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Gray Panthers. By Roger Sanjek. (Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2009. xxii, 298 
pp. $59.95, isbn 978-0-8122-4137-2.)

Roger Sanjek’s Gray Panthers traces the his-
tory of the Gray Panthers from their founding 
in 1970 until 2007. Written from the perspec-
tive of an activist scholar, Sanjek notes his 
own engagement with the group beginning 
in 1977 when he encountered Lillian Rabi-
nowitz and the local chapter in Berkeley. An 
anthropologist by training, Sanjek has been 
deeply involved throughout his career in both 
scholarship and advocacy on issues of home-
lessness, health care, and urban elders. The 
book, as he puts it, is “part ethnography, part 
history, part memoir” (p. xviii).

Sanjek winds much of his narrative around 
the life of the group’s founder Maggie Kuhn 
and, to a lesser extent, the lives of six Gray 
Panthers whose political activism dates back to 
the 1930s. Chapter 1 surveys the rise of old-
age poverty and retirement in twentieth-centu-
ry United States. Chapter 2 focuses on Kuhn’s 
life before founding the Gray Panthers in 1970 
and up through 1972. After working her way 
onto the national staff of the Young Women’s 
Christian Association at a time when that or-
ganization was heavily involved in women’s 
trade union organizing, Kuhn went to work 
for the Presbyterian Church, editing a journal, 
preparing reports and materials, and organiz-
ing conferences on human sexuality, health 
care, urban renewal, peace, and international 
issues. When forced to retire against her will in 
1970, Kuhn was well situated to found an or-
ganization devoted to fighting age discrimina-
tion and other forms of social injustice. 

Chapter 3 treats the Gray Panther move-
ment through its first national convention in 
1975 and illuminates the tensions between 
the movement’s national leadership and its lo-
cal chapters. The next two chapters follow lo-
cal networks in Berkeley and New York City 
through 1985. These chapters focus on the 
work of local groups on issues of health care, 
nursing homes, housing, transportation, nu-
clear disarmament, and Social Security. 

Chapter 6 traces the movement’s high-wa-
ter mark between 1975 and 1985, when the 
Panthers allied themselves with the Nation-
al Senior Citizens Law Center, helped create 

the National Citizens Coalition for Nursing 
Home Reform, achieved recognition at the 
United Nations, and were actively involved 
in the presidencies of Jimmy Carter and Ron-
ald Regan. During this decade, more than one 
hundred local Gray Panther networks sprang 
up around the country, regional and nation-
al conventions were held; Kuhn became a na-
tional celebrity, and the Panthers opened a 
Washington, D.C., office.

The book’s final chapters discuss the de-
cline and recent history of the movement from 
1986 until Kuhn’s death in 1995 and through 
the decade following. As Kuhn became in-
creasingly frail, the movement lost its charis-
matic founder and faltered. Younger leadership 
emerged but was hard pressed to counter de-
clining grassroots involvement and the disabil-
ity and death of its original cohort. The final 
chapter analyzes the legacy and uncertain fu-
ture of the Gray Panthers, which is tied to the 
fate of progressive activism in general. Much 
depends on aging baby boomers, who, ironi-
cally, seem largely to have lost their 1960s ac-
tivist idealism. 
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