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The first-wave feminist movement may be most well known for securing voting 

rights for women. The second wave feminist movement may be most well known for 

trying to break down gender roles, securing abortion rights sand attempting to pass the 

Equal Rights Amendment (Mendes 2011, 550-551). However, an important aspect of 

both movements was their message that married women should keep their natal names to 

avoid being defined by their husbands (Levine 1989, 174; Ridge 2008, 10). The feminist 

movement has made it possible for women to legally keep their surnames in all states, 

giving them the option to keep their familial ties visible, decide the aesthetics of their 

name, and create a consistent identity for themselves within their careers.  

 Strangely enough, the rich history of feminism often goes undocumented. 

Journalist Susan Faludi states a common misconception in which “…in the popular 

imagination, the history of women’s rights is more commonly charted as a flat dead 

line…”, or a “great plain of ‘traditional’ womanhood, upon which women have roamed 

helplessly and ‘naturally’ (1991, 46). This erasure of a history of women’s struggle for 

rights means that, in the words of essayist Adrienne Rich, “each new generation of 

feminists appear as an abnormal excrescence on the face of time” (1979: 10; quoted in 

Faludi 1991: 46).  

 The lack of focus on feminist history hides the intense periods of backlash that 

accompany it whenever it begins to amass power (Faludi 1991: xix). Journalist Susan 

Faludi focuses on the 1980s, a point in feminist history in which record numbers of 

women were supporting feminist goals such as an Equal Rights Amendment and 

organizing against violence and sexual abuse (xix). The popularity of this movement was 

met with a media-fueled backlash that highlighted the ‘abnormality’ of the feminist 

movement.  

 During the 1980s, widely-disseminated newspapers published non-peer reviewed 

studies that created an atmosphere of fear around women who prioritized their careers. In 

1986, the Stamford Advocate highlighted unpublished work by Neil Bennett who said 

that unmarried women had a twenty percent chance of getting married at thirty, and a five 

percent chance at thirty-five (9). This led to a panic in which many professional women, 



greatly worried they would never have the chance to start their own family, reversed a 

twenty-year-long trend of a decreasing number of family households (18).  Along these 

same lines, beginning in the 1980s, newspapers around the country began publishing 

statistics that women from the ages of thirty to thirty-five had a forty percent chance of 

being infertile—this figure was reported as sixty-eight percent in other newspapers (27-

28). Despite that the sample study this was based on consisted of women undergoing 

artificial insemination—a technique that is twenty-five percent as successful as 

intercourse—the fear that this created once again condemned women who prioritized 

their professions as “unnatural” (31).  

 This depiction of feminists has led to a popular discourse in which we are said to 

be living in a “post-feminist society” in which relegates “feminism” to an anachronism 

and “suggests that specific goals can be/have been achieved without feminism’s help” 

(Mendes 2011: 554). The erasure of feminist history and the rise of post-feminism has led 

to a popular trend in which women “…although not necessarily calling themselves 

feminist, seem to assume that they will be economically independent and autonomous” 

(Mills 2003: 104; Whelehan: 2000). The appearance of feminists and the feminist 

movement as “an abnormal excrescence on the face of time” is the method of the 

backlash movements. The culmination of this backlash is the stigmatization of the word 

“feminism.”  

 This backlash could be used to provide insight on the lack of homogenous 

feminist identifications among individuals with non-traditional surnames. The people we 

interviewed in the Feminist Last Naming Project (FLNP) vary across age, profession, 

gender, and ethnicity. However, all of them had a connection with feminist-influenced, 

non-patrilineal naming practices. Most interviewees identified as strong feminists and 

recognized feminism as a significant motivator for their last name choice.  

 However, this does not apply to all interviewees. Despite the strong feminist 

currents that contributed to the popularization of non-traditional naming practices, there 

was a trend among certain interviewees with these “feminist last naming practices” to 

either completely, somewhat, or contextually distance themselves from “feminism.” This 

may be related to the feminist backlash’s legacy of stigma around feminism and ideas of 

post-feminism. Interviewees may feel wary of the word “feminist” and not focus on the 

feminist influence that went into their last name, thereby not having to personally identify 

as feminist.   

 As Faludi explains: “Saying one is ‘not a feminist,’ (even while supporting 

quietly every item of the feminist platform) seems the most prudent, self protective 

strategy” in a time of backlash (58).  Kirsten Richert-Garcia’s description of her mother 

maintaining her natal name provides an example of this tendency:  

I think that my mom is secretly a feminist. She wouldn't acknowledge 

herself as a feminist. I think overall the actions she's taken would be 

in line with what feminists would advocate for in the sense that she is 

very independent financially and she kept her own last name. And she 

definitely believes in…certain feminist ideologies, but I don't think 

she'd identify herself as a feminist. 



