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This paper examines the relationship between feminism and motherhood as it plays 
out in the construction of feminist identities. Through a qualitative analysis of two grass- 
roots chapters of the National Organization for Women (NOW), I examine how mem- 
bers’ understandings and experiences with motherhood and their community context and 
organizational environment shape the construction of shared feminist identities. Central 
to this study is the conception of motherhood as a historically constructed ideology that 
provides a gendered model of behavior for women. In the organizations studied, I find 
that motherhood is interpreted two ways: as a social status with political ramifications 
and as the act of caring and taking responsibility for relationships. These interpretations 
are incorporated into “frames” extended to potential recruits and shape the group’s ac- 
tions. As a result these two ideologically similar liberal feminist organizations construct 
distinct feminist identities. 

Early in the second wave of United States feminism, activists identified moth- 
erhood as a target for transformation and reevaluation (Farganis 1986, Umansky 
1996). Some feminists framed motherhood as an essentially positive experience, 
damaged by patriarchal constraints that devalued women’s work. Other feminists 
critiqued motherhood as the basis of women’s oppression (see Umansky 1996). 
Because of these different approaches and responses, feminism’s relationship with 
motherhood is a tumultuous one, leading one social observer to conclude that moth- 
erhood “is a problem that modern feminists cannot face” (Hewlett 1986, p. 185). 

Yet feminist scholarship provides evidence of the connection between 
motherhood and social activism. Theorists have written extensively on the ex- 
tension of motherhood into the public arena. Historically, maternalism as an ide- 
ology served as a foundation of social change that shaped the welfare state (see 
Koven and Michel 1990, Skocpol 1992). Other work illustrates how the role of 
mother and maternal concerns can become the basis for political action in com- 
munities and national movements (Naples 1998, Blumberg 1990, Taylor 1996). 

In this study I examine the relationship between motherhood and feminism 
in a social movement context. Drawing on the conception of motherhood as a 
gendered ideology, this work investigates the relationship between interpreta- 
tions of motherhood and the construction feminist identities within women’s 
movement organizations. 
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Motherhood as a historically constructed ideology provides a gendered 
model of behavior for all women, even those who have not given birth or raised 
children (Hays 1996, Russo 1976, Taylor 1996). Russo (1976) refers to this ide- 
ology as the “mother mandate.” The “mother mandate” socializes women to de- 
velop a “sensitivity to the needs of others and the assumption of responsibility 
for taking care” (Gilligan 1982, p. 16). This “ethic of care,” as Gilligan labels it, 
leads women to define themselves in a context of human relationships. 
Therefore, the ideology of motherhood encourages all women to do “mothering” 
both in and outside of the family. 

Because gender is a structure organizing social life, separating people into 
different statuses that represent relationships of power, it can serve as a basis of 
societal oppression and a foundation of social protest and political strength 
(Connell 1987, Gamson 1994, Smith 1987). Thus, motherhood, a gendered 
model of behavior, can serve as source of oppressive practices and a basis of 
feminist critique and activism. 

Although motherhood is a gender ideology present for all women, scholars 
caution against assuming that any social categories, such as gender, race, class, 
or sexuality, have uniform interpretations within movements. Robnett (1 996) ar- 
gues that studies of the civil rights movement tend to treat the category of race 
as the foundation of a coherent and singular collective identity. She asserts that 
interpretations of race lead to the construction of multiple activist identities. 
Building on her work, I explore how motherhood is interpreted differently within 
women’s movement organizations and therefore shapes feminist identities differ- 
entially. 

To examine these interpretations, I focus on two chapters of the National 
Organization for Women (NOW), a large women’s movement organization. Since 
its inception in 1966, NOW has been one of the most visible women’s movement 
organizations in the United States. Claiming 500,000 members nationwide 
(National Organization for Women 1999), NOW eschews radical politics in favor 
of more mainstream tactics and embraces an ideology that favors the inclusion 
of women in the societal systems of power as the major vehicle of change 
(Freeman 1975, Ferree and Hess 1985/1995, Echols 1989). Reflecting this liberal 
feminist ideology, the organization’s goal is “to bring women into full participa- 
tion in the mainstream of American society” (National Organization for Women 
1966). 

NOW is a particularly appropriate site to explore the influence of interpre- 
tations of motherhood on collective identity construction. A national organiza- 
tion, NOW has developed a federated structure that involves members in an 
interconnected system of national, regional, state, and local levels. NOW’S local 
chapters are semi-autonomous grassroots organizations that allow members to 
select issues and actions (Carden 1974, Freeman 1975). Most studies of NOW 



MOTHERHOOD AND FEMINIST IDENTITIES 87 

have focused on the national level (Freeman 1975, Carden 1974, Ryan 1992, see 
exception Staggenborg 1989), assuming the presence of a singular feminist iden- 
tity throughout the organization. 

Through a case study analysis, I find that motherhood is interpreted in 
“frames” that are politicized explanations constructed within a group and ex- 
tended to potential recruits and the public. In these frames, the ideology of moth- 
erhood is interpreted two ways: as a social status with political ramifications all 
women experience and as the act of caring and taking responsibility for rela- 
tionships. However, I find that, though both groups drew on these frames of 
motherhood, they interpreted these frames differently. To understand these dif- 
ferences, I turn to social movement theories of recruitment and identity. 

Feminist Identity Construction 

Two processes contribute to the construction of a shared feminist identity: 
recruitment efforts through social networks and the alignment of individual be- 
liefs with a movement’s ideology. Once women begin to interact within a social 
movement community (Buechler 1990), they come to define and interpret their 
world and lives in new political ways and create a shared activist identity 
(Melucci 1989, Taylor and Whittier 1992, Whittier 1997, 1995). 

To recruit participants, movement activists often engage in face-to-face in- 
teraction (McAdam, McCarthy, and Zald 1988). In the women’s movement, one 
recruitment site has been informal networks of women who know each other 
through prior activism, friendship, or neighborhood networks, or through work- 
place interaction (Cable 1992, Carden 1974, Evans 1979, Freeman 1975). These 
networks or small groups, called micromobilization contexts, are sites where in- 
dividual actors come in contact with new “cultural materials” and embark on a 
group process of defining identities, grievances, resources, and opportunities 
(Mueller 1992, p. 7). 

A key process in recruitment and mobilization is the connection of an indi- 
vidual’s beliefs to the movement’s goals and rhetoric termed “frame alignment” 
(Snow, Rochford, Worden, and Benford 1986). Framing takes place when social 
movement frames are extended into micromobilization contexts. Frames act to 
convince participants of the legitimacy of social movement participation (Hunt, 
Benford, and Snow 1994). Frame amplification occurs when the movement’s be- 
liefs and values are portrayed as compatible with those of the potential partici- 
pant (Snow et al. 1986). 

