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“Equality of rights under the law shall not be denied or abridged by the United States or by any state 
on account of sex.” These are the simple, powerful words of the proposed Equal Rights 
Amendment to the United States Constitution. The E.R.A. was intended to bring full equality of 
rights to all Americans, regardless of their gender, as an absolute guarantee by law. From its initial 
introduction to the Congress in 1923, through its passage by Congress in 1972, to its failure of 
ratification in 1982, this essay will provide a qualitative examination of samples selected from the 
primary arguments and personalities both in support of and in opposition to the E.R.A. The essay 
will examine how the rhetoric, about a measure specifically intended to supply women with the same 
rights as men, galvanized opposing groups of women with opposing belief systems. This opposition, 
internal to the primary constituency of the amendment, would ultimately lead to its defeat. This 
examination hopes to serve as a cautionary tale for young progressive activists who may be 
unfamiliar with the history.  
 
In her book “Rhetorical Criticism: Exploration and Practice,” Sonja K. Foss defines ideology as “a 
pattern of beliefs that determines a group’s interpretations of some aspect(s) of the world. These 
beliefs reflect a group’s ‘fundamental social, economic, political or cultural interests.’” Ideological 
criticism will be employed throughout this essay, and applied to the rhetoric surrounding the E.R.A. 
Where applicable, the metaphors and fantasy-themes used by the rhetors to support their ideologies 
will also be explored. In so-doing, three primary ideologies will emerge: 1) “First Wave” feminist 
women from the early 20th Century who advocated for women’s suffrage, labor protections, and the 
right to vote who split their support and opposition of the E.R.A., 2) “Second Wave” feminist 
women from the mid-20th Century whose interests expanded to include advocacy for women’s 
reproductive, social and economic rights along with resistance to police brutality, opposition to the 
Vietnam War, advocacy for the rights of African-Americans, and unequivocal support of the E.R.A., 
and 3) Anti-Feminist evangelical Christian conservative women in the mid-to-late 20th Century 
whose agenda of traditional family values and gender roles led them to oppose the E.R.A.   
 
Women supporting the E.R.A. believed that the only way true equality could be achieved would be 
through a Constitutional amendment. Their ideology was that men and women should share the 
same benefits and privileges, along with bearing the same sacrifices and responsibility required by 
society. Women opposing the E.R.A. held an ideology of women as a special class of citizen, 
requiring unique protections and benefits tailored specifically to their gender. Examined in this 
essay, the arguments in favor of the amendment are from the E.R.A.’s author and legendary “First 
Wave” women’s suffragette Alice Paul, the “Second Wave” feminist intellectual icon Gloria Steinem, 
and “Second Wave” feminist Congresswoman Shirley Chisholm. The arguments in opposition are 



from “First Wave” feminist First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt, the 1980 official Republican Party 
platform, and Anti-Feminist conservative activist Phyllis Schlafly. The arguments will be examined 
approximately in chronological order. The principal slogans for the amendment’s proponents, “ERA 
YES”, and of the opposition, “STOP ERA”, will also be examined.  
 
In order to begin to understand the complexity of the Equal Rights Amendment, one must first 
understand how the United States Constitution is amended. The process begins when either two-
thirds of the state legislatures call for a constitutional convention in order to propose amendments 
to the Constitution, or—as in the case of the E.R.A.—when two-thirds of voting Senators and 
Representatives support a proposed amendment to the Constitution in the form of a joint 
resolution. Once approved by the Congress, the amendment is only adopted if more than three-
fourths (38 of 50) of the state legislatures ratify the proposed amendment by a majority vote. The 
Constitution has never been amended through the constitutional convention process. It has been 
amended 27 times through joint resolutions passed by Congress and ratified by the states. 
 

“I have never doubted that equal rights was the right direction. Most reforms, most problems are complicated. 
But to me there is nothing complicated about ordinary equality.” 

