BPW rejected a
number of suggestions that it redefine . . . goals and tactics and become
a kind of ‘NAACP for women’ . . . out of fear of being labeled ‘feminist’ ”
(Hole and Levine 1971, p. 81). While its membership has become a
recruiting ground for feminism, it could not initially overcome the ideo-
logical barrier to a new type of political action.

On the other hand, the women of the President’s and State Commissions
on the Status of Women and the feminist coterie of the EEOC were co-
optable, largely because their immersion into the facts of female status
and the details of sex-discrimination cases made them very conscious of
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the need for change. Likewise, the young women of the “radical com-
munity” lived in an atmosphere of questioning, confrontation, and change.
They absorbed an ideology of “freedom” and “liberation” far more potent
than any latent “antifeminism” might have been. The repeated contra-
dictions between these ideas and the actions of their male colleagues
created a compulsion for action which only required an opportunity to
erupt. This was provided by the “vacuum of political activity” of 1967-68.

The nature of co-optability is much more difficult to elucidate. Hereto-
fore, it has been dealt with only tangentially. Pinard (1971, p. 186)
noted the necessity for groups to “possess or develop an ideology or simply
subjective interests congruent with that of a new movement” for them to
“act as mobilizing rather than restraining agents toward that movement”
but did not further explore what affected the “primary group climate.”
More illumination is provided by the diffusion of innovation studies which
point out the necessity for new ideas to fit in with already-established
norms for changes to happen easily. Furthermore, a social system which
has as a value “innovativeness” itself (as the radical. community did)
will more rapidly adopt ideas than one which looks upon the habitual
performance of traditional practices as the ideal (as most organized
women’s groups did in the fifties). Usually, as Lionberger (1960, p. 91)
points out, “people act in terms of past experience and knowledge.”
People who have had similar experiences are likely to share similar per-
ceptions of a situation and to mutually reinforce those perceptions as
well as their subsequent interpretation.

A co-optable network, therefore, is one whose members have had com-
mon experiences which predispose them to be receptive to the particular
new ideas of the incipient movement and who are not faced with struc-
tural or ideological barriers to action. If the new movement as an ‘“‘innova-
tion” can interpret these experiences and perceptions in ways that point
out channels for social action, then participation in social movement be-
comes the logical thing to do.

3. As our examples have illustrated, these similar perceptions must be
translated into action. This is the role of the “crisis.” For women of the
older branch of the movement, the impetus to organize was the refusal
of the EEOC to enforce the sex provision of Title VII, precipitated by
the concomitant refusal of federal officials at the conference to allow a
supportive resolution. For younger women, there were a series of minor
crises. Such precipitating events are common to most movements. They
serve to crystallize and focus discontent. From their own experiences,
directly and concretely, people feel the need for change in a situation that
allows for an exchange of feelings with others, mutual validation, and a
subsequent reinforcement of innovative interpretation. Perception of an
immediate need for change is a major factor in predisposing people to
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accept new ideas (Rogers 1962, p. 280). Nothing makes desire for change
more acute than a crisis. If the strain is great enough, such a crisis need
not be a major one; it need only embody symbolically collective discontent.

4. However, a crisis will only catalyze a well-formed communications
network. If such networks are only embryonically developed or only par-
tially co-optable, the potentially active individuals in them must be linked
together by someone. As Jackson et al. (1960, p. 37) stated, “Some protest
may persist where the source of trouble is constantly present. But interest
ordinarily cannot be maintained unless there is a welding of spontaneous
groups into some stable organization.” In other words, people must be
organized. Social movements do not simply occur.

The role of the organizer in movement formation is another neglected
aspect of the theoretical literature. There has been great concern with
leadership, but the two roles are distinct and not always performed by
the same individual. In the early stages of a movement, it is the organizer
much more than any “leader” who is important, and such an individual
or cadre must often operate behind the scenes.® Certainly, the “organizing
cadre” that young women in the radical community came to be was key
to the growth of that branch of the women’s liberation movement, despite
the fact that no “leaders” were produced (and were actively discouraged).
The existence of many leaders but no organizers in the older branch of
the women’s liberation movement and its subsequent slow development
would tend to substantiate this hypothesis.