Women often join social movements when life events are cast in the context 
of movement discourse (Stewart 1994). Events such as divorce, child custody 
battles, or family violence can draw women into feminist organizations address- 
ing these issues. These interpretative frames offer potential participants politi- 
cized understandings of their life experiences and events, thus bringing them into 
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a movement. However, by offering specific interpretations of events and condi- 
tions, frames may also work to “screen” who enters the organization and partic- 
ipates in the construction of a shared activist identity. In the women’s movement, 
frame alignment processes regarding motherhood contributed to movement ho- 
mogeneity and the exclusion of women who did not “align” with the group’s 
motherhood discourse. However, the construction of different motherhood 
frames among women’s movement organizations mitigates this homogenizing 
tendency. 

As women come together and form feminist communities, networks, or 
groups, they participate in the construction of a shared “collective” activist iden- 
tity. This identity is shaped both by the internal processes of the group (e.g., in- 
dividuals’ life experiences and understanding of gender roles) and external 
forces faced by the group (eg., political and cultural opportunities) (Melucci 
1989). Part of the process of identity construction is drawing boundaries between 
activists and the “web of others in the contested social world” (Taylor and 
Whittier 1992, p. 11 1). By defining who is and is not a member, activists can 
connect to each other, reinforcing their commitment to the group. Boundaries 
can develop from distinctions of geography, religion, race, or cultural beliefs or 
institutions (Taylor and Whittier 1992). In the case of feminism, a critique of 
gender roles and the concept of patriarchy serve to define boundaries between 
feminist networks and “mainstream” society. 

The construction of boundaries can also be the result of competition be- 
tween groups. Zald and Ash (1966) argue that social movement organizations 
may compete with each other for resources. Organizations that are too similar, or 
exist in a multi-organizational environment may have difficulty recruiting mem- 
bers and surviving. To distinguish themselves from other organizations, groups 
may work to define themselves as clearly different from other organizations, 
carving out an ideological or activist “niche” and consequentially constructing 
oppositional identities. In environments where there is less competition for 
members and resources, groups may not develop such boundaries between them- 
selves and other activist organizations. 

Data and Method 

My goal in this qualitative analysis is two-fold. First, I seek to investigate 
conceptions, definitions, and interpretations of motherhood and mothering by 
feminists through an analysis of “activist stories” from women involved in NOW 
chapters. I conducted intensive interviews with twenty-six NOW members and 
also used interviews with three key informants involved in the national, state or 
regional levels of NOW. My second goal is to gain an understanding of chapter- 
wide discourse through an analysis of chapter activities, documented in newslet- 
ters, press releases, and chapter histories. For this, I examined documents 
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throughout the histories of the Cleveland and New York City NOW chapters. 
These documents were analyzed to uncover how interpretations of motherhood 
shaped recruitment and chapter-level rhetoric on mothers and issues of mother- 
hood. 

This two-pronged analysis emerges from theories of collective identity, 
frames, and micromobilization contexts. Collective identity construction creates a 
group sense of purpose while at the same time, politicizing everyday life (Melucci 
1989, Taylor and Whittier 1992). This group sense of purpose creates an “internal 
accountability” to the movement (Mansbridge 1995, p. 27). I explore this internal 
accountability discourse by investigating women’s understanding of feminism, 
feminist goals, and the construction of identity and organizational boundaries. 

I conducted twenty six in-depth interviews with participants from the chap- 
ters. Respondents were identified and recruited through key chapter contacts, 
snowball procedures, blind letters, and phone calls. I intentionally sought out 
women who had played leadership roles in the chapter in order to uncover orga- 
nizational culture and framing strategies. The sample does not represent the en- 
tire chapter membership but instead provides an understanding of the focus of 
chapter leadership. Key informants provided “outsider” views of chapter ac- 
tivism useful in understanding how the chapters changed over time. All inter- 
views were open-ended and semi-structured. The interviews lasted between 
thirty minutes and three and one-half hours, with most lasting approximately an 
hour and a half. Interview questions addressed the nature of the women’s partic- 
ipation in the chapter, the sense of identity and community arising from that 
participation (including an examination of feminist ideology and other organiza- 
tional affiliations), the activity level and general state of the chapter (including 
characterizations of membership), and respondents’ views on the current state of 
feminism, nationally and locally. Interviewees were also asked to describe them- 
selves in terms of their most salient social roles and statuses. Interviewees were 
promised anonymity and confidentiality with their comments. To protect their 
identities, some information about them has been withheld. 

All interviews except one were tape-recorded and transcribed in full. One 
respondent requested that she not be recorded; instead, I took detailed notes of 
her interview. Interview transcripts, documents, and notes on documents were 
first coded into categories such as events, issues, personal reflections, and orga- 
nizational coalitions. These categories were later cross-analyzed for frames, 
identity statements, and recruitment strategies. 

A second major documentary source is the chapters’ papers housed in their 
offices and different archival collections. These documents contain information on 
national, regional, state, and chapter activities. Each collection contains newslet- 
ters and documents from the national organization, personal correspondence, 
minutes of meetings, bylaws of the chapter, and publications from feminist 
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organizations. The documents provide information on the history of the chapters, 
organizational activities, and events. The documents also contain members’ per- 
sonal reflections on feminism and, at times, specifically addressed issues related 
to mothers and motherhood as a social issue. This data was then sorted into the 
same categories as the interviews and examined for themes relating to mother- 
hood. 

Using the NUD.IST (Non-numerical Unstructured Data Indexing Searching 
and Theorizing) program, the data was coded into specific and theoretically fo- 
cused categories that are the emphasis of my analysis: collective identity, collec- 
tive action and micromobilization contexts, and frames extended to potential 
recruits. These categories were sorted to identify themes and were examined 
specifically for their connection to gender roles, motherhood, and mothering. 

Members of both chapters typify NOW’S general membership patterns. That 
is, demographically, they resemble characterizations of liberal feminists by other 
scholars (Carden 1974, Evans 1979, Freeman 1975, Ryan 1992). NOW is de- 
scribed as an organization with white, mostly middle-class, educated women as 
members (Carden 1974, Freeman 1975). Of those interviewed, twenty-four 
(92%) of the women were white. The majority (69%) were employed in man- 
agerial or professional occupations, and their incomes ranged from $20,000 to 
more than $70,000 a year. Although employment status and income are not ab- 
solute indicators of social class, the majority of the women interviewed were liv- 
ing what could be considered, socioeconomically, a middle-class life. All of the 
women interviewed reported having at least having attended college and thirteen 
(50%) had post-graduate degrees. Fifty percent of the Cleveland women and ap- 
proximately 30% of the New York women interviewed were mothers. 

The lack of racial and class diversity in my sample is a limitation represen- 
tative of the chapters’ demographics. Increasing participation by women of color 
was a goal for many of the leaders interviewed, and the lack of racial diversity in 
the chapter was viewed as a personal failure by some leaders. While some of 
former leaders were proud of their chapters having a diversity of age and occu- 
pations, many concluded that their group memberships were predominately white 
and middle-class. This racial and class characterization of NOW has its roots in 
the early years of the movement. Freeman (1975) notes that the liberal branch of 
the movement originally recruited from professional and white-collar networks, 
resulting in organizations that were (and have remained) largely white. It is im- 
portant to note that conceptions of motherhood vary by race, ethnicity, and class. 
For example, Collins (1990) argues that race and class shape motherhood in her 
discussion of “other mothers’’ in African American communities. Naples (1998) 
identifies class as a component influencing the “activist mothering” done by 
women in low income neighborhoods. This study is based on a predominately 
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white, middle-class sample, and the findings are not meant to represent experi- 
ences of all women. 

