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Challenge & Change: Right-Wing Women, Grassroots Activism & 
the Baby Boom Generation
By June Melby Benowitz
(Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2015. Pp. xii, 368. Appendix, notes, bibliography, 
index. $74.95.)

June Melby Benowitz’s insightful 
book explores the issues that con-
tributed to the rise of the New Right.  
During the early postwar years, the 
right-wing women who are the sub-
ject of this study tried to halt and 
reverse transformations in racial, 
sexual, and moral politics.  Benowitz 
shows the creation of a vast network 
of women, often loosely connected, 
who felt threatened by what they saw 
as moral decay, communism, secular-
ism, an expanding government, and 
an increasingly influential intellectual 
and scientific elite.  What motivated 
these women and identified them as a 
political subset was their shared belief 
in the underlying cause of post-war 
change—conspiracy.  But, as Benow-
itz demonstrates, these women found 
ways to expand their campaigns to 
those who did not share their con-
spiratorial view, and in doing so they 
helped form a bridge between the Old 
Right and New Right, even helping to 
explain the Tea Party of today.

Baby-boom mothers turned their 
focus on the schools, a realm of ac-
cepted activism for conservative 
women.  Progressive education, 
desegregation, the decline of school 
prayer, and the rise of sex education 
drew their ire because all seemed can-
didates for turning their children into 
what many saw as communists.  As 
one mother explained, “children were 

targeted because Communist leaders 
. . . recognized that their minds were 
malleable” (p. 172). They reasoned, 
for example, that social studies made 
children sympathize with other cul-
tures, weakening their commitment 
to the United States.  

Debates over race afforded an im-
portant opportunity for conservative 
activists, because while the Brown v. 
Board of Education decision initially 
looked like a southern problem, con-
troversies in the 1970s over busing 
to achieve racial balance attracted 
mothers in the North.  Anti-busing 
advocates drew national support by 
appealing to concerns over safety, 
government intrusion, and the viola-
tion of individual choice.  Right-wing 
activists could argue their case with-
out focusing on communist conspira-
cies or race.  

Women used many forms of me-
dia in their early Cold War campaigns, 
and while historians have noted the 
use of radio, fiction, and biography 
by men of the New Right, Benowitz 
demonstrates women’s effective use of 
these formats.  Women worked in an 
assortment of local and national or-
ganizations, served important roles in 
male-led organizations like the John 
Birch Society, and received funding 
and support from influential right-
wing leaders including William F. 
Buckley Jr. and John T. Flynn.
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The Equal Rights Amendment 
(ERA) and the Vietnam War afforded 
new opportunities.  Presented as a 
moral issue, the ERA stood as a ref-
erendum on the role of women, and 
the right-wing women who believed 
in a gender hierarchy defined by God 
crafted the debate as one about sex, 
sexuality, and homemaking.  Vietnam, 
which Benowitz acknowledges as the 
most complex of the issues, is a topic 
that seems ripe for further explora-
tion.  A desire to defeat communism, 
as Benowitz explains, continued to 
guide these women, but in a fascinat-
ing opportunity to broaden their ap-
peal, the women found an additional, 
effective way to communicate their 
message.  Instead of presenting a pro-
war argument, they drew others to 
their cause through a message of sup-
porting the troops with care packages, 
and similar gift-giving campaigns. 

Communism and the fear of 
conspiracy served as essential com-
ponents for all of these issues and 
provided a vehicle for the transition 

from an Old to New Right, and to the 
present.  The collapse of communist 
nations “made it difficult for those 
believing in foreign-based commu-
nist conspiracies and allowed for 
the growth of the New Right and an 
emphasis on other issues” (p. 214)—
issues that women in the New Right 
had been fostering for over a decade 
by using communism as a vehicle to 
focus on government intrusion, mo-
rality, and family values.  Benowitz’s 
book is an important contribution to 
the study of this moment of political 
change, and shows just how signifi-
cant a role women in the grassroots 
have played and continue to play.
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One Nation, Under Gods: A New American History
By Peter Manseau
(New York: Little, Brown and Company, 2015. Pp. 469. Notes, index. Clothbound, $28.00; 
paperbound, $17.99.)

If controversial and beloved historian 
Howard Zinn had plied his historical 
method on American religious his-
tory, the product might read some-
thing like Peter Manseau’s book, One 
Nation, Under Gods. My association of 
Manseau with Zinn is both a compli-

ment and a criticism. Zinn famously 
provided an alternative narrative of 
the United States, relating hundreds 
of stories of injustice and resistance 
to dismantle the triumphalist view of 
America. Manseau, working in a simi-
lar vein, uses a series of well-crafted 