          
Alice Paul, 1974 

 
The E.R.A. was first proposed to the Congress by its author, Alice Paul, in 1923. The quote above 
was captured during an interview with Robert S. Gallagher and the American Heritage magazine in 
1974, as the ratification effort began to wane. It reveals Paul’s fundamental ideology, rooted in her 
Quaker upbringing, of an uncompromising belief in absolute equality between men and women that 
informed her political advocacy throughout her life. She admits that the issues of inequality the 
E.R.A. means to address are varied and difficult, but she believes that the adoption of her simple 
amendment will eradicate them all in one fell swoop. Paul speaks from experience when recognizing 
how complicated these issues of equality can be. Paul’s proposal of the E.R.A. came on the heels of 
the most significant victory in the women’s suffrage movement—the 19th Amendment, adopted on 
August 18th, 1920, prohibiting the denial of the right to vote based on sex. Paul was a critical figure 
in the passage of the 19th Amendment. She and her National Woman’s Party (NWP) actively 
picketed and protested the Woodrow Wilson administration—unthinkable at the time, as he was a 
wartime President in the midst of World War I. She and other activists were jailed for these 
activities. Their resolve and persistence captured the imagination and sympathy of the country.  
Alice Paul hoped to capitalize on the momentum created by the adoption of the 19th Amendment. 
She immediately proposed the Equal Rights Amendment in 1923, and would work tirelessly on its 
behalf for the remainder of her life.  
 

“We favor submission by Congress to the States of an amendment to the Constitution providing for equal 
rights for men and women.” 
 

        Republican Party Platform, 1940 
 



With the national electorate effectively doubling as a result of the 19th Amendment in 1920, both 
major political parties began their courtship of American women. From 1940 to 1976, both 
Republicans and Democrats added support for E.R.A. ratification to their official party platforms. 
The Republican Party was the first major political party to advocate for its adoption in 1940.  
 

“…until women are unionized to a far greater extent than they are at present, an equal rights amendment will 
work great hardship on the industrial group…because of the inherent difference between men and women. 
The functions for which women are equipped by nature, which are different from the functions of men, make 
those protective laws necessary.” 
 

        First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt, 1944 
 
The words shown above are sourced from handwritten correspondence between “First Wave” 
feminists First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt and Professor Mary E. Woolley in 1944. Mrs. Roosevelt is 
perhaps the most surprising opponent of the Equal Rights Amendment. Her feminist credentials are 
immense and impressive. She helped author the United Nations’ Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights in 1948, whose first and second articles read, “All human beings are born free and equal in 
dignity and rights.” and, “Everyone is entitled to all the rights and freedoms set forth in this 
Declaration, without distinction of any kind, such as race, colour, sex, language, religion, political or 
other opinion, national or social origin, property, birth or other status.” respectively. While 
specifically addressing the Equal Rights Amendment in the United States, First Lady Roosevelt will 
not concede to an ideology of absolute equality between the genders. Instead, she has formed a 
character of women as a special class of citizen in need of unique protection and advocacy within 
the United States. As a New Deal Democrat, she and her husband, President Franklin Delano 
Roosevelt, fought tirelessly to protect women and children who experienced egregious labor 
exploitation in the early 20th Century industrial economy. Her words above reveal her fear that these 
protections would be eradicated by the adoption of an Equal Rights Amendment. Mrs. Roosevelt is 
directly responsible for preventing advocacy and adoption of the E.R.A. as a plank within the 
Democratic Party platform of 1940. As a result, the Republican Party can claim to be the first major 
political party to advocate for adoption of the E.R.A. 
 
From 1923 to 1972, for nearly 50 years, the Equal Rights Amendment was submitted as a joint 
resolution in the Judiciary Committee and rejected for a full floor vote. During this time the country 
changed rapidly and dramatically. The contraceptive pill came to market in 1957. This milestone is 
generally associated with the beginning of “Second Wave” feminism and the sexual revolution that 
dominated the 1960s. Women began to vocalize the value of their physical autonomy, and to take 
control of their principle means of production in society—reproduction. The 1965 Griswold v. 
Connecticut Supreme Court decision allowed married couples to legally obtain information about 
family planning and birth control. Eisenstadt v. Baird in 1972 allowed unmarried people to use 
contraceptives legally. The landmark 1973 Roe v. Wade Supreme Court case upheld a woman’s right 
to privacy, striking down state laws banning abortion procedures for women to terminate pregnancy.  
 
