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Review of Daring to Be Bad: Radical Feminism in America, 1967-1975, by Alice Echols


Building upon Sara Evans’s work on the postwar origins of women’s liberation, Alice Echols seeks to identify and explain some fundamental differences between various factions of women that helped to characterize the movement as it entered the 1970s.  In particular, she concerns herself with untangling frequently conflated notions about cultural and radical feminism.  In doing so, she hopes to revive interest in radical feminism, the politically-oriented wing of the movement that consisted of leftist social constructionists who wanted to “render gender irrelevant.”  Once the dominant strain of thought in the women’s movement, radical feminism was supplanted by the essentialism of cultural feminism, which defined itself as the “antidote to the left” (p. 6).  


Echols places radical feminism on a trajectory similar to that of other social movements that came out of the early sixties and that, by the end of the decade, became absorbed by countercultural movements.  Contributing to radical feminism’s demise were theoretical shortcomings and a reluctance to acknowledge differences among women.  Likewise, its beginnings as part of a distinct movement mirrored ideals in the civil rights movement and the New Left:  feminists became disillusioned with liberalism, they embraced egalitarianism and prefigurative politics, and they adopted the idea that political dimensions existed within the personal life.  However, argues Echols, within its origins lay the seeds of radical feminism’s destruction.  Egalitarianism fomented an organizational nightmare, and the “personal is political” idea often made feminists concentrate too much on lifestyle, thereby opening the door to the individualism of cultural feminism.  


Radical feminism emerged in part from “politicos,” who composed one of the two major theoretical positions in the early women’s movement.  The politicos believed that women’s oppression resulted from the capitalist system and saw women’s liberation as an important “wing of the left.”  The “feminists,” who countered the politicos and later prevailed, blamed capitalism but also male supremacy and men for women’s position in society.  Anne Koedt subsequently bolstered the feminists’ argument when she elevated male supremacy as the primary threat to women’s independence and emphasized the “psychological dimension” of women’s oppression.  In 1968, Beverly Jones and Judith Brown’s “Florida Paper” argued that men themselves were the enemy of women.  For Echols, this was the “earliest articulation of radical feminism” (p. 63).  For these and a growing number of women, both political and personal separation from men became a temporary strategy for developing a clear theory of oppression.  


But radical feminists were not of one mind; differences in tactics, for example, abounded among them.  While the Women’s International Conspiracy from Hell (WITCH) employed Yippie-like guerilla theater, other groups held comparatively moderate consciousness raising sessions.  Such differences found their way into discussions on the origins of women’s oppression.  Consciousness raising, for example, posited gender, rather than class or race, as the primary “contradiction” in society.  For Echols, by suggesting that class analysis was expendable, certain feminists paved the way for cultural feminism.


Factionalism between socialist ideology and consciousness raising intensified in 1968, and by the following year, radical women had become disillusioned enough by what they saw as the politicos’ softness and boorish male behavior in the Movement to officially break away from the left.  The new faction of feminists then broke up into competing, often overlapping, radical organizations.  “[V]ery militant,” and “very public,” the founding members of the Redstockings agreed that gender came before class or race and that male domination was the major problem for women.  Cell 16 forwarded a strategy for female self-sufficiency that included celibacy, separatism, and karate.  While Redstockings called on men to change their behaviors, Cell 16 found fault with the ways women engaged in issues of sex, fashion, make-up, and child-rearing.  The Feminists, founded by Ti-Grace Atkinson, similarly traced women’s oppression to women’s use of their agency and thus differed from the Redstockings’ materialist perception of power and male domination.  Like the Feminists, the New York Radical Feminists used a “psychological analysis of male supremacy,” which said that men dominate women “out of a need for a sense of power” (p. 187).  But, similar to ideas in the early days of Cell 16, the NYRF believed that such maleness was a social construct rather than biologically determined.  From these intellectual interactions emerged the seeds of cultural feminism.  For Echols, “the depiction of men as irrevocably sexist and of women as powerless victims, and the conviction that feminism was the single transformative theory” ultimately led the discussions that contained them away from their radical origins (p. 201).  


The gay-straight debate further broke apart the radical women’s movement.  Differences of opinion about class and sexual preference did not by themselves, however, irreparably damage relationships and fragment the momentum toward women’s liberation; rather, feminists’ nervousness about exploring women’s differences made agreement difficult to come by.  The Radicalesbians and the Furies politicized their homosexuality.  The latter in particular argued that sexuality is socially (rather than biologically) constructed and that institutionalized heterosexuality oppressed women.  In general, writes Echols, lesbian feminism edged the movement toward cultural feminism because of its essentialist arguments about female sexuality (e.g., that women seek sensuality over physical sexuality).  


Cultural feminism eclipsed radical feminism after 1975.  The former differed from the latter in its focus on individual change (self-improvement), its forceful denial of women’s differences (radical feminists had only ignored those differences), and its complete secession from the left.  Although cultural feminists touted their counter-institutions (such as rape crisis centers, health centers, and bookstores) as a move toward economic self-sufficiency for women, critics saw the emergent strain as conforming to the norms of male-dominated society rather than changing the structure of society.  For them, cultural feminism represented a retreat from patriarchy into a safe haven rather than a struggle against patriarchy.                                                

