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 This book is an account of the author's dissertation fieldwork while par-
ticipating in the New York City women's movement from 1971 to 1973. The 
book is separated into two parts, the first concerning the processes by which a 
woman becomes a feminist and the second concerning structure and symbolism 
in the women's movement. Cassell states “this book discusses a contemporary 
urban social movement...[therefore] it is easier for them to challenge my obser-
vations and interpretations. I cannot even present myself as an 'objective' ob-
server” (p. ix). With this in mind, she is still able to maintain a slight sense of 
detachment due to commitments outside the feminist movement – indeed, she 
writes that others may “find me a half-baked feminist” (p. xii).   
  

Throughout the work, Cassell illuminates the different phases through 
which various women's movements progress (e.g., New York's movement ver-
sus that of another city) noting that each movement seems to follow a similar 
pattern. According to Cassell, a woman usually first becomes a feminist through 
a consciousness raising experience by acknowledging that she suffers systemic 
oppression – oppression can occur in any area of life, whether domestic, profes-
sional, or academic. This consciousness raising occurs in a group setting and 
helps women reify previously unknown deficiencies in their lives. Common 
themes are usually present and allow these women to experience the bonds and 
solidarity that come with “sisterhood” and redefining one's identity. 

 
 Cassell provides a case study of a consciousness raising group (p. 38) 
comprised mostly of women in their twenties (save one who was thirty-five) 
that lasted approximately a year. The case study explores the somewhat suc-
cessful efforts of these women to improve their life situations and develop  
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intimate and meaningful friendships with other women. The group was mostly 
non-militant/non-activist and instead members focused on sharing a “sense of 
commonality in feelings and experiences” (p. 49). The remainder of Part 1 fo-
cuses on the transformation of women into either “reform” feminists or “radical” 
feminists, reform being those whose logic dictates working within the limits of 
the patriarchal system for change and radical being those whose logical extreme 
might be “outing” oneself as a lesbian and severing most, if not all, ties with men. 
As Cassell states, “if a raised consciousness [is defined by] a woman's segrega-
tion from the outside world, then the lesbian feminist...has a very high conscious-
ness indeed” (p. 81). 
 
 The second part of Cassell's book deals with structure and symbolism as 
perceived by both factions (women's rights and women's liberation) within the 
women's movement. It seems as though Cassell spends an inordinate amount of 
time in this part of the work dealing with women's liberation and how other parts 
of the movement and outside society compare to that faction, though this can be 
explained in that Cassell spent more time working within women's liberation 
groups. Additionally, women's liberation groups tend to be the most radical and 
are more easily contrasted against others.  Radical women's liberation groups, 
and to a certain extent more traditional women's rights groups, are primarily fo-
cused on a sense of radical egalitarianism in which all women are treated as pos-
sessing equal potential, though a myriad of factors (usually attributed to inade-
quate or male-dominated socialization) prevent women from self-actualizing this 
potential. These groups attempt to negate these factors by dispensing with regular 
leadership, using a complete consensus form of decision making, alternating roles 
that each person serves within the group, and actively encouraging new recruits 
and novices to participate. Cassell uses Gerlach and Hine's multigroup model (p. 
107) to examine functional dynamics within these groups and comes to the con-
clusion that a group's stated goals are often contradictory to the way the group 
actually functions. She finds for example that consensus decision making often 
leads to inaction or belayed actions as members come and go while trying to for-
malize objectives. She also notes that women who are self-actualized and possess 
high abilities are often forced out or excluded from groups when they display 
ability with the reasoning being that they are “elitist” (p. 128) or displaying male 
characteristics – several times throughout the work, Cassell’s informants say that 
radical egalitarianism or collective efforts are the “woman's way” while power 
and coercion are the “man's way.” 
 
 It appears that Cassell identified with the women she observed though in 
some instances she expressed disdain for the manner in which women's liberation 
participants treated her in her second year of research. Though somewhat repeti-
tive, the book was effective in detailing processes by which the 1960s and 1970s 
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New York City feminist movement gained traction and influenced contemporary 
society. It provides an easy to understand introduction to feminist concepts with 
only minimal theory and is suitable for undergraduates in all disciplines or those 
with limited knowledge of feminism. 




