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Blurring the Conceptual Boundaries between
the Women’s Movement and the State

In 1966 and 1967, a newly revitalized women’s movement organized
the first protests that would expand to become a second wave of mobil-
ization. Hundreds of scholarly works have documented, described, and
analyzed this movement. The common narrative of these treatments
is a familiar one: Despite having a few allies among government offi-
cials, feminist activists operated outside of and often in opposition
to a government apparatus that contributed to maintaining women’s
unequal status. Most contemporary accounts of feminist protest events
described the movement in these terms as well. A photograph caption
in the December 15, 1967 Washington Post is consistent with this
narrative, both for what it describes but especially for what it omits:

Mary Eastwood pickets the offices of the Equal Employment Opportunity
Commission during a demonstration yesterday sponsored by the National
Organization for Women. NOW was protesting what it considers the EEOC’s
discriminatory ruling permitting employees to place job ads under separate
Help Wanted - Male, and Help Wanted — Female, columns. Similar demon-
strations took place in New York, Atlanta, Chicago, and San Francisco. (Wash-
ington Post, December 15, 1967: B3)

There is nothing extraordinary about this caption nor about the
accompanying photo showing a woman carrying a sign that says
“Equal Employment Opportunity for Women NOW.” The picture
differs little from others taken at hundreds of feminist protests that
occurred across the country during the 1960s and 1970s. However,
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there is more to the story than the caption reveals: Mary Eastwood her-
self was a government employee as were a large percentage of those
who planned and organized the event. Both protesters and organizers
worked in such places as the Department of Justice, the Department
of the Navy, the Central Intelligence Agency, and the Department of
Labor. Some of these government employees helped organize events
but preferred not to demonstrate, fearing negative consequences from
their supervisor (Interview, March 25, 2002).

Most overviews of the women’s movement have focused on move-
ment activists outside of the government that they are trying to influ-
ence (see, for example, Carabillo et al. 1997; Ferree and Hess 2000;
Ryan 1992; Tobias 1997). Indeed, the view that social movements are
prevails throughout both
theoretical and empirical discussions of social movements generally.
Yet many, if not most, of the activists picketing on December 15, 1967
were upper-level employees of the federal government. They constituted

1»

clearly and completely “outside the state

an important network of women’s movement activists who permeated
the state and engaged in oppositional actions; they often worked in
ways that remained largely unnoticed both by the movement and by
the bureaucracy that employed them. Contrary to the view that social
movements exist outside the halls of power, this part of the women’s
movement existed within the state from the movement’s inception.

In this book I examine feminist activists who were upper-level gov-
ernment employees in the period from the Kennedy to the Clinton
administrations. I show that the boundaries berween the state and the
movement, often conceptualized as distinguishing two separate collect-
ive actors, are fuzzy. More generally, I argue that social movements
often overlap with the state through their activists located within the
state. In the case of the U.S. women’s movement, that overlap had
important consequences: It directly influenced the creation of move-
ment organizations, it affected the political opportunities that were
available to the movement, and it furthered some policy outcomes
while constraining others. Understanding the legacy of the women’s

! In this chapter, I use the term “the state” in the same way as other scholars in
comparative politics to indicate the institution with a monopoly on the legitimate use
of force (Moore 1999: 100; Poggi 1990). Generally, when the term is used it does not
reference one of the fifty state governments of the United States unless that is clearly
signaled.
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movement — indeed, any movement — requires the development of a
theoretical framework for examining the intersection of the movement
and the state, and an empirical assessment of movement politics at this
intersection.

I begin this chapter by discussing why scholars and activists need
to understand how movements and states overlap. I argue that social
movement scholars must pay more careful attention to the intersec-
tion between social movements and the state — to what constitutes
an insider and an outsider. Otherwise, we are likely to miscategorize
parts of the movement as allies, overstate the degree of institutionaliz-
ation and cooptation in social movements, and exaggerate the relative
importance of external factors (such as political opportunities) in com-
parison to internal movement factors. This miscategorization has the
effect of underestimating the agency and influence of many feminist
activists. Moreover, it is precisely where movements overlap with the
state that one can see most clearly how social movements can mold the
state to their own political advantage — creating political opportunities
that can help them in the future.

While gender scholars have long debated the role of insiders in
the women’s movement and examined the policy effects of women’s
policy agencies, I also argue that more attention is needed to individual
feminist activists as a form of movement-state intersection and not just
to the bureaucratic structures of the state. The presence of women’s
movement activists influences the way state bureaucratic structures
function. Moreover, insider feminist activists are located throughout
the state, often outside of agencies devoted to “women’s issues,” and
even in these locations, insider feminist activists had and can have
significant influences on policy. Although studying insider feminists is
difficult because their actions often occur “under the radar” (see for
example Kenney 2008: 717-18), the significance of these networks
of individual activists to the women’s movement makes the study of
individual insider activists necessary.

