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EQUAL RIGHTS AMENDMENT CONTROVERSY:
TWO WORLDS IN CONFLICT

Sonja K. Foss

WENTY-FOUR words have trig-
Tgered a debate in the United
States between those who would per-
suade citizens to accept equality for
women and those who desire to save
traditional womanhood. The issue at
stake 1is the proposed Equal Rights
Amendment (ERA) to the Constitution,
which was passed by Congress and is
currently before the states for ratifica-
tion. Three more states must approve
the amendment by June 1982 if it is to
become law. The refusal of many or-
ganizations to hold conventions in states
that have not ratified the amendment
and suits by Nevada and Missouri to
end the convention boycotts illustrate
the volatile nature of the issue and its

impact on various segments of society.

METHOD OF ANALYSIS

Many rhetorical critics have attempted
o understand the progress of the debate
on the ERA through an argumentative
perspective in which the various issues
discussed in the controversy are ex-
amined—issues such as whether women
will be drafted under the ERA, whether
women actually face discrimination, and
whether the ERA will nullify protective
labor laws for women. But this argu-
mentative approach does not explain the
vehemence with which the debate is con-
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ducted and the emotional response
elicited by the amendment, and it ap-
pears to ignore some rhetorical factors
that affect the controversy and that per-
haps are more significant than the argu-
ments themselves. Blahna, who uses an
argumentative analysis to examine the
ERA, recognizes at the end of her study
that nonargumentative factors do affect
the debate and therefore need to be
studied: ‘“This history of the amend-
ment’s travel through Congress indicates
that many factors other than the argu-
ments played an important role in the
amendment’s progress. Except for a few
years after the birth of the equal rights
controversy these other factors out-
weighed the arguments in determining
the fate of the amendment.”?

One means of discovering and study-
ing “these other factors” is through the
perspective that the ERA involves a
conflict between two world views that
are created by the rhetoric generated by
each side. That is, the discourse form-
ulated and presented by proponents and
opponents of the ERA may create per-
ceptions that—whether they correspond
to reality or not—are more influential
than the arguments presented to the
public. But the rationale for such a
perspective lies not only in its focus on
rhetorical elements beyond arguments.
It also represents a rhetorical approach
to the study of movements that has been

1Loretta J. Blahna, “The Rhetoric of the
Equal Rights Amendment,” Diss. Kansas 1973,
p- 135.
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called
critics.?

for by numerous rhetorical

A methodological approach for study-
ing how rhetoric creates particular
realities was suggested by Bormann3 and
is based on the process of fantasizing that
occurs in small groups.* The concept of
fantasy central to this approach is de-
fined as the dramatization of a hypothet-
ical or actual situation in the rhetoric
generated by the group’s participants. A
fantasy chain in a group is established
when a participant communicates sym-
bols that relate either to the group’s
here-and-now problems or to the in-
dividual psychodynamics of the par-
ticipants. Such communications—that
cause the members of a group to em-
pathize, to improvise on the same theme,
or to respond emotionally—form fan-
tasies that tend to be played out in a
more and more complete way until they
reflect the members’ common preoccupa-
tions and serve to make those com-
monalities public.

The concept of rhetorical vision, in-
troduced by Bormann, extends the
fantasy chain to the level of social move-
ments. Rhetorical vision refers to the

composite dramas which catch up large
groups of people in a symbolic reality.
Just as fantasy chains create a unique
culture within a small group, so the
fantasy themes of campaigns and move-
ments chain out in public audiences to
form rhetorical visions. When group

2 See, for example, Robert S. Cathcart, “New
Approaches to the Study of Movements: De-
fining Movements Rhetorically,” Western Speech,
36 (1972), 83; and Karlyn Kohrs Campbell,
“The Rhetoric of Women’s Liberation: An
Oxymoron,” Quarterly Journal of Speech, 59
(1973), 74.

3 Ernest G. Bormann, “Fantasy and Rhe-
torical Vision: The Rhetorical Criticism of
Social Reality,” Quarterly Journal of Speech,
58 (1972), 396-407.

