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One of the common denominators of the feminist mwm in the general context of the
counterculture of the 1960s and 70s is its ememeawan act of dissent from other protest
movements, notably the New Left. Indeed, even stdrical analysis of the modern feminist
movement situates its birth with the publicationB#tty Friedan’'sThe Feminist Mystiquén
1963 and its denunciation of women’s post-warilifguburban “concentration camps,” followed
by the creation of N.O.W. in 1966 with Friedan @sfirst president, the most spectacular revolt
and scathing language of Women'’s Liberation origidan the rage against sexism within New
Left groups such as SDS (Students for Democratm@eBg and in which women had taken an
active part in the early 1960s. Consider, for examphis statement in 1964 by Stanley
Carmichael, leader of the SNCC (Student Non-vioeobrdinating Committee, part of the black
freedom movement): “What is the position of womathim the SNCC? The position of women
in the SNCC igprone” (Isserman and Kazin 56). A famous denunciatiorthef rampant male
chauvinism in the New Left was Marge Piercy’s agticThe Grand Coolie Damn” written in
1969 in which she explains that

The male supremacist tends to exploit women nethéoMovement or on its fringes. His
concept of women is conventionally patriarchalythee for bed, board, babies and, also, for
doing his typing and running his office machined aoing his tedious research. By
definition women are bourgeois: they are housewiaed domesticators. A woman who
begins to act independently is a threat and losepfotected status. He can no longer use

hert!

Feminist writer Robin Morgan, author &isterhood is Powerfulperhaps summed it up best
when she said “Goodbye, goodbye forever, counteifeit, counter-left, male-dominated
cracked-glass mirror reflection of the Amerikarc[siightmare. Women are the real Left” (Gitlin
362). As women began coming into the political sphe their own right, then, they deserted the
ranks of left-wing organizations to join the emeggfeminist movement, some later splitting off
into various dissenting groups when “mainstreanthifesm did not respond to what some
women saw as a specifically ‘female’ revolutionth@lugh some of these feminist groups may be
perceived today as extravagant or lacking in cigtilas we look backward at their actions, the
purpose of my demonstration is in no way to ciicor to deny feminism’s impact on American
society in the 1960s and 1970s; on the contrahgple to show how women’s creative dissent
contributed actively to the overall feminist agerafaachieving equality for women in a male-
centered culture.

This brief paper will thus seek to demonstrate llogvmost radical fringes of what is now
called “second wave” feminism used creative forrhgadlitical activity to promote its demands

! hitp://www.feministezine.com/feministmodern/Thea@d-Coolie-Damn.htméccessed 10/18/11. Other examples
of texts which denounce these problems are “ThehMft the Vaginal Orgasm” (1968) and “The Politick o
Housework” (1970).
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and visions of a better world. What | will term theost radical groups—S.C.U.M. (Society for
Cutting Up Men), W.L.T.C.H. (Women’s InternationBérrorist Conspiracy from Hell), BITCH
(not an acronym), the Redstockings and the Radibeas to name but a few—were in fact
dissenting groups who, after having first rejeateale-dominated left-wing protest, then rejected
the “mainstreaming” of feminist ideology that camigh the creation and the development of the
National Organization for Women. As with varioushet countercultural movements of the
period, we will see that many protests took thenfaf “staging,” that is the creation of an event
in a public space to attract media attention. Ifast going to examine two of these events: the
“No More Miss America” demonstration of 1968, thestf such creative protest by feminists, and
the actions orchestrated by W.I.T.C.H. “covensVanious cities across the United States (called
“zap actions”), also in 1968. Less spectaculardsutreative, radical feminists would invent and
spread the practice of “consciousness-raising” Wwhiwill discuss as well. Last but not least |
will discuss what | consider another form of creatprotest as illustrated in the playful and
satirical yet scathing rhetoric of feminist manitesin the early 1970s like those of S.C.U.M. and
BITCH.