The crucial function of the organizer has been explored indirectly in
other areas of sociology. Rogers (1962) devotes many pages to the “change
agent” who, while he does not necessarily weld a group together or “con-
struct” a movement, does do many of the same things for agricultural
innovation that an organizer does for political change. Mass-society theory
makes reference to the “agitator” but fails to do so in any kind of truly
informative way. A study of farmer’s movements indicates that many core
organizations were organized by a single individual before the spontaneous
aspects of the movement predominated. Further, many other core groups
were subsidized by older organizations, federal and state governments,
and even by local businessmen (Salisbury 1969, p. 13). These organiza-
tions often served as training centers for organizers and sources of material
support to aid in the formation of new interest groups and movements.

Similarly, the civil rights movement provided the training for many
another movement’s organizers, including the young women of the women’s

8 The nature and function of these two roles was most clearly evident in the
Townsend old-age movement of the thirties. Townsend was the ‘“charismatic” leader,
but the movement was organized by his partner, real estate promoter Robert Clements.
Townsend himself acknowledges that, without Clement’s help, the movement would
never have gone beyond the idea stage (see Holzman 1963).
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liberation movement. It would appear that the art of “constructing” a
social movement is something that requires considerable skill and experi-
ence. Even in the supposedly spontaneous social movement, the pro-
fessional is more valuable than the amateur.

\%

The ultimate results of such “construction” are not independent of their
origins. In fact, the attitudes and styles of a movement’s initiators often
have an effect which lasts longer than they do. Those women and men who
formed NOW, and its subsequent sister organizations, created a national
structure prepared to use the legal, political, and media institutions of
our country. This it has done. The EEOC has changed many of its
prejudicial attitudes toward women in its recent rulings. Numerous law-
suits have been filed under the sex provision of Title VII of the Civil
Rights Act. The Equal Rights Amendment has passed Congress. Com-
plaints have been filed against over 400 colleges and universities, as well
as many businesses, charging violation of Executive Order 11246 amended
by 11375, which prohibits sex discrimination by all holders of federal
contracts. Articles on feminism have appeared in virtually every national
news medium, and women’s liberation has become a household word.

These groups have and continue to function primarily as pressure
groups within the limits of traditional political activity. Consequently,
their actual membership remains small. Diversification of the older branch
of the movement has been largely along occupational lines and primarily
within the professions. Activity has stressed using the tools for change
provided by the system, however limited these may be. Short-range goals
are emphasized, and no attempt has been made to place them within a
broader ideological framework.

Initially, this structure hampered the development-of older branch
organizations. NOW suffered three splits between 1967 and 1968. As the
only action organization concerned with women’s rights, it had attracted
many different kinds of people with many different views on what and
how to proceed. With only a national structure and, at that point, no local
base, it was difficult for individuals to pursue their particular concern on
a local level; they had to persuade the whole organization to support them.
Given NOW’s top-down structure and limited resources, this placed severe
limits on diversity and, in turn, severe strains on the organization. Addi-
tional difficulties for local chapters were created by a lack of organizers
to develop new chapters and the lack of a program into which they could
fit. NOW’s initiators were very high-powered women who lacked the time
or patience for the slow, unglamorous, and tedious work of putting to-
gether a mass organization. Chapter development had to wait for the
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national media to attract women to the organization or the considerable
physical mobility of contemporary women to bring proponents into new
territory. Locally, women had to find some common concern around which
to organize. Unlike that of New York, which had easy access to the
national media and many people skilled at using it, the other chapters
had difficulty developing programs not dependent on the media. Since
the national program consisted almost exclusively of support of legal cases
or federal lobbying, the regional chapters could not easily fit into that
either. Eventually, connections were made; and, in the last year, national
task forces have begun to correlate with local efforts so that individual
projects can combine a national thrust with instrumentation on the local
level. After initial difficulties, NOW and the other older branch organiza-
tions are thriving at this point because they are able to effectively use
the institutional tools which our society provides for social and political
change. Yet, these groups are also limited by these tools to the rather
narrow arenas within which they are designed to operate. The nature of
these arenas and the particular skills they require for participation already
limit both the kind of women who can effectively work in older branch
groups and the activities they can undertake. When their scope is ex-
hausted, it remains to be seen whether organizations such as NOW will
wither, institutionalize themselves as traditional pressure groups, or show
the imagination to develop new lines for action.