 



“I’m here in support of the Equal Rights Amendment. 
 
…protective legislation is gradually proving to be unenforceable…It gives poor women jobs but serves to keep 
them poor. Restrictions on working hours, for instance, may keep women in the assembly line from becoming 
foremen. No one is trying to say that there is no difference between men and women, only [that] 
the…differences within the groups, male and female, are much, much greater than the differences between the 
two groups. 
 
Part of the program of Women's Liberation is a return of fathers to their children. If laws permit women equal 
work and pay opportunities, men will then be relieved of their role as sole breadwinner. Fewer ulcers, fewer 
hours of meaningless work, equal responsibility for his own children: these are a few of the reasons that 
Women's Liberation is Men's Liberation, too.” 
 

        Gloria Steinem, 1970 
 
On May 6th, 1970 journalist and political activist Gloria Steinem testified in the Senate Hearings 
before the Subcommittee on Constitutional Amendments of the Committee on the Judiciary on the 
topic of the E.R.A. Steinem is widely regarded as one of the most prominent “Second Wave” 
feminists in American history. She was an early, vocal advocate for highly controversial issues such 
as a woman’s right to an abortion and a woman’s right to live free of traditional marriage and gender 
roles. She was an early advocate for the rights and protections of homosexuals, and she was a fierce 
opponent of the Vietnam War. The words above are selected samples from Steinem’s testimony. 
Within them, she acknowledges the opposition shown to the E.R.A. by some “First Wave” 
feminists. She points out that unique work hour restrictions based on gender—originally intended to 
protect women from exploitative labor practices in the early 20th Century—while providing equal 
opportunity of employment, actually prevent equal opportunity of advancement within the 
workplace. Steinem’s ideology requires true equality between the genders—both of shared rights, 
and of shared responsibilities. One premise she submits in this testimony is the idea that adoption of 
the Equal Rights Amendment not only benefits women, but also benefits men. If women are 
restricted from equal opportunity to take on responsibilities outside of the home, then they are 
required to take on the majority of responsibilities within the home. If men are required to take on 
the majority of responsibilities outside of the home, then they are not allowed to take on an 
equitable share of responsibilities within the home. Steinem contends that this is dangerous for all 
men and women, and the children they seek to raise together. She believed that adoption of the 
E.R.A. could correct these inequities and benefit society. 
 
During this time, the nation was at war in Vietnam. Each year between 1969 and 1972 a 
conscription draft lottery was activated by the Selective Service System to randomly select men of 
service age between 18 and 25 years old to fight the war. Between 1955 and 1975 the United States 
military would experience casualties numbering approximately 57,930 men and just 9 women killed 
in action. The war inspired massive youth protests, and illegal Selective Service defection. 



 
 “Sex prejudice cuts both ways. Men are oppressed by the requirements of the 
[Selective] Service Act, by enforced legal guardianship of minors, and by 
alimony laws. Each sex, I believe, should be liable when necessary to serve and 
defend this country. Each has a responsibility for the support of children. 
 
The Constitution [the Founding Fathers] wrote was designed to protect the 
rights of white, male citizens. As there were no black Founding Fathers, there 
were no founding mothers -- a great pity, on both counts. It is not too late to 
complete the work they left undone.”     
  