Chapter Histories and Descriptions 

Both of the chapters formed early in the national organization’s history and 
have experienced periods of intense mobilization and movement “doldrums” 
(Rupp and Taylor 1987). As members of a federated social movement organiza- 
tion, the chapters receive direction from the national level. However, NOW is or- 
ganized to allow chapter flexibility and a degree of freedom in the issues and 
actions they pursue. 

New York City NOW 

The New York City (NYC) chapter, founded in 1967, has a long and rich his- 
tory of activism. NYC NOW was the first chapter and continues to be one of the 
largest, claiming 2,000 to 4,000 members. It grew quickly, and its presence was 
enhanced by its location in one of the centers of 1960s activism. 

Being in a “hotbed” of feminist organizing helped NYC NOW grow, but it 
also made it susceptible to debates, controversies, and schisms. One of the first 
schisms occurred in 1968 when a group critiqued the organization’s formal 
structure and hierarchy and eventually split off. NYC NOW members also expe- 
rienced several internal disputes with the national level on issues such as mem- 
bership dues and the election of National NOW officers. 

NYC NOW is one of the few chapters to consistently have an office. Even 
after three moves prompted by rising rents and financial difficulties, the chapter 
continued to maintain an office in the Manhattan area. NYC NOW also quickly 
developed a centralized and formal structure, modeled after National NOW’S in- 
frastructure. The leadership system has a clear chain of authority established 
through a hierarchy of officers, including a president, multiple vice-presidents, a 
secretary, a treasurer, and a board of directors. NYC NOW also differs from 
other chapters in that it was able to professionalize and pay some of its leader- 
ship and staff. 

Many members credit the chapter’s strength to the long-term involvement of 
leaders. Leaders involved in the early years of NYC NOW were still active in the 
1990s, and former presidents created an informal “advising club,” offering guid- 
ance to new leaders. 

The chapter’s issues and actions are a mixture of national issues and local 
community-based concerns. The chapter’s early years focused on local actions 
that drew national media, such as a protest of sexist advertising by a jeweler. The 
chapter also became involved in the national Equal Rights Amendment (ERA) 
campaign and sent members to organize in other states. After the amendment’s 
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defeat in the 1980s, the chapter became embroiled in a city-wide battle against 
Operation Rescue, a nationwide anti-abortion campaign that attempted to close 
down women’s health clinics. The 1990s brought a mixture of national and local 
concerns ranging from the Anita Hill-Clarence Thomas sexual harassment hear- 
ings to local protests against welfare reform. 

Cleveland NOW 

The Cleveland chapter formed in 1970 and grew to a mid-sized chapter, 
claiming between 200 to 600 members. In terms of growth, the group was in its 
heyday in the mid-1970s when the Cleveland community flourished with a num- 
ber of feminist organizations. 

The chapter’s early growth led to a proposal that the area develop a subur- 
ban chapter system. The proposal was initially rejected, but as members began to 
complain about a lack of locally focused actions, the chapter divided into six 
suburban chapters in the mid-1970s. While women did join the suburban chap- 
ters, two chapters, Cleveland NOW and Cleveland East NOW, remained the 
largest and most active. With declining membership in the 1980s, the suburban 
chapters eventually merged into these two large chapters. 

Cleveland is a city divided both by a river and by class, race, and ethnic sta- 
tus. Cleveland NOW members often spoke of “getting out their passports” to at- 
tend meetings on the other side of the city. The socioeconomic division is 
between affluent white suburbs on the east side and the working-class ethnic en- 
claves or predominately African American neighborhoods on the west side. This 
“passport syndrome” was to be the cause of continuing conflict throughout 
Cleveland NOW’S history. Members of the Cleveland East chapter were predom- 
inately affluent middle-class suburban women. The west side Cleveland chapter 
also had members from middle-class neighborhoods, but was primarily made up 
of working class women. Cleveland and Cleveland East became embroiled in a 
number of “turf” wars such as one group’s attempt to change its name to 
“Greater Cleveland” NOW, a name the other chapter claimed was misleading. 

The strain between the two chapters did not decrease until the mid-l980s, 
when the growing anti-abortion movement and declining membership drew the 
chapters together. In 1990, the chapters merged to become Greater Cleveland 
NOW. However, class tensions remained with the east side members refusing to 
meet at west side neighborhoods. With the resignation of a dynamic leader, the 
chapter went into a state of decline in mid-1990s. 

The chapter’s history of fragmentation led to the development of multiple 
organizational structures. Many of the chapters had a leadership hierarchy of at 
least a president, secretary, and treasurer but some experimented with facilitators 
and rotating leadership. Later the merged chapter instituted a co-president sys- 
tem with a variety of officers, task forces, and committees. The final structural 
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adaptation came in 1994 when members created a five-member steering com- 
mittee with no leadership positions. One result of the fragmentation was that the 
chapter did not have a permanent office until the 1990s, and there were no paid 
leadership or staff for any of the chapters. 

The divisions and subsequent merging also took a toll on the leadership. 
Few presidents remained in the chapter for long periods of time, and many quit 
the chapter after their terms. Most of the past leaders interviewed reported suf- 
fering from “burn-out’’ and needing time away from chapter activities. As a re- 
sult, Cleveland NOW, in all its structural forms, had little consistent leadership 
or guidance throughout its history. 

Similar to the NYC NOW, Cleveland NOW addressed a mixture of local 
and national issues. In the 1970s, the chapter also focused on the ERA and local 
actions such as a newspaper’s sex-segregated want-ads and a restaurant’s men- 
only policy. In addition, the suburban chapter focused on local issues such as 
school lunch programs and textbook selection. In the 1980s, Cleveland was also 
targeted by Operation Rescue, and the entire city mobilized to keep the clinics 
open. Some of the chapter’s h a 1  actions in the 1990s included doing street the- 
ater protesting the Gulf War, and an extensive campaign against a local school 
board in a sexual harassment case. 

Findings and Discussion 

In an examination of the feminist discourse in the chapters, motherhood was 
framed in two ways. First, motherhood was framed as a social status assumed by 
women who bear or care for children. In both chapters, this view of motherhood was 
politicized as a gender role damaged by patriarchal constraints and in need of fem- 
inist reform. However, each chapter varied in its interpretation of politicized moth- 
erhood. The New York City NOW members framed motherhood as an abstracted 
social condition subject to the oppression of patriarchy. By abstracted, I mean that 
motherhood was removed from the realm of personal experience and was a social 
issue important to feminists because of societal gender roles and expectations. This 
contrasts with the ClevelandNOW members who linked the personal experience of 
motherhood with movement discourse, viewing it as a source of empowerment. 