The younger branch has had an entirely different history and faces dif-
ferent prospects. It was able to expand rapidly in the beginning because
it could capitalize on the infrastructure of organizations and media of
the New Left and because its initiators were skilled in local community
organizing. Since the prime unit was the small group and no need for
national cooperation was perceived, multitudinous splits increased its
strength rather than drained its resources. Such fission was often “friendly”
in nature and, even when not, served to bring ever-increasing numbers of
women under the movement’s umbrella.

Unfortunately, these masses of new women lacked the organizing skills
of the initiators, and, because the idea of “leadership” and “organization”
were in disrepute, they made no attempt to acquire them. They did not
want to deal with traditional political institutions and abjured all tradi-
tional political skills. Consequently, the growth of the movement institu-
tions did not go beyond the local level, and they were often inadequate
to handle the accelerating influx of new people into the movement. Al-
though these small groups were diverse in kind and responsible to no one
for their focus, their nature determined both the structure and the strategy
of the movement. One result has been a very broad-based creative move-
ment to which individuals can relate pretty much as they desire with no
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concern for orthodoxy or doctrine. This branch has been the major source
of new feminist ideas and activities. It has developed several ideological
perspectives, much of the terminology of the movement, an amazing
number of publications and “counter-institutions,” numerous new issues,
and even new techniques for social change. The emphasis of this branch
has been on personal change as a means to understand the kind of
political change desired. The primary instrument has been the conscious-
ness-raising rap group which has sought to change women’s very identities
as well as their attitudes.

Nonetheless, this loose structure is flexible only within certain limits,
and the movement has not yet shown the propensity to transcend them.
While rap groups have been excellent techniques for changing individual
attitudes, they have not been very successful in dealing with social
institutions. Their loose, informal structure encourages participation in
discussion, and their supportive atmosphere elicits personal insight; but
neither is very efficient in handling specific tasks. While they have been
of fundamental value to the development of the movement, they also lead
to a certain kind of political impotency. It is virtually impossible to
coordinate a national action, or even a local one, assuming there could be
any agreement on issues around which to coordinate one.

Individual rap groups tend to flounder when their numbers have ex-
hausted the virtues of consciousness raising and decide they want to do
something more concrete. The problem is that most groups are unwilling
to change their structure when they change their tasks. They have ac-
cepted the ideology of “structurelessness” without realizing its limitations.

The resurgence of feminism tapped a major source of female energy, but
the younger branch has not yet been able to channel it. Some women are
able to create their own local-action projects, such as study groups, abor-
tion counseling centers, bookstores, etc. Most are not, and the movement
provides no coordinated or structured means of fitting into existing
projects. Instead, such women either are recruited into NOW and other
national organizations or drop out. New groups form and dissolve at an
accelerating rate, creating a good deal of consciousness and very little
action. The result is that most of the movement is proliferating under-
ground. It often seems mired in introspection, but it is in fact creating a
vast reservoir of conscious feminist sentiment which only awaits an appro-
priate opportunity for action.

In sum, the current status of the women’s movement can be said to
be structurally very much like it was in its incipient stages. That section
which I have called the older branch remains attached to using the tools
the system provides, while the younger branch simply proliferates hori-
zontally, without creating new structures to handle new tasks.
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