Finally, I contend that creating a theory of the intersection of social
movements and the state requires an examination of different theories
of the state and the development of state interests. States are complex
institutions, and their many parts have varying capacities to enforce a
single set of interests or policies, resulting in internal conflicts and con-
tradictions. Moreover, democratic states offer numerous opportunities
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for intersections with social movements because representing societal
interests and encouraging at least some level of participation by civil
society is one of the state’s fundamental functions. Although some
areas of the state — such as the bureaucracy - are not considered part
of this function, these areas are nevertheless affected by these demo-
craric functions.

After creating the theoretical rationale for this study, I then place
the empirical analyses in the book in context by discussing the aspects
of women’s movements and states that influenced the intersection of
these two entities. Because some women are better able to enter the
state than others, the part of the women’s movement that intersects
the state is not representative of the whole movement. This has con-
sequences for the types of policies that ultimately are adopted. I also
maintain that the demands of the women’s movement can be addressed
in multiple locations in the state, allowing feminist activists working in
many different parts of the state to utilize their positions to further the
movement — even in agencies and departments that had little explicit
focus on women. Finally, I emphasize that the state is not static but
changes in form and function over time, and organizational changes
provide new opportunities for movements that intersect with the state.

I conclude this chapter by discussing the sources of evidence that
I use — archival research and in-depth interviews with forty “insider”
feminist activists — and outlining the rest of the book. I argue that
networks of movement activists within the state played important
roles in mobilizing and organizing the movement, altering the political
opportunities available to the movement, and creating concrete policy
changes that altered the social landscape in the United States.

UNDERSTANDING INTERSECTIONS BETWEEN SOCIAL
MOVEMENTS AND THE STATE

Social movements have traditionally been viewed as outsiders to the
state (Birnbaum 1988; Burstein, Einwohner, and Hollander 1995;
Diani 1992; Flam 1994; Jenkins and Klandermans 199 5; Tarrow 1998;
Tilly 1978). For example, Diani (1992: 7) notes that definitions of
social movements include an emphasis on actions “largely outside the
institutional sphere.” Such definitions focus on either a movement’s
existence outside the realm of the state or the use of confrontational
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political actions such as protest to distinguish movements from other
political actors (Burstein et al. 1995; Goldstone 2003; Katzenstein
1998). Increasingly, though, social movement scholars are examining
movements within existing institutions (Meyerson 2003; Moore 1999;
Raeburn 2004; Zald and Berger 1987[1978]), and specifically within
the state itself (Binder 2002; Goldstone 2003; McAdam, Tarrow, and
Tilly 2001; Santoro 1999; Santoro and McGuire 1997; Skrentny 2006,
2002; Smith and Lipsky 1993; Wald and Corey 2002; Werum and
Winders 2001; Wolfson 2001; Zald 2000).*

Women’s movement scholars have recognized the intersection bet-
ween women’s movements and the state for much longer, both in
the form of women’s policy agencies — that is bureaucratic structures
that focus on women or women’s movement goals (Mazur 1995, 2001,
2002; Pringle and Watson 1992; Sawer 1995; Stetson and Mazur
1995) —and in terms of individual women located within the state, even
coining the term “femocrats” to denote such women (see for example
Chappell 20025 Eisenstein 1996, 1990; Katzenstein 1998; Outshoorn
1997, 1994; Sawer 1990; Vargas and Wieringa 1998).> However,
even those works concentrating on individuals often separate feminists
inside the state from the movement outside using concepts of iron or
velvet triangles (Vargas and Wieringa 1998; Woodward 2003) or focus
only on those women in women’s policy agencies (Outshoorn 1994;
Sawer 1990; Watson 1990).

Taken together, such analyses raise the question of how social move-
ments can be outsiders when they exist inside the halls of power. In this
section, I will explain why the intersection between movements and
state needs to be reconceptualized and develop the concept as a variable

% Interest group scholars have also long recognized the interconnectiveness of traditional
interest groups and the U.S. government, both through the capture of governmental
offices by interest groups (e.g., McConnell 1970; Stigler 1975) and through the career
paths of individuals who move from the bureaucracy to lobbying organizations and
vice versa (see, for example, Heinz et al 1993 and Salisbury and Johnson 1989).

3 The definition of “femocrat,” used outside the United States, varies quite widely by
author and some definitions do not require a connection to the women’s movement.
Here the feminist activists that I delineate are activists in an autonomous movement;
we know this because comparatively we know that a strong women’s movement has
existed independent of the government in the United States, and the criteria for the
feminist activists in this study is that they were an active part of that independent
movement.