The second emergent frame was the conception of motherhood as an act. 
This interpretation aligns with the idea of the ethic of care (Gilligan 1982). 
Motherhood, in this frame, was “mothering,” the act of caring or assuming re- 
sponsibility for relationships. Both chapters adopted this frame but employed it 
differently. NYC NOW framed mothering as an apolitical act, connected with 
cultural feminism and having the potential to “derail” feminist organizations 
from activism. The Cleveland NOW members embraced the view that “mother- 
ing” each other strengthened commitment to feminism and was a mandate to 
care for all members of society. 
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In the following section, I first examine how the chapters framed mother- 
hood as a social status and an act. I then investigate how micromobilization con- 
texts and boundary construction influence the feminist identity of each chapter. I 
conclude by discussing what these findings mean to women’s movement litera- 
ture and gender analyses. 

Framing Motherhood as a Social Status 

In both chapters, the situation of mothers, in general, is a political tool used 
by chapter activists to frame discussions of women’s oppression. However, in 
NYC NOW, the status of mother is abstracted from personal experience and seen 
through a lens of political activism. Motherhood, in this interpretation, becomes 
a social condition needing feminist attention and one of the chapter’s many so- 
cial issues. This focus on political action versus personal expression is a part of 
NYC NOW’S culture, evident in members’ repeated usage of the phrase “issue- 
oriented organization” in documents describing the chapter. 

This “issue-oriented” stance included concerns related to motherhood and 
is illustrated in a review of the chapter activities for 1979. Issues related to moth- 
erhood include: work on divorce law reform, a boycott of infant formula manu- 
facturers for unscrupulous Third World practices, the formation of an ad-hoc 
coalition on the White House Conference on Families, and a meeting to reaffrm 
the chapter’s commitment to quality child care.’ In addition to specific actions, 
the chapter also established a family relations committee whose goals, according 
to the coordinator, were to, “on the positive side, to work for egalitarian rela- 
tionships, and on the negative side, to fight abuse of all kinds within the family.”* 

Along with addressing motherhood-related issues, the situation of mothers 
is often used to rally activists. For example, in a discussion of NYC teachers 
being laid off, the education committee coordinator wrote: 

Many women feel particularly resentful, discovering that time taken out for maternity or child- 
care [sic] has cost them, not only the loss of salary and benefits for those periods, but now the 
loss of jobs and careers? 

In a call for members to participate in the Mother’s Day event, one New 
York City NOW president wrote: 

Once a year, America honors its mothers. Sentimental greeting cards, candy, and flowers be- 
come official rewards we bestow for lifetimes of hard work, emotional dedication, love, and 
sacrifice. What else does society do for mothers? Not much! 

Because of this framing, Mother’s Day becomes a political event in the New 
York City chapter. In an attempt to stop Ronald Reagan from winning the 1984 
election, chapter members, many of them not mothers, passed out balloons on 
Mother’s Day reading “Moms and kids say stop Reagan now.” Members also 
passed out “Ronald Reagan’s Mother’s Day Gifts” brochures which detailed fed- 
eral policies that have “forced millions of women and children” into poverty.’ 
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Despite attention to the issues of motherhood, mothers were seldom identi- 
fied in chapter documents, and women rarely discussed their family relations or 
first-hand experiences with motherhood and gender discrimination. Each year, 
the NYC newsletter publishes short “resumes” of each of the candidates for 
chapter office. Seldom did women address their family situations in these re- 
sumes. Instead, the resumes consist of descriptions of their NOW involvement, 
educational history, and occupation. 

The result of this abstracted motherhood is that even members who are 
mothers come to define the chapter as a place to “step away” from their personal 
experience and focus on the political issues. One leader, the mother of a teenage 
boy, describes the chapter like this: 

I’ve used words like family and community [to describe NYC NOW]. But sometimes it is not. 
Sometimes it is a very comfortable place to have a relationship with people. [A place] where 
I don’t have to know everything about them in order to talk to this woman. I [can] have a very 
lovely conversation. I don’t have to talk about her kids or my kids, all that kind of stuff. We 
can drop our personal lives and talk about the issues. 

In sum, NYC NOW members did not draw on personal experiences but 
framed motherhood as an abstracted political condition, one of the many the 
chapter addressed needing feminist attention and social change. As a result of this 
frame, motherhood as a personal experience was not a part of chapter discourse. 

Cleveland NOW members also interpreted motherhood as a politicized so- 
cial status but in a manner that drew on the member’s personal experiences. 
Similar to New York City NOW, women’s position in the family was a site of po- 
litical analysis in the chapter. This analysis is reflected in a Cleveland member’s 
views of the future goals of feminism. She said: 

So we have a long way to go. . . . There are a lot of some very ingrained sociological things 
that we are not real aware of-how we act and treat each other and the interaction between men 
and women. And also relationships. Parenting is another one I thii that we really have to work 
on. . . . Making men really responsible for family life. Right now it is still the women’s re- 
sponsibility and until we have men doing a lot of the remembering of the things that have to 
go on in raising kids . . . until we have men doing that, we will never have equality. 

However, one difference between New York City and Cleveland was a consistent 
use of “we” in discussing or describing motherhood and women’s role within the 
family. In the above quotation, the woman, also a mother, personalizes the con- 
nection between feminists and women with families. This contrasts of the NYC 
NOW manner of referring to mothers in third person. 

Cleveland members also differ from New York City members, in that their 
political activism was an extension from the personalized experience (or antici- 
pated experience) of motherhood. In other words, the Cleveland chapter engaged 
in “activist mothering,” a term Naples defines as extending motherhood and an 
ethic of care into the community (1998, p. 11). 
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Many of the Cleveland women discussed how it was the personal experi- 
ence of motherhood cast in the context of movement discourse that compelled 
them to become activists. One powerful way the personal and political interpre- 
tations of motherhood merged in the chapter’s discourse was in the rhetoric of re- 
productive choice. Mothers’ concern with the need to preserve reproductive 
rights for their daughters was a successful frame used in recruitment. One 
mother remembered attending the 1989 March on Washington for Reproductive 
Rights because of her concern for her daughter’s rights 

I wasn’t even a member but from that march I became a member. At that point, I was inter- 
ested in and starting doing things, or wanted to do things, because I had this great fear that my 
daughter . . . was having rights taken away from her. 

She said she became a leader because she was compelled by the idea that “We 
could change these things. We could make a difference and it would impact 
everyone’s lives, women’s lives and their families, and my daughter.” The same 
woman, after becoming a leader in the organization wrote a column on the chap- 
ter’s events. In it, she urged members, “Do not give up the struggle, do not give 
up your dreams, do not allow those who preach hate and ignorance and oppres- 
sion to dictate their limits on us and our fa mi lie^."^ 

These ideas were repeated by many women in the chapter. A former 
Cleveland NOW president who currently runs a women’s center remembered, “I 
think having a child got me to go from analyzing in my head . . . [to feeling] I 
want to do something to change this. I want this to be better for my daughter.” 
The same woman, who eventually left the chapter, saw her feminist activism in 
terms of improving society for her daughter and other young women. She said, 
“I think probably one of the questions to ask is where do we go from here? . . . 
What I find myself doing right now is working more with young people all the 
sudden.” 

