Celebrating Women’s History Month: Five Notable Women at the ACLU

Through the efforts of several notable women, fighting to overcome gender boundaries, the work of and for women at the American Civil Liberties Union was brought to life.  Thanks to their modern day counterparts, the campaign for women’s civil rights and civil liberties forges ahead.


In 1917, Crystal Eastman co-founded the National Civil Liberties Bureau, the original incarnation of the ACLU, along with Roger Baldwin.  From the start of her career, Eastman was a civil servant.  After graduating second in her class from New York University School of Law in 1907, Eastman served as the first woman on a New York employment commission.  It was there, from 1909-11, that she drafted the nation's first workers’ compensation law.  Later, Eastman became the only female member of the N.Y. State Employers Liability Commission.  Under Woodrow Wilson, Eastman was also appointed investigating attorney for the U.S. Commission on Industrial Relations.

Despite all her work in the public sector, Eastman, like all women, was still denied the right to vote.  So Eastman turned her attention from employment law to women’s rights.  In 1913, she co-founded the Congressional Union for Women’s Suffrage along with Alice Paul and Lucy Burns, a radical group with whom she was occasionally arrested for demonstrating.  Eastman later joined with Emma Goldman to work for birth control, legalized prostitution, and free speech.  She became the editor of “the Liberator,” a radical journal, for which she was ultimately blacklisted.
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Eastman went on to found the U.S. Woman’s Peace Party, which later became the Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom, the oldest American women’s peace organization today.  Eastman was also one of the four original authors of the Equal Rights Amendment in 1923.

When Crystal Eastman passed away in 1928, her obituary read: “She was for thousands a symbol of what the free woman might be.”

At about the same time that Eastman received her law degree, Dorothy Kenyon was pursuing her undergraduate degree.  When Kenyon graduated Smith College in 1908, her commencement speaker claimed that, “the experiment of higher education for women had not proved an utter failure” because “women were demonstrating that they could make excellent assistants to men.”  Kenyon’s reaction was immediate.  As she recalls, “having a family consisting entirely of brothers, none of whom I had the faintest intention of assisting in any shape or manner, this speech . . . may be . . . responsible for my unorthodox behavior ever since.”

Kenyon’s unorthodox behavior led her to become one of the leading feminist activists of her day.  She was appointed to the League of Nations Committee on the Legal Status of Women from 1938-40 and served as the first delegate to the United Nations Commission on the Status of Women from 1947-50.  Although she served as a municipal justice only briefly, she claimed the title “Judge Kenyon” for the rest of her life.

Beyond her political offices, Kenyon also served on several organizations, including the League of Women Voters, the American Association of University Women, the Consumers’ League of New York, and the ACLU.  Kenyon joined the National Board of the American Civil Liberties Union in 1930 and argued for a focus on women’s equality.  In 1961, she wrote the ACLU amicus brief in Hoyt v. Florida, protesting all-male jury selection.  Kenyon was one of the earliest and strongest advocates of the establishment of the Women’s Rights Project at the ACLU.  

In the 1950s, Kenyon opposed abortion restrictions, worked for the NAACP, and fought off Senator McCarthy’s accusations of Communist sympathies.  She worked for the civil rights movement in the 1960s and marched in Memphis after the assassination of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.  She joined the second wave of the women’s liberation movement in the 1970s, organizing “Women’s Strike Day” on August 26, 1970, the 50th anniversary of the 19th Amendment that gave women the right to vote.

At Kenyon’s funeral in 1972, Pauli Murray reflected, “I think when future historians assess the important issues of the Twentieth Century they may well conclude that Judge Dorothy Kenyon was one of the giants who stood in bold relief against the American sky.”

For Pauli Murray, her own identity as an American posed a double bind: she was black and she was a woman.  Murray was originally denied entrance to the University of North Carolina Law School in 1938 because of her race, and so she graduated from Howard Law School in 1944.  Though she received the prestigious Julius Rosenwald Fellowship for further graduate work, usually to be completed at Harvard Law School, Murray was again denied entrance, this time because of her gender.  Instead, Murray went on to complete her Masters of Law degree at Boalt Hall, at the University of California in 1945.  Ever the scholar, Murray ultimately achieved a JSD from Yale in 1965, becoming the first black student to do so.