4 Robert Freed Bales, Personality and Inter-
personal Behavior (New York: Holt, Rinehart
and Winston, 1970), pp. 136-55.
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members wish to convert others to their
position, they will begin to create mes-
sages for public speeches, the media, and
literature, shaping the fantasy themes
that excited them in their original dis-
cussions into suitable form for various
public audiences. The dramas of this
public rhetoric draw in members of the
audience, transporting them to the
symbolic reality held by the smaller
group. The audience members then take
up the dramas in small groups of their
acquaintances, and some of these dramas
chain out as fantasy themes in the new
groups. The process continues to reach
a larger public audience until a rhe-
torical movement emerges.

If the rhetorical worlds or visions of
the proponents and opponents of the
ERA are to provide a clue to the essence
or motivation inherent in the debate,
the rhetoric produced by the two sides
must be examined to determine the
nature of their rhetorical worlds or, in
Goffman’s term, their “frames” or ways
in which they organize experience. A
dramatistic approach will be used to
examine these worlds, an approach
which assumes, with Goffman, that the
means speakers employ as they talk are
intrinsically theatrical, that they under-
take not so much to provide information
to a recipient as to “present dramas to
an audience.”® Burke’s suggestion that a
rounded statement about motives con-
sists of an investigation of act, scene,
agent, agency, and purpose” confirms the
usefulness of the theatrical metaphor
here since the attempt is to determine
the nature and motivations of a rhetori-
cal world with a particular setting in

5 Erving Goffman, Frame Analysis: An Essay
on the Organization of Experience (Cambridge:
Harvard Univ. Press, 1974), pp. 10-11.

6 Ibid., p. 508.

7Kenneth Burke, 4 Grammar of Motives
(1945; rpt. Berkeley: Univ. of California Press,
1969), p. xv.
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which some action occurs, characters at-
tempt to carry out the action, and other
characters attempt to prevent its com-
pletion. This dramatistic approach is
appropriate, too, for an examination of
rhetorical worlds because both Burke
and Bormann build their systems on a
view of language and thought as pri-
marily “modes of action.”8

PROPONENTS” WORLD

Fundamental to the world that the
proponents of the ERA have created
through their rhetoric is a grassroots
scene in which the common, undistin-
guished majority is supporting the ERA.
References abound in the proponents’
rhetoric to ‘““grass roots effort,”® “‘grass
roots education campaign,”? and “grass-
roots people.”!1 The grassroots scene is
explained more fully in a publication of
the National Federation of Business and
Professional Women’s Clubs: “Because
ERA will touch everyone, it is only
natural that support for the Amendment
is wide-ranging and comes from all seg-
ments of society.””’2 This grassroots sup-
port for the ERA demands an ac-
companying tenet in the proponents’
world that demonstrates why this sup-
port is widespread: More people are
realizing that women are excluded from
full participation with men in the na-
tion’s life. That is, many people are
aware that women stand at, rather than

8 Ibid., p. xxii.

9 Karen DeCrow,
ganization for Women members,
Summer 1975, p. 2.

10 “NOW Claims Election Victories for the
Equal Rights Amendment!!!!” Do It NOW, Dec.
1974, p. 7. )

11 Margaret Ellen Traxler, “Statement 1n
Favor of Equal Rights Amendment,” Catholic
Women for the E.R.A., Cincinnati, Ohio, n.d,

.1

12 National Federation of Business and Pro-
fessional Women’s Clubs, Equal Rights Amend-
ment: Background Material, Washington, D.C,,
nd., p. 28.