Because of the salience of motherhood and the family in their activism, is- 
sues such as reproductive freedom are framed in terms of the right to make de- 
cisions about family, motherhood, and privacy. One Cleveland leader, active in 
the late 198Os, recalled her reasons for speaking at a pro-choice rally. 

I was the one who spoke up first on what it is like to have an illegal abortion and how it com- 
pares to having a legal one. And I felt totally confident and willing to share this experience be- 
cause I honestly think this is meaningful. Because they think that having abortion is 
promiscuous. I was a mother of three and I am the only one who knows how much love I have 
to give, how much finances my family has. What politician has the right to tell me how to run 
my life? Or the life of my family? 

Where personalized views of motherhood were almost never seen in the 
New York City documents, Cleveland members often merged personal and polit- 
ical interpretations of motherhood. For example, in contrast to the political 
event-making strategies of New York City NOW, Mother’s Day in the Cleveland 
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chapter was often marked by short newsletter announcements urging members to 
remember their “moms.” 

In sum, in Cleveland the social status of motherhood was framed as a po- 
litical mandate for women, through their personal experiences, to become active 
to save the rights of their children and future generations of women. As a result, 
motherhood as a personally experienced social status entered into chapter dis- 
course. 

Framing Motherhood as an Act 

While the chapters differ on the interpretation of motherhood as a status, 
they are similar in the framing of motherhood as an act. Motherhood was ex- 
pressed in both chapters as a form of “mothering” or caring for others. However, 
the distinction between New York City’s more abstract or rationalist perspective 
and Cleveland’s lens of personal experience continues. While the New York City 
chapter viewed mothering as apolitical, the Cleveland chapter viewed mothering 
as empowering. 

Gilligan argues that women’s socialization pits the pursuit for equal rights, or 
the ethic of justice, in direct conflict with the ethic of care (1 982). It is this tension 
that shapes understandings of motherhood in the NYC NOW chapter. New York 
City members tend to frame the act of mothering as apolitical and “derailing” 
feminist activism. Members see themselves as dedicated to the work of the move- 
ment, accomplished by avoiding the “pull” to socialize. As one New York City 
member explained, NOW chapters that spent time socializing and “making people 
happy” were not perceived as achieving any political goal. She said 

They [chapters who socialized] weren’t putting any pressure on the mayor. Nothing. They were 
having great Christmas parties and great birthday parties and they were loving to each other 
and there is a lot of tendency toward that in women, you know? They felt their chapter was 
very strong and it sure was as a social club. [She laughed] . . . So I always say the tension in 
NOW is to be a ladies’ club or change agent. 

The push to be a “change agent” not a “ladies’ club” influenced the atmos- 
phere of the chapter. Most members described the chapter in a fashion similar to 
this longtime New York City member’s characterization: 

Our chapter I think was particularly unsocial [sic]. I mean people made friends in the chapter 
there is no question about it but we were very work oriented . . . We wanted to get the work 
done. The rest was sort of incidental. 

Some credit the New York City chapter’s “atmosphere” to the locale and its 
culture. One New York City woman explained: 

We have a new person on our board who was active in Pittsburgh NOW and she said to me this 
is the least social NOW chapter of any NOW chapter I’ve known. . . . I think that is just the in- 
tensity of the city and the intensity of this chapter because we’re so much more in the limelight 
because . . . we are in New York and because we have all the media here. 
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Members recognize that women are socialized to abide by the ethic of care, in 
particular women in prominent positions in the chapter. One New York City mem- 
ber and former president noted that leaders are particularly susceptible to politi- 
cally disabling demands that they “mother” other chapter members. She explained: 

I think any woman in a leader position finds that there are a lot of demands for you to be [a] 
mother, because that is the role model we have. Men have authority. Men are fathers. They give 
directions. Mothers give comfort. You can be comforted to death. 

However, it is not just gender socialization that encourages these behaviors. 
Members make a clear connection between these tendencies and the develop- 
ment of a women’s culture. Women’s culture has been characterized as an apolit- 
ical retreat created by cultural feminists who effectively “killed” off radical 
feminist activism by encouraging segregation and the building of cultural insti- 
tutions rather a political agenda (Echols 1989). While scholars debate this view 
(Taylor and Rupp 1993), New York City NOW members equate women’s culture 
with apolitical socializing and caretaking that many members labeled the 
“mother thing.” According to one activist’s description, chapters who participate 
in building women’s culture are seen as enmeshed in “a nice comfy womb.” 

Through this frame variation, other forms of activism are also seen as apo- 
litical. The term humanist, for example, is equated with women’s culture and 
apolitical mothering. The New York City chapter’s goal is to work for the rights 
of women and not be responsible for all of humankind. One woman defined 
“womanism” as the opposite of feminism because it is “this nice, touchy feely 
thing about woman.” She remarked: 

I don’t like [the term] womanist because I feel it brings up a lot of the stereotypes about 
women like we’re all earth mothers, well, mothers for one thing. I don’t know it just has that 
connotation to me. It’s not political at all. It is just kind of cousin of humanist. Let’s just all be 
friends and humanists and why do you need to be a feminist? Well, you need to be a feminist 
because women are paid 72 cents an hour [for every dollar a man rnake~] .~ 

Whereas New York City members talked of mothering as apolitical, 
Cleveland NOW members frame the act of mothering differently, conceptualiz- 
ing it as an empowering and universalizing force that can bring about political 
and social change. In this frame, the act of caring becomes a political act done 
by all women. Caring for others, in particular children and families, was empha- 
sized and privileged in the chapter. In other words, personal acts are interpreted 
as forms of political activism. One Cleveland leader active in the 1980s recalled 
how she came to understand this connection of personal and political. 

So I was really involved in that preschool group and I found those women very concerned 
about preschool children in their communities but with the [Cleveland] NOW women, I found 
that other level. . . . It was that level where it was “We do have to be concerned” . . . It is that 
[level] of taking it beyond your community. 
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The act of mothering was not just extended to families and other feminists, 
but all people. For example, one Cleveland member discussed how she tried to 
connect with all people, even women in movements opposed to NOW’S goals. In 
a newsletter article, she addressed these comments to a pro-life woman she had 
seen at an anti-abortion demonstration. She wrote: 

I felt sorry for your children, marching and being carried in the wind and the cold. I tried to 
stop our chanting when I realized it frightened your young daughter. I couldn’t understand why 
you didn’t take her home, You see, I have children too.8 

The woman later explained that she believes all women can learn to respect 
each other because of the common bonds of motherhood and family, a view not 
shared by anti-feminist groups who labeled Cleveland NOW members as dan- 
gerous, deadly and different from other women calling them “Nasty Old 
Witches” W.O.W.], “black angels of death” and “lesbians with AIDS.”9 

As a result of this frame variation of mothering as political in the 1980s and 
1990s, chapter members created environments that were often described as “wel- 
coming” and social in nature. Many described Cleveland NOW members as peo- 
ple who cared about others. The chapter was described as a “welcoming place,” 
where people could come and affect change in their communities. According to 
one member, the Cleveland chapter was a place where “people who came to 
meetings felt like they could immediately get involved. They could do something 
that was productive and was a contribution to the community here.” 