 

 Allegra Watermann-Snow added her mother’s natal name to her father’s at the 

age of ten. When asked about her opinions regarding feminism as a student on Colorado 

College’s campus, she stated: 

 I think most people [on the campus] are feminists. Whether they, you 

know, are wearing it proudly on their shirts or not or whatnot- But I 

think, this may sound weird, but I try to sort of stay a little bit outside 

of that. 

Part of this reason is that she has never taken a feminist and gender studies class and 

therefore does not feel qualified to speak about the subject. Another has to do with her 

perception of feminism as “a scary topic around our school sometimes.” She maintains 

that it is “not that people are against feminism- it's more about the people are against the 

way in which feminism is being promoted…I'd say there's a lot of negative feelings at 

this school towards feminism, which is kind of weird.” In Waterman-Snow’s experience, 

the stigma on campus regarding feminist identification is due to frequent clashes between 

those who are “outspoken feminists” and those who are not.   

 This unease around the word “feminism” was not just limited to interviewees. 

Maggie Deadrick, a Feminism and Gender Studies major, and one of our researchers and 

interviewers expressed her discomfort with the word. She began asking an interviewee 

whether her non-traditional naming choice could “have anything to do with feminism--

and I hate, sometimes I hate to use that word... because of all the connotations…” 

 Richert-Garcia’s mother’s rejection of a feminist label, Watermann-Snow’s 

perception of feminism at Colorado College, and Deadrick’s discomfort with the 

connotations around the word “feminism” are similar to what Kaitlynn Mendes describes 

as the  “legitimite goal, illegitimate movement” (LGIM) discourse (2011: 554). LGIM 

discourse, part of the “post-feminism” philosophy, “incorporates feminism’s (positively 

constructed) goals, while depoliticizing and rejecting the movement itself (554). LGIM 

discourse portrays feminists as irrational, aggressive, and incapable of achieving their 

own goals. Neither Richert-Garcia, Watermann-Snow, nor Deadrick are opposed to the 

objectives of the feminist movement; in fact, they have benefited from the movement in 

their educational and occupational options (and of course Richert-Garcia’s mother and 

Waterman-Snow in their last name choices). However, they have all expressed 

discomfort with the way the movement is portrayed. Deadrick later expressed that she is 

a feminist, but still uncomfortable with the word she uses to identify herself. Richert-

Garcia’s mother and Waterman-Snow, on the other hand, do not wish to be associated as 

feminists.  

           As mentioned before, the “illegitimate movement” perspective leads to negative 

depictions of proponents of the feminist movement. Another interviewee, Lowell Ensel, 

is a student at a public university and a self-identified feminist who, for aesthetic reasons, 

received his mother’s natal name as his surname. He describes his experience of an 

underlying assumption within the stigma surrounding feminism:  

 I think it’s often put in terms of like- of like men versus women. I 

think it’s sometimes put in that kind of perspective so it’s like, 



‘Oh well you’re for women, then you’re against men. 

 

Ensel’s observation is strikingly similar to an article in Mendes’s research that was 

published in the British Daily Mirror in 1971. The columnist, Christopher Ward writes: 

“what is liberation to women is often enslavement to us men, and what’s good news for 

them is bad news for us” (Ward 1970). 

           This us versus them attitude can lead to feminist identification being a turn-off for 

males. Ensel remarks, “If you’re a feminist, then that makes you soft, that makes you like 

less tough- I think there’s also something associated with like, if you’re a feminist, then 

like, you’re a pussy.”  

           Though male self-identified feminists may be labeled as “soft” or “pussies,” 

another one of our researchers described his previous thoughts on female feminists in 

very aggressive terms. A 2012 researcher for this project, Hershall Cook reflected: “Most 

of the males in the United States probably view feminists as a terrible horde of unshaven 

women seeking to turn all men into their slaves.  I know I did.  Sometimes I’d get 

nightmares…”  

 

 All aforementioned interviewees were uncomfortable, some more than others, 

with identifying themselves as feminists, despite the history of feminism that led to them 

being able to carry non-patrilineal last names. However, not all interviewees who 

expressed discomfort with feminism explicitly denied the role feminism played in their 

name choice. Gloria Mark, a professor, does mention that feminism slightly factored into 

her choice to keep her natal name. However she maintains, “I wasn’t doing it to make a 

statement.” Her reasoning for keeping her name was largely due to her wanting to uphold 

professional recognition in her published works. Later, she says, “I’m not interested in 

feminism just to ride the wave of feminism,” which she describes as “this kind of flag 

waving of feminism.” Mark thereby created a distinction between the more overt, “flag 

waving” kind of feminists who are “doing it to make a statement” and her milder practice 

of feminism.  