Congresswoman Shirley Chisholm, 1970 
 
On August 10th, 1970 “Second Wave” feminist Congresswoman Shirley Anita St. Hill Chisholm, the 
first female African-American ever elected to serve in the United States Congress, delivered an 
address from the Lower House floor to advocate on behalf of the Equal Rights Amendment. The 
words above are a sample from that speech. In defiance of the typical rhetoric, incredibly, 
Congresswoman Chisholm focuses her remarks on the oppression men face in society. One of the 
gender traditionalist, conservative arguments against the E.R.A. is that it would lead to the loss of 
preferable status women enjoyed in divorce proceedings. Historically, in cases of divorce, child 
custody was overwhelmingly awarded to the woman, while the man was ordered to supply child and 
alimony support payments. In Chisholm’s comments, she believes that equitable consideration needs 
to be applied in cases of divorce for the benefit of men, women and their children. Women do not 
have to register with the Selective Service Agency, meaning that women are not eligible to be drafted 
to fight America’s wars. In her remarks, Chisholm sees this as an injustice. It should be understood 
how radical this advocacy for equal treatment of the genders in military service was at the time. The 
United States military had been engaged in Vietnam for nearly fifteen years. The war was near its 
height of escalation, and would end just five years later. The military conscription lottery, or “draft,” 
had been instituted just one year prior. Chisholm’s feminist ideology requires absolute equality. She 
believes that the benefits and burdens of the nation should be distributed equally between the 
genders. In these two areas of divorce and military service, Chisholm sees the adoption of the 
E.R.A. as correcting inequalities that men experience in society. She concludes her remarks with the 
plea that adoption of the E.R.A. is our collective opportunity to correct the flawed design of a 
Constitution written by white men to protect the rights and privileges of white men. In 1972, the 
year the E.R.A. was passed by Congress, Congresswoman Chisholm would simultaneously become 
the first African-American candidate, and first female candidate, to seek the Democratic nomination 
for President of the United States.  
 
In 1972, with Gloria Steinem’s testimony and Congresswoman Shirley Chisholm’s address at her 
back, Congresswoman Martha Griffiths of Michigan championed the Equal Rights Amendment 
through the Judiciary Committee. It was approved for a floor vote, and passed with more than two-
thirds of voting Senators and Representatives standing in support. The E.R.A. was sent on to the 
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state legislatures for ratification. President Richard Nixon fully supported the amendment’s passage 
by the Congress. Before 1977, 35 of the necessary 38 states ratified the amendment. 
 
The progressive counterculture of the 1960s was not without opposition. Evangelical Christians 
became a powerful new conservative political force, championing traditional family values and 
opposing what was seen as internal threats to the nation in the form of “Second Wave” feminism, 
the sexual revolution and a deterioration of national strength in the world during the Vietnam War. 
As the E.R.A. was debated among feminists, and began to move through the process of ratification 
enjoying popular support, a powerful threat to the amendment’s adoption began to emerge.  
 

“The claim that American women are downtrodden and unfairly treated is the 
fraud of the century. The truth is that American women never had it so good. 
Why should we lower ourselves to ‘equal rights’ when we already have the status 
of special privilege? 
 
…women do not want to be liberated from husbands and children. We do not 
want to trade our birthright of the special privileges of American women—for 
the mess of pottage called the Equal Rights Amendment.”   
    

Phyllis Schlafly, 1972 
 
The sample, above, is taken from the 1972 article “What’s Wrong With Equal Rights for Women.” 
Political scientists overwhelmingly credit Phyllis Schlafly and her “STOP ERA” campaign with the 
death of the Equal Rights Amendment. A constitutional lawyer, professional journalist and political 
activist—Mrs. Schlafly, despite being an incredibly successful professional woman herself, promoted 
a unique and ironic advocacy for traditional gender roles, particularly for homemakers and mothers, 
including an all-out assault on the “Second Wave” Women’s Liberation feminist movement. 
Purposefully inciting feminists, Schlafly would often begin her remarks by thanking her husband for 
giving her permission to speak on that day. Within her conservative ideology, Schlafly built a theme 
within her following of the woman as a privileged and even elevated class of citizen in American 
society. She detested the idea of mandated equal rights—particularly in the Constitution—believing 
it would upset the justified inequality required to supply women with the unique protections they 
already enjoyed due to their gender. Schlafly felt that the preferential treatment of women in bequest 
of property and Social Security benefits, default awarding of custody and alimony payments in the 
event of a divorce, and protection against conscription into military service were all correct due to 
the uniquely elevated status given to the mother within Judeo-Christian tradition. She also opposed 
abortion rights, homosexual marriage, and believed that it should not be possible for married men to 
be convicted of raping their wives since these women give their consent to sex on their wedding day. 
 