In sum, the emphasis on mothering as a politically important act led 
Cleveland NOW members to view themselves and their chapter(s) as warm and 
welcoming. This interpretation corresponds with Cleveland NOW members’ 
view that motherhood can be viewed as a personal experience, empowering act, 
and a political condition. In contrast, New York City members consciously avoid 
entering into behavior that is seen as “mothering” and too focused on personal 
relationships over political issues. The viewing of mothering as apolitical fits 
with the New York City chapter’s frame of motherhood as an abstract political 
social issue and apolitical act. To understand the forces influencing these frame 
variations, I first examine New York City NOW’S construction of a feminist iden- 
tity, before turning to Cleveland NOW. 

Feminist Identity Construction In New York City NOW 

In the New York City chapter, micromobilization contexts are influenced by 
two factors. First, recruitment networks are influenced by the chapter’s location 
in a major metropolitan city, and world media and business center. According 
to members, New York City is seen as a major city where people come to 
“make” their careers, and this cultural emphasis on work shapes how members 
are recruited. Indeed, all the of the women interviewed were in professional or 
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managerial positions, with one student and several paid chapter leaders. Former 
leaders indicated that they drew on personal networks and word of mouth as the 
primary forms of recruitment. Many of the women interviewed joined because of 
people they knew through work or, in the case of one woman, making the ac- 
quaintance of a NOW member during her daily commute. This resulted in a 
membership similar in race and class (i.e., predominately white, and middle- 

Second, the New York City chapter creates an environment that did not en- 
courage the recruitment or accommodate mothers. Therefore, members do not 
specifically tap networks of mothers. Of the New York City women interviewed 
slightly less than one-third were mothers.’o The resulting lack of mothers in the 
NewYork City chapter leadership influences the group’s atmosphere. One member 
in a chapter newsletter column described the chapter’s ambivalence. She wrote: 

class). 

Do we make all women feel equally valued and welcomed? Take mothers, for example. We 
like mothers as people but have a hard time making mom for them when they bring their 
children. . . . There is a mixed message here. . . . I wonder if we are afraid that the presence 
of children will drag ua down and back to where we used to be, that place, we are ntruggling 
to emerge from?’’ 

A former president noted that women with children have difficulty partici- 
pating in the New York City chapter. She reported that “huge groups of women” 
in their early 30s and 40s drop out of NOW to have babies. 

And so you don’t see us there. . . . When I was there you never saw [women in that age group] 
and now I know why. I mean [a chapter leader] keeps saying “Come to a meeting.” And I am 
l ikewhat  am I going to do with my kid? 

However, New York City’s reputation as a “career town” and the lack of 
mothers recruited in the chapters does not explain the view that mothering is 
apolitical. In fact, some women, who are mothers, joined the chapter and became 
long-time members. To understand how these frames are interpreted, I turn in- 
stead to an examination of the boundaries enacted between the chapter and other 
social movement organizations. 

In the competition for resources (i.e., members, funds, media attention), the 
social movement groups often work to carve out a niche, in which they are dis- 
tinguished fiom other organizations. New York City was the site of much femi- 
nist organizing in the early years of the second wave (Ferree and Hess 
1985/1995, Freeman 1975). Women interested in learning about feminism, could 
choose fiom a variety of groups. One New York City member, active since the 
1960s, recounted how many women did not distinguish between the groups’ ide- 
ologies but often joined the most accessible group. As women’s mobilization 
began to slow down in the 1980s (Taylor and Whittier 1993), the competition for 
members became more intense. 
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New York City NOW members’ distinctions between the chapter’s “brand” 
of feminism, and radical and cultural feminism can be interpreted as an attempt 
to distinguish NOW’S forms of feminism from other groups. This boundary con- 
struction can be traced back to one influential leader’s experience with radical 
feminism. A longtime New York City NOW member, she drew on her experi- 
ences with a loosely structured radical feminist organization to create an anti- 
women’s culture ideology adopted throughout the chapter. She recalls why she 
moved from a radical feminist organization to NOW. 

We were all in this coalition and I realized that [this decentralized women’s group with] its 
structurelessness was not going to be able to do anythmg to save legalized abortion and I could 
see in my contacts with NOW that they were going to. They had an organization and with 
structure . . . So that’s when I started getting involved in NOW. 

Her status in the chapter encouraged newer members to adopt the same 
view of activism. Many of the newer members reiterated her ideas or at least ac- 
knowledged her views, including one woman who described the chapter as defi- 
nitely not an “essentialist, menstrual blood . . . group.” Another member offered 
this explanation: 

I think they [radical feminists who joined NOW] brought in cultural feminism-that baggage 
to become sensitive, to try to recreate a woman’s culture. I’m not too terribly sympathetic to- 
wards that because . . . it doesn’t radicalize. It deradicalizes. It doesn’t mobilize. It demobi- 
lizes. . . . I think what NOW does, when it does the right things, it challenges male authority, 
male laws with the idea that you can make a difference. You can bring about change. 

Once the boundary between NYC NOW and other forms of feminism are drawn, 
the chapter becomes a site where political work, defined as actions such as lob- 
bying, doing mailings, and engaging in protests, is privileged over social inter- 
action. Contributing to this atmosphere are the frames interpreting mothering as 
apolitical that screen out women who did not share the same beliefs, or are look- 
ing to experience more emotion-focused feminism. l2 One former leader said: 

I think anyone who stays around in NOW, in the New York City chapter, is someone who, as I 
said before, is somewhat optimistic about social change, more issue oriented, not needing a 
women’s culture to be created. 

The New York City chapter’s frames and micromobilization contexts con- 
tribute in the construction of a collective identity that is instrumental and focuses 
on political action. Chapter members define themselves as political workers for 
the movement. This can be seen in the framing of issues connected to mother- 
hood, such as child care and divorce law reform, through an abstracted, rational- 
ist lens. 

Feminism, according to chapter members, can free women from these op- 
pressive roles and norms for women. When asked what feminism meant to them, 
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many of the women cited the slogan, “Feminism is the radical notion that women 
are people.” One longtime New York City member described a NOW feminist as 
“basically someone who thinks women should be able to do anything they want 
to and not be inhibited by artificial barriers.” This view does not see women as 
special or different because of their ability to become mothers. Instead, women 
are simply people entitled the same opportunities as men. 

For women to achieve equality, political action becomes an essential aspect 
of the NYC NOW feminist identity. One woman discussed the transformation of 
her feminist identity after joining NYC NOW. She said: 

I’m kind of trying to go back in my mind to college and how it was then. I would say . . . I 
was always kind of a knee jerk feminist. If I wasn’t included or I was treated somehow differ- 
ently, I was aware of it and I didn’t like it. But it was sort of a ‘that’s not fair response’ within 
a basic acceptance of the way things are. 