 This statement is reminiscent of Faludi’s observation that in the 1980s, feminist-

minded institutions had to take on “new, neutral-sounding names…” in order to distance 

themselves from the media’s depiction of feminists. They would refer to themselves as 

“women’s organizations” instead of using the stigmatized word “feminist” (Faludi 1991, 

56). Both cases involve choosing to display one’s feminist goals under a diluted umbrella 

term. This acts as a neutral counterpart to the “overt” or “flag waving” brand of 

feminism.  

 However, other, feminist-identified interviewees argued that it is not possible to 

choose a non-traditional name for one’s professional career without making a public 

statement. Lisa Mueller, another woman who kept her natal name, reflects on non-

traditional naming choices as:  “I think it is hard to separate the political and the personal 

in some sense because obviously I think doing this is making some political statement.” 

Monica Schoch-Spana, who created her surname by hyphenating her parents’ last names 

in college, also linked the two. She says,  



For me it was both a personal thing and a public act or teachable moment 

 to let  people know that there are ways, alternate ways of representing 

 who you are,  your family, and where you come from. 

 

 These opinions are reflective of the Second Wave Feminist Movement’s mantra 

that the personal becomes the political. Ridge on the other hand, argues although “…the 

personal is political” and names have political meaning, “they are also deeply personal 

representations of who we are” (2003, 20). To Ridge, the ideal naming situation is a 

voluntary choice in which “women are both aware of their options and able to make the 

choice in an environment that is supportive of her decision…” (14). In this situation, the 

personal choice to keep or change one’s surname for aesthetic, professional, or familial 

reasons, should prevail and be supported by others, regardless of the political 

implications of this. A less favorable type of decision making is a constrained decision in 

which “…women are able to challenge tradition without too serious of repercussions 

(such as violence or social exile), but there is still pressure either from their families or 

society at large” (14).  

 On one hand, one could make the argument that interviewees who carry non-

traditional names are making truly voluntary choices in which their name is the result of 

personal reasons, and their lack of feminist intention is irrelevant. However, these 

interviewee’s discomfort toward the feminist movement shows that their non-feminist 

name identification may be constrained by their environment’s stigma against feminism.  

In other words, though they may have harbored “post-feminist” philosophies that allowed 

them to utilize a feminist practice without identifying as such, this does not mean that 

they live in a context that would give them the freedom to identify as feminists.  

Additionally, as many interviews were conducted with strangers they had never met, and 

as these interviews were formerly available in their entirety online, these may have 

served as additional reasons for interviewee’s not wishing to identify with the feminist 

movement.  

 The strong influence of environmental constraints can be further seen in peoples’ 

situational usage of last names. Sarah Mills, in her study of British, professional, feminist 

women describes how they are caught within two dichotomous poles of belief, one of 

which represents the sexism they wish to counteract, and the other, a media caricature of 

the feminist (2003, 103). These binary constraints cause women to “inflect their choices 

positively within their own terms, and choose amongst these resources depending on the 

context, sometimes choosing one name and title for use within a particular community of 

practice. (96). This phenomenon of “code switching” was apparent in several of our 

interviews.  

For example, Lauren Leverenz, a doctor who kept her natal name for professional 

reasons, describes her situational use of her last name as:  

 What I did was I was professionally always Doctor Leverenz and I 

never changed any of my diplomas or anything. Licenses, anything. 

But socially, I was Lauren Bennet.  People in any other realm that I 

was in that wasn't professional, like my daughter's school friends, 



they all knew me as Lauren Bennet or Mrs. Bennet.  They didn't call 

me Lauren Leverenz.  So I kind of had both identities--I had a 

professional identity, and I had a social identity.”   

 

 An individual’s feminist identification may also be contextual. Ensel, who 

previously mentioned that stigma against feminism creates an image of feminist males as 

“soft,” describes his situational identification as a feminist: “…if someone straight up 

asks you, Are you a feminist?’, there’s a little bit of a- of a thing in me that’s like…Oh, 

would this like not be socially okay to say, ‘Yeah I’m a feminist?’ He elaborates, “If for 

whatever reason in the locker room someone asked me, “Are you a feminist?” I’d 

probably be less likely in that setting to say “Yeah, I’m a feminist” than in like a mixed 

group.”  

 As we participated in the FLNP project, we may have assumed that due to the 

feminist movement’s direct influence in non-patrilineal naming practices, carriers of such 

names would identify as feminist as well. Or, at least, that they would address the 

influence of feminism within their choosing their last name. However, many 

participants—and researchers—in this project, expressed discomfort around the words 

“feminist” and “feminism.” They became taboo words that provoked uneasiness among 

ourselves and some interviewees. Because of this, we the researchers even considered 

leaving them out of our consent form and list of questions. Among the interviewees, how 

much of this discomfort is due to backlash, and how much of this is due to us progressing 

toward a culture of open choice is unclear. It is something that we would have to further 

research to better understand. However, as a topic that is not frequently discussed or 

acknowledged, a more in-depth analysis of backlash would be an important next step in 

broadening our understanding of the Feminist Last Naming Project.  
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