Feminism By Glenna Matthews 

There are many strands of American feminism, but they all recognize that women have been treated unequally in U.S. society, that that is wrong, and that something can and should be done about it by collective endeavor.

Women have often acted together to improve their situation, but they did not use the term feminist to describe themselves till the early 20th century, and it is therefore not entirely accurate to apply the term to any of the earlier women activists. The word itself came from French activists, and Anglo-American women began to use it in the 1910s.

The term feminism, however, usually refers to the women's movement that was born in the late 1960s and that drew strength and inspiration from many sources. Both white and black feminists saw role models in the African-American women leading grassroots efforts to demand their civil rights during this era. At the same time, young women who were active in the student protest movements of the 1960s came to understand that they, too, were oppressed; they felt that their male colleagues did not treat them with respect or grant them equal leadership opportunities because of their sex. Then there was the network of activists set in motion when President John Kennedy established the Commission on the Status of Women in 1961. This commission, and the state counterparts that were created in its wake, led to the creation of the National Organization for Women (NOW), the first true civil rights group for women of the modern era. 

Within a few years, the feminist movement scored stunning triumphs. On August 26, 1970, for example, tens of thousands of American women demonstrated to celebrate the 50th anniversary of suffrage, the largest feminist gathering in U.S. history. Soon Congress began to pass historic legislation, such as Title IX of the Education Act amendments that opened opportunities in sports and higher education, and the U.S. Supreme Court began to apply the 14th Amendment to gender-discrimination cases for the first time, meaning that women could bring suit on this basis. 

In the late 1960s women began meeting in consciousness-raising groups, they began to challenge injustice on many fronts, and some began to question unsatisfying marriages. The slogan "the personal is political" that the movement generated helped women make the connection between their own problems and the larger arena of activism. Beginning around 1970 women began to form new groups such as the bipartisan National Women's Political Caucus, aimed at electing more women to office. Women also founded feminist law firms to pursue gender discrimination cases. A number of pioneer feminists--Betty Friedan, Gloria Steinem, Bella Abzug—became prominent orators and writers in the cause. 

The feminist movement lost some of its power as the United States turned in a more conservative direction in the 1980s. Some veterans of the movement are still activists, but others are reaping the benefits of the revolution they launched. Many younger women find it difficult to understand how much things have changed in a generation. Their mothers and grandmothers, for example, remember a time when there were not only no athletic scholarships for women, but there were almost no organized teams, either. 

Today feminist energy expresses itself in many ways. Even a very sketchy list of all the different varieties of feminism suggests how much energy the movement still has: there is lesbian feminism, liberal feminism, radical feminism, cultural feminism, ecofeminism, and feminism centered in many different racial/ethnic communities. In general, differences among feminists have to do with whether they believe that change can happen within the current system of government and family life (liberal feminism) or whether they think that more fundamental change will be required, either in the political system or in the family (radical feminism). Ecofeminism emphasizes women's role as mother and nurturer to call upon women to play a special part in saving the earth. 

The 1980s and 1990s have seen a backlash against feminism--vividly described in Susan Faludi's 1992 book Backlash--but also many gains long sought by feminists, such as the legal remedies now being offered for sexual harassment. One of the most striking changes has been the growth in the number of women running for and getting elected to political office, especially since Anita Hill's testimony in 1991 about being sexually harassed by then-U.S. Supreme Court nominee Clarence Thomas (now a Supreme Court Justice). Sine the Thomas-Hill confrontation galvanized women around the country to get involved in electoral politics, the total number of women in Congress has risen from 31 to 65. As a direct result of the activism of women in Congress, there are now many more funds available to conduct research on women's health. Finally, in the 1990s, the United States has had a First Lady, Hillary Rodham Clinton, who has symbolized the new opportunities available to women. 

What feminism did not adequately address—and what constitutes one of the most pressing problems in our country—is the plight of millions of poor women, many of them single mothers, who lack both jobs and the education to qualify for decent employment. The women's movement primarily, though not exclusively, has improved the opportunities available to middle-class women.
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