She said that since joining the New York City chapter, she felt that she had 
become a “part of an effort to change things.” Another member reflected on how 
she likes to label herself a “mainstream feminist” who believes that action brings 
equality. She said, “I think change does come about by changing laws and atti- 
tudes and a variety of strategies.” 

By transforming motherhood into an abstracted political frame and dis- 
couraging the act of nurturing, socializing, caring, or “mothering” within the 
chapter, the members contribute to the construction of an identity that defines the 
political in a justice-over-caring fashion. Chapter members recruit from work 
networks and mothers are not specifically sought after as members. In addition, 
in an attempt to create a feminist “niche,” the New York City chapter creates 
boundaries between itself and cultural feminism further creating an identity priv- 
ileging action over personal expression. 

Feminist Identity Construction in Cleveland NOW 

Whereas New York City’s context was one of a major metropolitan area 
where people came to make careers, Cleveland’s context was different. Cleveland 
NOW’S micromobilization contexts contained suburban networks of mothers and 
homemakers, and extended frames that validated their experiences and lives. 
Early in its history, chapter leaders made conscious efforts to reach out and val- 
idate the experience of homemakers and mothers. In a 1972 newsletter article on 
the government’s classification of a homemaker as a non-job holding position, a 
member wrote, “Certainly there is no more diversified job than homemaker and 
the personal rewards may be many, but the economic status of ‘ZERO’ is unfor- 
givable! ’’ l3  

One reason for the predominance of these mother-oriented networks lies in 
Cleveland’s history. Cleveland is historically a manufacturing-based city that de- 
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veloped a series of autonomous suburbs early in its history. The development of 
suburbs provided a place for people to raise their children away from the city and 
gave rise to a culture emphasizing career and family. This resulted in neighbor- 
hoods of primarily white, middle-class women who were full-time homemakers 
and mothers. 

When Cleveland NOW decided to split into a system of suburban chapters 
in the mid-1 970s, the identities of homemaker and mother became increasingly 
more salient, and many of the smaller suburban chapters framed their activism in 
terms of these roles. For example, one Cleveland suburban chapter focused on 
the lack of school lunches for its first action. When the school board decided to 
launch a pilot in-school lunch program, the action was applauded as a step to- 
wards ending discrimination against mothers with young ~hi1dren.I~ 

Suburban chapters relied heavily on homemakers as members. One subur- 
ban chapter member described what it was like to be one of the women combin- 
ing motherhood, homemaking and activism. She said: 

This [activism] was our pastime. Instead of work we did this. I was able to run around with a 
press release. We used to have a system where there were always two people; one would drive 
and one would run in and out and deliver the press release. So we were right on top of some- 
thing as soon as it would happen. We were there in the middle of the day, during business hours 
when [other women] were working. 

Since the personal experience of motherhood was seen as a source of polit- 
ical empowerment, images of motherhood were used to recruit and mobilize 
members. For example, in the effort to pass the Equal Rights Amendment, the 
Cleveland chapter joined with other groups and put out a flyer picturing three 
women, a white middle-aged career woman with a briefcase, an older black 
woman, and a young white woman with a child. The caption along with the pic- 
ture read “The Equal Rights Amendment is for all women. It will help house- 
wives. It will help working women.”15 

In addition, Cleveland chapter members sought to recruit women by ad- 
dressing women’s traditional roles. One suburban chapter member addressed the 
perceived devaluation of the “housewife” when she argued for the adoption of 
the term “career homemaker.” Her reasoning was that the term more adequately 
reflects: 

a mature woman who has freely opted for a lifetime dedication to marriage and child-raising. 
The choice of the words, career homemaker, eliminated any possibility that the woman de- 
scribed could be other than a proud, dignified, and self-respecting one. 

Unfortunately, career homemakers, she wrote, “believe feminist organizations 
and their goals have nothing to offer them.” To address this problem, the chapter 
started a column called the “NOW Homemaker” “in an effort to establish formal 
lines of communication amongst our readers.”’ 
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The problems faced by mothers were also acknowledged by Cleveland 
NOW leaders. One chapter president in a 1977 newsletter article made a person- 
alized appeal directed at mothers in the chapter. 

Promise: No remarks about the weather-how bad we all have it, especially mothers who work 
and mothers who stay home suddenly put in the role of social director, school teacher, substi- 
tute referee, morale booster, etc. etc. -roles we adjust to in the summer with relative ease but 
can’t cope with in the  inter.'^ 

Therefore, the suburban chapter leaders came to depend on mothers and 
homemakers as activists. However, in the late 1970s when the workforce partic- 
ipation of women with children began to increase, the suburban Cleveland chap- 
ters began to lose members and momentum. One activist noted the relationship 
between women’s lives and feminist activism. She said, “Today you don’t have 
women who can leave their work and go around delivering press releases.” 

Even with the decline in full-time homemakers, Cleveland members con- 
tinued to reach out to women by stressing the importance of feminism and fam- 
ily. For example, when a member passed the bar exam, the chapter ran an 
announcement discussing her new career and noting at the same time that she is 
a mother and a grandmother. ’* It is interesting to note that this notice would have 
probably drawn criticism from feminists if published in the mainstream press as 
being sexist. Another suburban chapter encouraged mothers to bring their friends 
to a program on day care center selection and offered prize incentives for those 
who recruited new members, reminding members that it is important to reach 
“those budding feminists out there.”” 

Ohio NOW leaders encouraged this focus. In a speech on the disappearance 
of chapters in rural areas, one state NOW president said: 

Women in these areas [those with no chapters] are beginning to realize the triple bind they are 
in as wives, mothers and wage earners. . . . It is up to us to reach out to those women . . . and 
enable them to be empowered through feminist networks and through the development of new 
chapters.” 

When the women’s movement went into “abeyance” in the 1980s (Taylor and 
Whittier 1993), so did the Cleveland area. Finding itself low on members, the 
chapter began to merge suburban chapters and eventually became a one-chapter 
area. To survive, the remaining Cleveland chapter worked to enter into coalitions 
with other organizations, in effect strengthening themselves through a lack of 
inter-organizational boundaries. One leader from the 1990s recalled how the chap- 
ter worked with other groups. She said, “We worked with all kinds of groups. 
Groups that never would have really worked together before.” She continued, “We 
stopped doing one thing that was just NOW. We used our energy to either come up 
with ideas to draw in lots of other people or to join what was going on.” 

In sum, Cleveland NOW, in its different structural forms, consistently 
worked to mobilize networks of mothers and homemakers. To effectively recruit 
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mothers, leaders addressed specific concerns of mothers, in particular, their per- 
ceived devaluation by feminists and feminist organizations. Cleveland NOW 
members often targeted mothers and homemakers directly for recruitment work- 
ing consciously to attract women through the use of frames that construct moth- 
ering and motherhood as a universal connector for all people. In the Cleveland 
chapter, motherhood is mandate for political activism and is a consistent theme 
throughout the chapter’s history, from the early ERA efforts to the abortion 
rights struggles of the 1980s. This is due, in part, to the construction of a femi- 
nist identity that locates activism in a family context. 