Perhaps Phyllis Schlafly’s smartest political ploy was tying the Vietnam War draft and the Equal 
Rights Amendment together. Women were losing their sons and husbands by the day. Although the 
draft would end in 1973, Schlafly made the case that ratification of the E.R.A. would mean that 
women would need to be part of the war draft and sent to fight and die in combat. This resonated 
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with middle and working class women effected by losses due to the war. This position, alongside 
Schlafly’s championing of traditional gender roles and family values, would be the amendment’s 
unmaking. Embodying her character of the traditional female gender role of homemaker, Schlafly 
and her “STOP ERA” activists acted out their rhetoric by organizing women in her home state of 
Illinois to bake pies, don aprons, and deliver them to legislators wearing “STOP ERA” stop sign 
buttons. The metaphor was clear: these are the labors of the homemaker that men have enjoyed for 
decades. The homemaker must not be left vulnerable by the adoption of an E.R.A. The Illinois state 
assembly would eventually modify its ratification rules, requiring a three-fifths majority rather than a 
simple majority. Illinois would not ratify the Equal Rights Amendment, nor would any other state. 
 
Phyllis Schlafly’s “STOP ERA” campaign would turn out to be an incredibly effective anti-feminist 
call-to-action. From her best-selling 1964 book “A Choice Not An Echo,” to her founding of the 
volunteer organization “Eagle Forum” in 1972 which is still in operation today, Schlafly is largely 
credited as having invented the “pro-family” movement within the Republican Party. Between 1972 
and 1980, that came in the form of three principle positions: complete opposition to the E.R.A., 
opposition to abortion, and support for Ronald Reagan’s presidency by enshrining these planks in 
the Republican Party platform. Phyllis Schlafly deftly took advantage of what she saw as a vacuum 
left by “Second Wave” feminists within their own constituency: older, middle-to-upper class women 
who were homemakers, widows, divorcees or retirees. Advocacy for abortion rights, alternative 
lifestyles and pay equity resonated primarily with young professional women. Phyllis Schlafly 
understood this about the “Second Wave” feminist ideology, and it appears that so did the E.R.A. 
author and feminist Alice Paul.  
 

“I feel very strongly that if you are going to do anything, you have to take one thing and do it…the ratification 
of the Equal Rights Amendment has been made a bit harder by these people who run around advocating, for 
instance, abortion. As far as I can see, E.R.A. has nothing whatsoever to do with abortion. 
 
It really is true, at least to my mind, that only good will come to everybody with equality. If we get to the point 
where everyone has equality of opportunity—and I don’t expect to see it, we have such a long, long way ahead 
of us—then it seems to me it is not our problem how women use their equality or how men use their equality.” 
 

        Alice Paul, 1974 
 
With these words, spoken in 1974 in that same interview with Robert S. Gallagher and the American 
Heritage magazine, the author of the Equal Rights Amendment reveals her frustration with the 
stagnation of the ratification process and what she believes to be a complication of the issues by 
“Second Wave” feminists. With this, Alice Paul seems to almost reveal regret for not having 
advocated for the Equal Rights Amendment as the principal amendment for women’s suffrage in 
the Constitution—even ahead of the 19th Amendment—as the adoption of an Equal Rights 
Amendment would ostensibly have to grant women the right to vote, the right to privacy, and every 
other right enjoyed by men. In the middle of the ratification fight for her Equal Rights Amendment, 
Alice Paul passed away in 1977.  
 