Invading the public scene

On September 7th 1968 a group of several hundretnists, led by an offshoot
movement called the New York Radical Women, pretksh front of the Convention Center in
Atlantic City, New Jersey against the Miss Amermcatest. According to Robin Morgan, one of
the instigators of this action, the beauty pagee targeted because it represented “a perfect
combination of American values—racism (there hagendeen a black finalist), militarism (the
winner toured Vietnam), capitalism (the contest wagimmick to sell sponsors’ products)-all
packed into one ‘ideal’ symbol, a woman” (Burns 12lhe demonstrators picketed, performed
“guerilla theater” (a form of creative protest fitssed by the Digger movement in California),
auctioned off a dummy Miss America, crowned a Isreeep as the winner of their wildcat
pageant and tossed various items into a “FreedashT€an”: not only ladies’ magazines and
instruments of household drudgery such as dishg|dtiht also “instruments of torture to women”
such as girdles, high heels and bras.
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Figure 1: Protesters on the boardwalk in Atlant|cn§l New Jersey

Although it was their intention to set the trasim cm fire, the women did not do it because they
had not obtained a fire permit; this would not eravthe press from calling radical feminists

“bra-burners,” an expression which stuck in the ysap culture. Meanwhile, another group of

women (called the “inside squad”) infiltrated thagpant itself, disrupting the contest as they
unrolled a banner claiming Women'’s Liberation whileanting “Freedom for women!”
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The tract, which was written and distributed duritige protest, illustrates radical
feminism’s use of sarcasm and shock value vocaptiaget its message across:

On September 7th in Atlantic City, the Annual M&merica Pageant will again crown “your
ideal.” But this year, reality will liberate the mi@st auction-block in the guise of “genyooine” de-
plasticized, breathing women. Women's Liberatiooups, black women, high-school and college
women, women'’s peace groups, women's welfare acidlseork groups, women's job-equality
groups, pro-birth control and pro-abortion groupgemen of every political persuasion-- all are
invited to join us in a day-long boardwalk-theatgent, starting at 1:00 p.m. on the Boardwalk in
front of Atlantic City's Convention Hall. We willrptest the image of Miss America, an image
that oppresses women in every area in which itqspo represent us

The tract then gave a list of “ten points” that &being protested against, such as “the Degrading
Mindless-Boob-Girlie Symbol,” “Miss America as Médry Death Mascot,” and “the Unbeatable
Madonna-Whore Combination.”

The No More Miss America protest was the first tailt demonstration of this kind, and
has remained an emblematic moment of the radicaihist movement for one major reason: the
choice of the beauty pageant specifically to attraedia attention, since in the late 1960s the
annual telecast of the Miss America contest wasajrte highest-rated programs, watched by
about two-thirds of the prime-time evening TV aumtie, not to mention that it was also covered
by the major national newspapérs this it joins other protest movements of therserculture,
the members of whom understood the importance efimikedia in the potential impact of their
actions on the general public and on policy-makEgninist historian Flora Davis notes that
while the Miss America protest allowed feminism“suddenly burst into the headlines,” the
resulting media attention was a “mixed blessingnifests were derided as ‘bra burners’ from
that time on, but on the other hand, newspapemsndréhe countrydid cover the protest and
many women began to think about what it meant ta bex object” (Davis 107). Considering the
number of demonstrations taking place in this mkribe media had become “blasé” and only
took interest if there was violence (not a comporanfeminist protest) or “an approach that
seemed both fresh and funr{idavis 108).

The group called W.L.T.C.H. deployed such an apgroto attract media attention.
W.LT.C.H. was more of an idea-in-action than aganization; founded in 1968 by a New York
Radical Women (the same feminists responsible fier No More Miss America protest),
“covens” rose around the country as opportunitbedd “zap actions” presented themselves. The
idea of such zap actions was not an orignal creaifdV.l.T.C.H. but rather the reappropriation
of a technique elaborated by the Digger “guerhieater” movement in San Francisco, beginning
as early as 1966, where plays were performed speotsly in the street. W.I.T.C.H’s first
action was a hex of Wall Street on Halloween 1968, stated purpose of which was to “pit
[witches’] ancient magic against the evil powersha Financial District—the center of Imperialist
Phallic Society.”

2 Sourcehttp://www.pbs.org/wabh/amex/missamerica/peopletsfenfeminists.htmaccessed 10/18/11.
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Figure 2: WITCH members on “hexing” mission at Chago Transit Authority

The protesters stuck W.L.T.C.H. stickers on a statfuGeorge Washington, chanted curses, then
invaded the Stock Exchange where they formed aédacircle” to hex the traders; they handed
out leaflets with the text of their manifesto:

WITCH is an all-women Everything. It's theater, okdion, magic, terror, joy, garlic flowers,
spells. It's an awareness that witches and gypsées the original guerillas and resistance fighters
against oppression--particularly the oppressiowafen--down through the ages. Witches have
always been women who dared to be: groovy, coursgyeamggressive, intelligent, nonconformist,
explorative, curious, independent, sexually libedatevolutionary.