Because of a consistent reliance on motherhood-related frames and net- 
works, Cleveland NOW members constructed a collective identity that drew on 
members’ transformations of motherhood as political. Members were aware that 
family and feminism were often portrayed as contested ideologies, and they con- 
sciously worked to construct a feminist identity that included motherhood and 
the family. For example, in the early 1990s, the Cleveland chapter included the 
following statement in a survey sent to all its members: 

Screaming, unreasonable, crazy, irresponsible, fantasizing, elitist, privileged, man and child 
hating, radical Eringe feminists! We are being told far too often who we are and who we should 
be, but Greater Cleveland NOW wants to be in control of its own definition of the women and 
men of NOW. . . . It is ow opinion that upon collecting this data we will find that NOW rep- 
resents a diverse membership of calm, reasonable, clear thinking, responsible, family-loving, 
feminists.772’ 

The Cleveland chapter’s shared identity incorporated “family-loving” 
homemaker and mother identities. In the chapter, feminist, wife, mother and 
homemaker become complementary, not oppositional identities. For example, in 
an early fundraising effort, along with “radical” feminist books such as the in- 
formational health classic “Our Bodies, Ourselves,” the chapter sold sets of 
“Busy Homemaker” cards picturing women performing a variety of household 
tasks.22 Members were aware of how these identities were often seen as con- 
trasting. One woman compared the stereotype of a feminist as a nontraditional 
woman to her own life experiences. During a phone interview she laughingly 
confessed that she was baking honey cake for the holidays. She said: 

I’m baking which . . . [is] a very normal thing for a woman to do. I’m actually puning them in 
the freezer. [The stereotype of a feminist is that] you are not supposed to be doing these things, 
enjoying these things. 

Consequently, motherhood, family, and the ethic of care merge in the con- 
struction of an activist feminist identity in Cleveland NOW. One woman remem- 
bered how she came to understand and be a part of that identity. She said: 

I recognized early on that the women that I met through NOW were extremely family oriented 
and that kind of blew my stereotype. . . . What I found was this group of women who were very 
concerned about the human family. 
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The identities of mother and homemaker serve to pull women into feminism and 
act as a frame for recruitment and mobilization. The Cleveland chapter pur- 
posely recruited women in the same social networks and shaped issues around 
their concerns as mothers. Chapter members amplify the belief that motherhood 
unites all women and is the key to their liberation. By focusing their actions and 
identity around an ethic of care and motherhood as empowerment, Cleveland 
NOW members construct feminist activism compatible with their social identi- 
ties. Working against perceptions that feminism and family are contradictory, 
members create a feminist identity that allows them to politically merge these 
identities. 

This comparative case study shows that New York City NOW members, be- 
cause of a “crowded” organizational field, distinguish between their form of lib- 
eral, policy-oriented feminism, and other more cultural or radical forms of 
feminism. This distinction leads to the definition of motherhood as an act of nur- 
turing versus an act of political empowerment. The New York City chapter uti- 
lizes its position in Manhattan and draws on professional and career women as 
members. As a result of organizational and identity boundary construction, NYC 
NOW members create a feminist identity that is work-oriented and discourages 
socializing and nurturing. 

Cleveland NOW draws upon its suburban networks and extends frames to 
mobilize mothers and homemakers. The Cleveland chapter enacts no boundaries 
between itself and other organizations and instead works to build coalitions. 
Cleveland NOW members create a family-oriented feminist identity that equates 
caring for humankind as a political act. 

Conclusion 

One conclusion drawn from this work is that NOW and liberal feminist or- 
ganizations are often overly simplified in their characterizations. Often called 
upon by the media to offer feminist “sound bites” on incidents involving women, 
NOW’s national focus has been overstated, ignoring a dynamic and diverse 
grassroots level. The national level does shape grassroots rhetoric and actions. 
New York City NOW’s campaigns and rhetoric resemble the national level, de- 
spite numerous conflicts between the two. Whereas, Cleveland members, in the 
late 1980s, developed a more “anti-hierarchy” sentiment and directed efforts at 
coalition building and community work rather than some national campaigns. 
While the National NOW rhetoric affects chapters, it is through practices at the 
grassroots level that identities are constructed. These chapters, situated in partic- 
ular cultures, communities, and networks, are the sites of ongoing feminist iden- 
tity construction, shaped by understandings of gender. 

This study also illustrates how gender shapes social protest and political ac- 
tions. In both chapters, ideas of motherhood, gender roles, and women’s life ex- 
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periences were politicized and extended to the public by feminists. However, by 
comparing New York City and Cleveland NOW, it becomes clear that gender is 
not monolithic, experienced and interpreted in the same manner by women, even 
those belonging to ideologically similar organizations. Micromobilization con- 
texts and organizational boundaries, shaped by class, race, sexuality, and gender 
interpretations, influence the creation of feminist thought, action, and strategies. 

This work does not argue that feminism can only be understood in “partic- 
ularities,” that is, viewing each community organization as unique. However, 
these identity distinctions provide encouragement for scholars to examine more 
closely the influence of structural and cultural forces of grassroots level activism. 
It is clear, that to view NOW members as people who define feminism in the 
same way, is to miss the interplay between community-level idhence and the in- 
dividual experience. 
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ner as Alice Walker in her 1983 essay ‘‘ In Search of Our Mothers’ Gardens.” Walker defines a womanist 
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’What She Wants, Clevelandk Feminist Women’s Monthly. July 1989. Files of the Cleveland 

NOW chapter. 
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referred to as WHS.) 

I4Press Statement. “Pilot Lunch Program in Shaker School Begins Elimination of Sexism.” 
June 17, 1975. National Organization for Women archives. Lana Moretsky Papers, Box 2, File 29. 

”Flyer. “Cuyahoga Coalition for Ratification of the Equal Rights Amendment. [Undated] Ohio 
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l6HiI1crest NOW Newsletter. “Editorial NOW Homemaker.” March 1976. Ohio National 
Organization for Women archives, Box 3, Cleveland NOW newsletters 1972-82. [OHS] 

”Cleveland NOW Newsletter. February 1977. Ohio National Organization for Women archives, 
Box 3, Cleveland NOW newsletters 1972-82. [OHS] 

“Cleveland NOW Newsletter. August 1990. Files of the Cleveland NOW chapter. 
‘gLake-Geagua NO. K News. “Announcements.” [Undated] 1977. Ohio National Organization 

for Women archives, Box 3, Lake-Geagua NOW newsletters 1977-82. [OHS] 
”State of the State address by Ohio NOW President Phyllis Carlson Rheims. Il]ndated] 1987. 

Ohio National Organization for Women archives, Box 12, Ohio board meeting minutes 1982-87. 

”Greater Ctevelund NOW Newsletter. Survey from the 1990s. [Undated] Files of the Cleveland 
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ter’s membership but represent women in leadership positions throughout the organization’s history. 
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NOW chapter. 
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