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Ruth Rosen’s The World Split Open discusses the emergence of many different feminisms.  From two generations of women came responses to the postwar suppression of dissent, glorification of motherhood, and sanctification of the nuclear family (xiv-xv).  The book lacks a clearly-stated thesis, but it hinges on the basic notion that the modern women’s movement drew from the political culture of the fifties and sixties and that, in turn, it altered American politics and culture.  Its broad scope allows at least one reviewer to regard it as an important step toward a fully inclusive history of the impact the women’s movement had on America.
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                      

World Split Open can be called neither a political history nor a cultural history.  For although it treats the development of political figures, those figures enter a political world in flux —a world that results in part from their actions—and they enter from the margins of politics.  Similarly, the culture it discusses is contested; in a way it remains the central question or unknown of this work.  Perhaps one could call the book a work of social history that only occasionally works from the bottom up.  Rosen’s sources include published feminist literature, interviews, popular periodicals, academic journals, unpublished papers and speeches from conventions, the Congressional Record, biographies, letters, and a large body of secondary literature.


Much of the book chronicles familiar topics.  The 1950s politicized women’s social roles and thereby helped women to see how their female identity had excluded them.  Young women questioned the constrained roles occupied by their mothers’ generation.  They drew lessons about sexual liberation from the Beats but also from the perils of living in a pre-Pill society.  With the 1960s and the Kennedy administration came an opportunity to forward a women’s agenda.  The President’s Commission on the Status of Women, according to one activist, became “the first high-level consciousness group” (69).  With the founding of the National Organization of Women, activists acknowledged the inadequacies of liberal political culture to address the realities of being women (75).  

Out of those conditions emerged a new generation of women who participated in a “New” Left beginning in the late-1950s.  It challenged social hierarchies and the attitude of complacency that had characterized life for women of the early Cold War.  But the convergence of civil rights activists participating in Students for a Democratic and the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee exposed seemingly intractable gender inequalities.  Women saw that the illiberal tendencies of liberalism the New Left critiqued resided deeply in their organizations’ male leadership. 

Explorations of sexuality added new dimensions to women’s concepts of self and of politics.  A vocabulary for female homosexuality both empowered women who previously had little means of expressing identity and confounded women’s relations with one another through adherence to fine distinctions in the use of the term “lesbian” (170).  By the 1970s, rape, battering, incest, and sexual harassment came to be considered violations of women’s rights.  Such realizations coupled with the emerging notion that the “personal is political.”  Consciousness-raising groups empowered and disseminated such ideas.  Consequently, anything that resembled degrading language toward women became a target of protest.   

For all its efforts to establish a non-hierarchical society, the movement produced a highly politically charged atmosphere that threatened women’s freedoms.  The personal had become too political, writes Rosen (229).  Fearing structure and hierarchy, the loudest, most assertive women stepped into leadership positions.  Power and favoritism got channeled arbitrarily.  Now women feared being silenced by the movement, and suspicion and paranoia fragmented the movement.  To make matters worse, the FBI infiltrated the movement via COINTELPRO, the domestic surveillance program that aimed to root out subversive activity.  By 1972, no such activity had been uncovered. 

Rosen provides separate sections on African American women and Latinas.  She focuses on the kinds of programs women undertook; black women, for example, focused on police repression, child care, and medical care (282).  At one point she writes that African American women “consistently supported feminist goals” with more enthusiasm than white women.  But her discussion about organizational fragmentation and paranoia leaves the reader wondering about the possibility of such a unified set of goals.  By 1980, she writes, feminism had transformed into something profoundly different from its original form.  Consumer and therapeutic feminism detracted from thinking about collective effort, and individual problems and solutions dominated thinking about women (330).  Remade as a superwoman by the media, the feminist now became the target of scorn for leading the nation to individual consumerism (334).  

Rosalind Rosenberg writes that Rosen’s book is the first to treat the women’s movement as a national phenomenon of political importance.
 Susan Hartmann lauds Rosen’s discussion of “consumer” and “therapeutic” feminism and their role in dismantling the idea of a collective cause.  Still, more could have been said about agency, particularly as it concerned black and white women.  It appears that black women operated in a narrative that was predetermined by white women.
  It seems that the breadth Rosen attempts makes some omissions necessary.  
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