Letter to National Or-
Chicago,
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within, the gates of the democracy.
Senator George McGovern sets such a
scene: “The barrier that restricts a
woman’s life is invisible, based on un-
spoken assumptions. It is like a glass
wall.”13 The analogy of the closed door
1s prevalent in the proponents’ rhetoric,
furthering this image: “An open society
cannot close the doors of opportunity to
half its citizens.”14

If proponents view women as standing
at the gates of democracy, they also hold
a view of the nature of the world from
which women are excluded. For the pro-
ponents, this world is the wide world of
abundant opportunities outside of the
home. Possibilities for women are limit-
less in this expanded sphere of experi-
ence. Gladys O'Donnell, president of the
National Federation of Republican
Women, explains: “We have expanded
beyond the four walls and roof that once
defined our province.”*® To support
their view that woman’s place is in the
outside world, proponents cite statistics
about how much time women now spend
outside of the home: ‘“Today more than
half of all women between 18 and 64
years of age are in the labor force,
where they are making a substantial con-
tribution to the Nation’s economy.
Studies show that 9 out of 10 girls will
work outside the home at some time in
their lives.”’16

For the proponents, then, widespread
support for the ERA results as more
people come to believe that women are
denied entrance to a limitless world that
extends far beyond the confines of the

13 U.S., Congress, Senate, 92nd Cong., Ist sess.,
Congressional Record, 117 (15 July 1971), 25349.

14 Edmund S. Muskie, Muskie News, Wash-
ington, D.C., 26 Aug. 1971, p. 2.

15 U.S., Congress, Senate, 91st Cong., 2nd sess.,
Congressional Record, 116 (22 June 1970), 20728.

16 U.S. Dept. of Labor, Employment Standards
Administration, Women’s Bureau, The Myth
and the Reality (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Govt.
Printing Office, 1974), p. 1.
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home. The formulation of these scenes
by the proponents enables them to estab-
lish sacred and profane spaces in their
world. The sacred ground is the new,
ready-to-be-explored world, a world
which gives rise to the opening of gates
to women and to grassroots support for
participation in this world. The profane
ground, of course, is the home, symbolic
of entrapment and imprisonment. When
reality for the proponents is created ac-
cording to this system, the arguments
employed by the proponents fall into
place. Their arguments that women
want to and should engage in all
activities of the world, including
military service for example, are con-
sistent with the sacred setting of the
world rather than the home.

Because they see women as excluded
from a desirable world, the proponents
build into their reality the notion that
women are taking specific steps to gain
entrance into this world. The pro-
ponents’ rhetoric shows women strug-
gling for their rights against discrimina-
tion, exemplified in a statement by
Mary Jean Tully of the Legal Defense
and Education Fund of the National
Organization for Women: “But this is
only one skirmish in a long war. The
hard-fought gains which women have
won for the right to control their own
lives and for the chance to participate
equally in American society are under
attack from many directions. We must
have the tools for this fight! ERA is one
of them.”*7 According to this view, how-
ever, women are not content simply to
struggle against injustice. They also are
participating as much as possible in the
world, often breaking sex-role stereo-
types in the process by engaging in a
wide variety of activities: “There has

17 Mary Jean Tully, Letter to National Or-
ganization for Women members, New York, New
York, Nov. 1976, p. 2.
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been a marked increase in the number
of women seeking and getting creden-
tials in previously all-male fields.
Women . have departed from the
traditional sex-related academic choices.
A study of women political scientists in
one region showed the younger women
moving into more fields in the discipline
and pursuing their careers ambitious-
ly.”18

The actions that the proponents see
occurring in their world function to
magnify the importance of the ERA con-
troversy for the participants. The notion
that women are struggling against dis-
crimination enlarges the battle into a
struggle of justice and equality against
tyranny and oppression. When the pro-
ponents’ cause thus is aligned with
notions of justice and equality—demo-
cratic ideals—the participants can view
themselves as sacrificing and working for
a vital cause of freedom and liberty.

Characterizations of the types of
people involved in the ERA battle—
both the proponents and their op-
ponents—are included in the world con-
structed by the proponents’ rhetoric.
The opponents are villains with a variety
of negative traits. Primarily, they are
persons or businesses in opposition to
the ERA because its passage would harm
their profits or influence. Proponents,
for example, accuse Phyllis Schlafly,
leader of the opposition, of receiving
money from organizations such as the
Roman Catholic Church and the Ku
Klux Klan.'® They also charge that the
insurance industry is a key funding
source for the ERA opposition, since the
ERA would prohibit insurance practices
that discriminate against women and de-

18 “Higher Education and the Equal Rights
Amendment,” Equal Rights Monitor, March/
April 1977, p. 10.