[...] They bowed to no man, being the living remnaoitshe oldest culture of all--one in which
men and women were equal sharers in a truly cotpersociety, before the death-dealing sexual,
economic, and spiritual repression of the ImpesiakRhallic Society took over and began to
destroy nature and human society.

Again on February 15, 1969, W.L.T.C.H. covens ¢ised Bridal Fairs held simultaneously in
New York City and San Francisco. Exhorting prospecbrides and their mothers to “confront
the whoremakers,” the protesters distributed l&afi&plaining that

[...] marriage is a dehumanizing institution—legalorddom for women... A woman is taught
from infancy that her only real goal in life is talfill the role of wife and mother of male
heirs. She is allowed an identity only as an appgado a man.... The wedding ceremony is
the symbolic ritual of our legal transference friather's property to husband's property.

At the shows WITCHes chanted “Here come the sla@#tto their graves,” and created the
W.L.T.C.H. unwedding ceremony text as a replacen@nstandard wedding vowsOther such
zap actions included Boston women who hexed baisCGinicago women who zapped multiple
targets : for example on January 16, 1969, eigliergraduate women at the University of
Chicago hexed the chairman of the Sociology Depamtpwho had fired a woman professor;
another coven hexed the Chicago Transit Authootyiotest an increase in bus fares; and in

3 "We are gathered here in the spirit of our passioaffirm love, cherish and groove on each other @hdving
things. We promise to smash the alienated family; Mie promise not to obey. We promise this throbgihs and
bummers, in recognition that riches and objectstataly available through socialism and theft. YWemise these
things until choice do us part. In the names of sisters and brothers everywhere, and in the naiméheo
Revolution, we pronounce ourselves Free Human Béing
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response to a Boston radio announcement that “shislere wanted as typists, W.I.T.C.H.
members presented the manager with eight baby <laich demanded airtime for a program on
women’s liberation. As the feminist movement sprdadother groups nation-wide, these
spectacular media actions were replaced with mioeetdactions on the press in particular thanks
to a coalition of feminist groups headed by SusamwBmiller; these included a sex
discrimination complaint againdtlewsweeka sit-in atThe Ladies’ Home Journahnd the
disruption of stockholder meetings at CBS daie San Francisco Chronicl®avis, 110-114).
By 1970, though, women had created their own medikets, although the following evaluation
by Time magazine illustrates the way in which such writings perceived by the profession
itself:

The movement’s diversity is pointed up by the Jgrigf new women'’s publications. Most are
angry and barely afloat financially. A few, suchfhra a quarterly located in Springtown, Pa.,
and Women: A Journal of Liberation of Baltimgrare of high literary quality. Some, lik&
Broom of One’s Owrof Washington, are largely one-woman efforts. Tamgry entries ar®ff
Our BacksandUp from Undera gymnastic juxtapositich.

As previously noted by Davis, humor seemed to be @inthe only ways women could make
themselves heard by national media institutionss lagain,Timemagazine complains of the lack
of humor in most feminist actions (described asllstwr extravagant or somehow not justified)
with the exception of “the April issue @ff Our Backgwhich] offered readers BRlayboytype
centerfold showing a beard#tt. April fetchingly posed nude on a shaggy fur raig.”

Perhaps less spectacular in nature but nonetheleasve form of political activity, the
“consciousness-raising” session was another ratkoainist invention which aimed primarily at
imagining a situation in which women could exprésamselves freely. This was because women
had suffered in New Left groups where they had eeatuded from political decision-making
and largely ignored when they tried to participatgroup “rap” sessions. Consciousness-raising
was seen as crucial to liberation and the purduseti-awareness; it was used by feminists as a
recruitment tool, a process for shaping politicd mleology, and as a microcosm of an egalitarian
community which would prefigure a truly feministcsety. The inspiration for this new group
techniqgue came from a combination of “the ‘speaklnjerness’ method of the Chinese
Revolution, SNCC’s testimonials on experiences afiam, and the ‘guerilla’ organizing
approach of SDS” (Burns 130). CR was to becomenalleamatic activity of radical feminism,
an intentional break from the hierarchy and “sgsmtem” of N.O.W. which radical feminists had
denounced from the beginning of the women’s liberamovement. AgainTime magazine’s
description of this activity is particularly edifyg:

For all the visibility of BITCHES and WITCHES, theeart of the movement is made up of
hundreds of “rap groups,” usually formed on an ad bhasis. “Consciousness raising” is their
aim: the establishment of a common understandingeproblems that women face in a male-
dominated society. The usual group meets one @gheek, numbers eight to twelve women,
and concentrates on topics such as attitudes towark, marriage, families, feminist history

and woman'’s role in sociefy

4 “Who's Come a Long Way, BabyPime August 31, 1970, 18.
®“Who's Come a Long Way, BabyPime August 31, 1970, 18.
®“Who's Come a Long Way, BabyPime August 31, 1970, 18-19.
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This does not prevent the journalist from ending description with the remark “[w]hile rap
groups build common awareness of problems, natiandl state legal codes offer women a
reasonably effective way of combating sex discration.”

Figure 3: Consciousness-raising session as depidtethe press

Other feminist practices were inspired by radiehiinist CR, such as “female bonding”
movements within the larger scope of the countéwoell and typical of certain hippie
communities like in Mateel, a southern Humbodt Ggyalifornia); again, the idea of sharing
women'’s specific experiences among women remaihedcbre objective of this activity, but
unlike radical CR, this “feminist awakening” cerdgdr on female experiences of birthing,
mothering and female bonding in the sharing of éhegperiences. As Gretchen Lemke-
Santangelo states in her wobkaughters of Aquarius: Women of the Sixties Couentaire,
“[t]his difference-based feminist vision [...] encaged hippie women to move outside their
homes and communes and into New Age movementsnBla¢ shorter term, it led many women
to demand authority and respect in their persaglationships and extended communal families”
(Lemke-Santangelo 163). In both cases, such actseaitive dissent allowed women to gain
political awareness in informal, loosely-formed dbgroups, thus “liberating” them from the
imposed (male) structures of other political movetae

The rhetoric of provocation

We are now going to turn to another salient dimamsif radical feminist activity, the use
of provocative discourse in the writing of feminiderature such as manifestos. Generally
speaking the women activists in marginal groupsiallg those more specially enraged by the
treatment they had received in New Left organizetjadid not hesitate to use violent, shocking
and “unlady-like” discourse in their writings: threpetition of words like “fuck,” “shit” and
“cunt,” or graphic reference to sexual intercou(se which the woman was not the passive
receiver but the aggressive instigator) appearathderground newspapers and pulp fiction—for
example, new (and totally inglorious) descriptiarfsthe female experience in novels such as
Marge Piercy’sDance the Eagle to Sle€p970) and Suzy McKee Charna$\talk to the End of
the World(1974). These novels depict the plight of the leauife in the first case and the life of a
young woman in the counterculture in the secontipbth denounce in no uncertain terms sexual
inequality and the shifting values of the 1960seicthough Percy’s novel is set in the future, the
reader easily recognizes the author’'s rage agamstican culture.
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Political literature was also taken to such extrenperhaps the most famous manifesto
for its outrageous demands is the one written bleN& Solanas who founded the Society for
Cutting Up Men:

Life in this society being, at best, an utter barel no aspect of society being at all relevant to
women, there remains to civic-minded, responsithigll-seeking females only to overthrow the
government, eliminate the money system, institotepgdete automation and destroy the male sex.
It is now technically feasible to reproduce withdle aid of males (or, for that matter, females)
and to produce only females. We must begin immeljidb do so. Retaining the mail [sic] has
not even the dubious purpose of reproduction. Théeris a biological accident: the Y (male)
gene is an incomplete X (female) gene, that isag an incomplete set of chromosomes. In other
words, the male is an incomplete female, a walkibgrtion, aborted at the gene stage. To be
male is to be deficient, emotionally limited; madss is a deficiency disease and males are
emotional cripples.