“The Republican Party reaffirms its support for ratification of the Equal Rights Amendment. Our Party was 
the first national party to endorse the E.R.A. in 1940. We continue to believe its ratification is essential to 
ensure equal rights for all Americans.” 
 

        Republican Party Platform, 1976 
 
“We acknowledge the legitimate efforts of those who support or oppose ratification of the Equal Rights 
Amendment. We support equal rights and equal opportunities for women, without taking away traditional 
rights of women such as exemption from the military draft. We support the enforcement of all equal 
opportunity laws and urge the elimination of discrimination against women. We oppose any move which would 
give the federal government more power over families. Ratification of the Equal Rights Amendment is now in 
the hands of the state legislatures [and they] have a constitutional right to accept or reject a constitutional 
amendment without federal interference or pressure.” 
 

        Republican Party Platform, 1980 
 
As witnessed earlier in this essay, from 1940 to 1976 the rhetoric of the Republican Party Platform 
carried a feminist ideology shared by Alice Paul, Gloria Steinem, Shirley Chisholm and every woman 
who advocated for the ratification and adoption of the Equal Rights Amendment. That all changed 
in 1980. In the wake of the Roe v. Wade Supreme Court decision in 1974 placing abortion within the 
rights of privacy protected under the Due Process Clause of the 14th Amendment, our withdrawal 
from Vietnam in 1975, and the economic hardship and international turmoil of the Carter 
Administration—the Republican Party made the choice to appease their new constituency of 
conservative evangelical voters by instituting a near-total change of ideology, in direct conflict with 
the E.R.A. and its advocates. From advocating explicitly for E.R.A. adoption in 1976, the 1980 party 
platform removes this advocacy and replaces it with the language of societal observation and 
constitutional law, effectively stating that the E.R.A. is now a states’ rights issue and not for their 
comment. The language, “We oppose any move which would give the federal government more 
power over families.” all but explicitly states the party’s newly realized anti-feminist opposition to 
the Equal Rights Amendment.   
 
In 1972, the original deadline for 38 state ratification was set for 1979. In 1978, through the 
successful advocacy of the League of Women Voters and the National Organization of Women 
(NOW), Congress extended the E.R.A.’s ratification deadline to 1982. No other states beyond the 
original 35 would ratify the amendment. Five states rescinded their ratification by the time the 
deadline came—the legality of which is still in contention. The E.R.A. was defeated. 
 
In these modern, progressive times—when transgender troops can serve openly in the military and a 
debate is taking place whether women should be forced to register with the Selective Service Agency 
as soon as 2017, where homosexuals can be married in every state, where a woman can serve in any 
combat role, and where the first ever woman will soon be the Democratic nominee for President of 
the United States—it is difficult to understand how something like the Equal Rights Amendment 
could possibly have failed. In 1972, when the proposed amendment passed the Congress, the 
country was a very different place. As evidenced by the rhetoric examined here, pushback against the 



counter culture—a clash of Judeo-Christian religion with the “Second Wave” of feminism and the 
sexual revolution—along with fatigue and frustration surrounding the Vietnam War, collided 
together to bring down the Amendment. The slightest disagreements between the ideologies of 
“First Wave” and “Second Wave” Feminists were enough for an organized conservative Anti-
Feminist ideology to exploit in order to instill fear within the broader public.  
 
Every year since the ratification deadline in 1982, the Equal Rights Amendment has been 
reintroduced as a proposed joint resolution and denied a floor vote out of the Judiciary Committee. 
In a contemporary age of vigorous direct action by “Black Lives Matter”, expanding legal 
protections for Gay/Lesbian/Bi-Sexual/Transgender/Queer (LGBTQ) Americans, and a relatively 
new debate about gender fluidity and non-binary self-identification—the story of the E.R.A.—of its 
rhetoric and principals; of its rise and fall—is of vital importance. The oppressed must concentrate 
opposition on the oppressor; not on one another. 
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