Murray became an activist by fighting racial discrimination, as she defended an indigent black sharecropper, agitated against lynching, and was jailed for her protests as a freedom rider in the 1940s.  However, as Murray explains, “I entered law school preoccupied with the racial struggle and single-mindedly bent upon becoming a civil rights lawyer but I graduated an unabashed feminist as well.”  She related the plight of women to that of the black race, making the connection clear by use of the term “Jane Crow” in her scholarship.  In 1961, Murray was appointed to the President’s Commission on the Status of Women Committee on Civil and Political Rights. In 1966, along with Betty Freidan, she was one of thirty co-founders of the National Organization for Women, which she labeled “the NAACP for women.”

Murray became a member of the ACLU Board of Directors in 1965.  When Murray came to the ACLU, she joined the Equality Committee to establish an emphasis on gender discrimination.  When the Board initially voted to oppose the Equal Rights Amendment in the late 1960s, she and Dorothy Kenyon worked intensely behind the scenes to reverse that decision.  

Murray was also a poet and an author, publishing a memoir, Proud Shoes: The Story of an American Family in 1956 and Dark Testament and Other Poems in 1970.  In 1977, Murray broke down yet another barrier, becoming the first black female priest to be ordained by the Episcopal Church.

Years after Murray was denied entrance to Harvard Law School, Ruth Bader Ginsburg made the Harvard Law Review in 1956.  Though public campaigns against discrimination in admissions spearheaded by Murray and others had helped open doors for women such as Ginsburg, many opportunities were still closed to women.  Ginsburg went on to finish her degree at Columbia Law School, where she again made Law Review, becoming the first woman to accomplish such a feat at two major schools.  Still, when she applied for a clerkship with Supreme Court Justice Felix Frankfurter, she was turned down only because she was a woman.

In 1972, Ginsburg founded the Women’s Rights Project at the ACLU, going on to litigate against institutionalized gender discrimination.  In that same year, Ginsburg became the first woman to be granted tenure at Columbia Law School.

In her first case before the Supreme Court, Reed v. Reed in 1971, Ginsburg succeeded in having a preference for a father in administering a child’s estate struck down as unconstitutional on the basis of gender. This ruling marked the first time the Supreme Court held that the 14th Amendment to the Constitution prohibited discrimination on the basis of gender as well as race. During the remainder of the 1970s, Ginsburg went on to litigate several more landmark Supreme Court sex discrimination cases, appearing as direct counsel in nine cases, five of which she argued and submitting friend-of-the-court briefs in fifteen.

In 1981, President Carter appointed Ginsburg to the United States Court of Appeals for the District of Columbia Circuit.  In 1993, Ruth Bader Ginsburg became the second woman to be a Justice on the Supreme Court.

As an undergraduate student at Harvard University during the birth of the Women’s Rights Project in 1972, Nadine Strossen graduated Phi Beta Kappa.  In 1975, she received her JD magna cum laude from Harvard Law School where she was an editor of the Harvard Law Review.  She then practiced law for nine years in Minneapolis (her hometown) and New York City.

In 1991, Strossen became President of the ACLU, and the first woman and the youngest person to head the nation’s largest and oldest civil liberties organization.  Her work today at the helm of the ACLU continues the fine tradition of women who have pursued equality and social justice.  Strossen is also a Professor of Law at New York Law School and has written, lectured, and practiced extensively in the areas of constitutional law, civil liberties and international human rights.  She has published two books, Defending Pornography: Free Speech, Sex and the Fight for Women’s Rights and Speaking of Race, Speaking of Sex: Hate Speech, Civil Rights, and Civil Liberties.
Thanks to the dedication and ambition of these women at the ACLU – from its co-founder to its current President – the gains in women’s civil rights and civil liberties have continued to grow.  It is clear that their impact will be felt for generations to come.

