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Statement of Purpose, 1966
National Organization for Women

The Statement of Purpose, adopted at NOW'’s first National Conference in Washington, D.C on October 29,
1966, was the founding document of the National Organization for Women. It explained what the founders
understood to be the problems facing American women, and asserted that their sex should organize to solve
those problems. NOW became the largest feminist membership organization of the “second wave” era.
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We, men and women who hereby constitute ourselves as the National Organization for Women, believe that the
time has come for a new movement toward true equality for all women in America, and toward a fully equal
partnership of the sexes, as part of the world-wide revolution of human rights now taking place within and beyond
our national borders.

The purpose of NOW is to take action to bring women into full participation in the mainstream of American society
now, exercising all the privileges and responsibilities thereof in truly equal partnership with men.

We believe the time has come to move beyond the abstract argument, discussion and symposia over the status and
special nature of women which has raged in America in recent years; the time has come to confront, with concrete
action, the conditions that now prevent women from enjoying the equality of opportunity and freedom of choice
which is their right, as individual Americans, and as human beings.

NOW is dedicated to the proposition that women, first and foremost, are human beings, who, like all other people
in our society, must have the chance to develop their fullest human potential...

We organize to initiate or support action, nationally, or in any part of this nation, by individuals or organizations,
to break through the silken curtain of prejudice and discrimination against women in government, industry, the
professions, the churches, the political parties, the judiciary, the labor unions, in education, science, medicine, law,
religion and every other field of importance in American society.

Enormous changes taking place in our society make it both possible and urgently necessary to advance the
unfinished revolution of women toward true equality, now. With a life span lengthened to nearly 75 years it is no
longer either necessary or possible for women to devote the greater part of their lives to child- rearing; yet
childbearing and rearing which continues to be a most important part of most women’s lives — still is used to
justify barring women from equal professional and economic participation and advance...

Today’s technology has reduced most of the productive chores which women once performed in the home and in
mass-production industries based upon routine unskilled labor. This same technology has virtually eliminated the
quality of muscular strength as a criterion for filling most jobs, while intensifying American industry’s need for
creative intelligence. In view of this new industrial revolution created by automation in the mid-twentieth century,
women can and must participate in old and new fields of society in full equality — or become permanent outsiders.
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Despite all the talk about the status of American women in recent years, the actual position of women in the United
States has declined, and is declining, to an alarming degree throughout the 1950’s and 60’s. Although 46.4% of all
American women between the ages of 18 and 65 now work outside the home, the overwhelming majority — 75%
—are inroutine clerical, sales, or factory jobs, or they are household workers, cleaning women, hospital attendants.
About two-thirds of Negro women workers are in the lowest paid service occupations. Working women are
becoming increasingly — not less — concentrated on the bottom of the job ladder. As a consequence full-time
women workers today earn on the average only 60% of what men earn, and that wage gap has been increasing over
the past twenty-five years in every major industry group...

In all the professions considered of importance to society, and in the executive ranks of industry and government,
women are losing ground. Where they are present it is only a token handful...

The excellent reports of the President’s Commission on the Status of Women and of the State Commissions have
not been fully implemented...[, but they have] created a basis upon which it is now possible to build. Discrimination
in employment on the basis of sex is now prohibited by federal law, in Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964.
But although nearly one-third of the cases brought before the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission during
the first year dealt with sex discrimination and the proportion is increasing dramatically, the Commission has not
made clear its intention to enforce the law with the same seriousness on behalf of women as of other victims of
discrimination. Many of these cases were Negro women, who are the victims of double discrimination of race and
Sex...

WE BELIEVE that the power of American law, and the protection guaranteed by the U.S. Constitution to the civil
rights of all individuals, must be effectively applied and enforced to isolate and remove patterns of sex
discrimination, to ensure equality of opportunity in employment and education, and equality of civil and political
rights and responsibilities on behalf of women, as well as for Negroes and other deprived groups.

We realize that women’s problems are linked to many broader questions of social justice; their solution will require
concerted action by many groups. Therefore, convinced that human rights for all are indivisible, we expect to give
active support to the common cause of equal rights for all those who suffer discrimination and deprivation ...

We do not accept the traditional assumption that a woman has to choose between marriage and motherhood, on the
one hand, and serious participation in industry or the professions on the other. We question the present expectation
that all normal women will retire from job or profession for 10 or 15 years, to devote their full time to raising
children, only to reenter the job market at a relatively minor level...Above all, we reject the assumption that these
problems are the unique responsibility of each individual woman, rather than a basic social dilemma which society
must solve. True equality of opportunity and freedom of choice for women requires such practical, and possible
innovations as a nationwide network of child-care centers, which will make it unnecessary for women to retire
completely from society until their children are grown, and national programs to provide retraining for women who
have chosen to care for their children full-time...

WE REJECT the current assumptions that a man must carry the sole burden of supporting himself, his wife, and
family, and that a woman is automatically entitled to lifelong support by a man upon her marriage, or that marriage,
home and family are primarily woman’s world and responsibility — hers, to dominate — his to support. We believe
that a true partnership between the sexes demands a different concept of marriage, an equitable sharing of the
responsibilities of home and children and of the economic burdens of their support. We believe that proper
recognition should be given to the economic and social value of homemaking and child-care...

Text excerpted by Katherine Turk, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.

Source: National Organization of Women, Statement of Purpose, 1966,” @ https://now.org/about/history/statement-of-
purpose/ (accessed 1/20/2022); NOW updated the statement in 1998; find at https://now.org/wp-
content/uploads/2014/02/1998-Declaration-of-Sentiments-of-NOW.pdf
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