Besides the fact that Solanas was mentally distuanel actually tried to murder Andy Warhol, it
is doubtful that the purpose of the document wasetouit members; the rambling diatribe
against men was probably more cathartic in natbham tanything else. But it presents in the
crudest terms a combination of different countdtgal philosophies and feminist positions: the
belief that a post-scarcity society will make pbbsithe elimination of work and of the capitalist
system; Shulamith Firestone’s proposal to elimintite ‘barbarism’ of pregnancy through
“cybernetics” (even if Solanas does not use thiscsig expression); the necessity for a
revolution to eliminate the oppressors (in thisecamen) reminiscent of the most violent discourse
of revolutionary black leaders who promoted theessary killing off of white men in order for
blacks to be liberated. Solanas also denouncébkeinrudest form possible, the contradictions of
countercultural communitarianism when it comeselations between men and women: “[...] the
most important activity of the commune, the onerupdnich it is based, is gang-banging. The
‘hippy’ is enticed to the commune mainly by the gpect for free pussy—the main commodity to
be shared, to be had just for the asking, butdelinby greed, he fails to anticipate all the other
men he has to share with, or the jealousies ansegeweness for the pussies themselves.” Such
writing has been referred to historically as thad@y” period of second-wave feminism, where
outrage against the system in general andrthehismoof the New Left in particular led certain
groups to produce these extreme manifestos.

The second example here will be another instanceadital discourse written by Jo
Freeman, entitled the BITCH Manifesto (later to dmled the Redstockings Manifesto). Jo
Freeman was the editor of thleice of the Women's Liberation Movemehought to be the first
national women's liberation periodical. This textn fact her reflections upon how strong women
are perceived in a sexist society and first appeerd971; it begins with a quote from Simone de
Beauvoir'sSecond Sex “...man is defined as a human beingaaomdan is defined as a female.
Whenever she tries to behave as a human beingssdexused of trying to emulate the male...
As stated in the first sentence of the manifesid, (Bl “[...] is not an acronym. It stands for
exactly what it sounds like,” while also distinguiisg itself by the fact that it is “an organization
which does not yet exist” (the reference is in flacthe W.I.T.C.H. acronym). Similar in style
and purpose to the SCUM manifesto, Freeman usesptee in her magazine as a bully pulpit to
denounce sexist language by proposing the transtovmof the derogatory term “bitch” into a
positive one:
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A true Bitch is self-determined, but the term “bitdés usually applied with less discrimination. It
is a popular derogation to put down uppity womeat thas created by man and adopted by
women. Like the term “nigger,” “bitch” serves thecgl function of isolating and discrediting a
class of people who do not conform to the sociadlgepted patterns of behavior.

BITCH does not use this word in the negative seAsgoman should be proud to declare she is a
Bitch, because Bitch is Beautiful. It should beaant of affirmation by self and not negation by
others. Not everyone can qualify as a Bitch. Onesdaot have to have all of the above three
qualities, but should be well possessed of at leastof them to be considered a Bitch. If a
woman qualifies in all three, at least partiallieds a Bitch's Bitch. Only Superbitches qualify
totally in all three categories and there are Vewy of those. Most don't last long in this society.

This “revolution through language” will be anothsalient feature of creative revolt
among the most engaged activists and will impagtabpular culture for example in the creation
of the term “Ms.”, the change of expressions endmgman” (chairman, spokesman etc.) into
the ending “-person”-which we have come to accept #se without knowing or remembering
militant feminists’ role in their origin. (it is tde noted that there was active resistance in the
press of the time against these transformatiortsstbee “blown off” as ridiculous and impossible
to accept.) These linguistic battles against sexasran intellectual pursuit were also to be found,
in the second half of the 1970s, in feminist utaditerature, such as Marge PiercyMoman on
the Edge of Timeuse of “per-* to replace gender-specific persgrainouns. In any case, the
BITCH manifesto illustrates feminists’ links to Mast theory which placed social structure and
the language evolved from it in the context of glaguggle. Women understood that the battle
was not only in the streets or on university canegubut also in the media. Seeing language as a
source of oppression, equating their battle witht f the African-American community, were
the driving forces of the most creative revoltshef early second-wave feminist movement.

Thus it can be noted that women understood the pofwhe image and its circulation in
the press as an efficient means to make their sdieard in a period where diverse minorities of
all stripes and shapes were clamoring for change.
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