19 Dale Wittner, “All Women’s Liberationists
Hate Men and Children,” Chicago Tribune, 20
May 1973, sec. 9, p. 12.
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crease Insurance companies’ profits.2
Schlafly often is accused of using the
ERA simply to promote her own in-
terests: “What is important to Phyllis
Schlafly is the ERA, because she needs
it for the national exposure she craves.
Ever since she wrote her first book, she
has needed national attention to feed her
ego and ambition. For ten vyears she
tried anti-communism and other ultra-
conservative issues without much suc-
cess.’”’21

In addition to viewing their enemies
as parties of self-motivated interests,
proponents see them as right-wing
radicals who are using the ERA as an
organizing tool. Irwin Suall of B'mai
Brith explains this theme: “The right is
always looking for issues of this kind
that have some popular appeal and that
will bring them into contact with seg-
ments of opinion in the mainstream.
Then, within that broad context, they
try to press their own personal point of
view on other issues. There is no doubt
that the John Birch Society latched onto
ERA because they sensed an issue they
could exploit. . . . They saw it as an

avenue to expand their influence.”22

Those who oppose the ERA out of
selfish interests are seen as oppressors. In
this view, applied most often to male
opponents, members of the opposition
are tyrannical monsters who consciously
and deliberately turn their backs on
women and their rights. A statement by
Florida state senator Lori Wilson ex-
emplifies this characterization:

20 Ann K. Justice, ed., The Insurance Con-
nection with Stop ERA Forces, National Or-
ganization for Women, Lincoln, Nebraska, 1974.

21 Doug Thompson, “Phyllis Schlafly,” New
Orleans ERA Coalition Newsletter, New Orleans,
n.d., National Organization for Women Legisla-
tive Office, Washington, D.C., p. L.

22 Lisa Cronin Wohl, “Phyllis Schlafly: “The
Sweetheart of the Silent Majority,”” Ms.,, Mar.
1974, p. 86.
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. . the Good Ole Boys in the Southern legisla-
tures traditionally do not consider people issues,
like ERA, on their merit.

They consider only what it might do to their
own manpower—their manliness, or their money-
ness.

The Good Ole Boys in Southern politics re-
fused to give up their slaves . . . until the rest
of the nation whipped them on the battlefields.

The Good Ole Boys refused to approve the
19th amendment, granting women the right to
vote . . . until the rest of this nation whipped
them in the courtrooms, and on the streets, and
at the polls . . .

And now, on the last remaining issue of hu-
man rights, civil rights, people rights and equal
rights, the Good Ole Boys are summoning all
their remaining, but weakening power, for one
last hurrah.

The Good Ole Boys are trying desperately to
hold on to the power they have given each
other, or taken from each other.23

Proponents often explain men’s op-
position to the ERA as the result of
socialization processes. They believe that
these men generally are not motivated
by desires to be deliberately unjust or
discriminatory. Rather, they always have
enjoyed and have become accustomed
to holding superior positions. Should
women assume positions of equality,
these men would feel threatened. News-
paper columnist Joan Beck presents such
a picture of these male opponents: “Men
who oppose E.R.A. aren’t concerned
about keeping women on pedestals—but
in having women around to dust the
pedestals they build for themselves. They
want women in relationships dedicated
to making them look good (cheerleader-
football player, secretary-boss, home-
maker wife-dominant husband, patient
mistress-potent lover). The doll’s house
women who oppose E.R.A.—women who
have yielded to the cultural brain-wash-
ing to be compliant and ego-massaging

23 Lori Wilson, “Florida State Senator Lori
Wilson: ‘Y’all Took the Wrong Turn Again,”
Equal Rights Monitor, May/June 1977, p. 12.
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in every male-female relationship from
bedroom to board room—provide just
the excuse a male legislator needs to
vote no.”’2

Intertwined with the theme that male
opponents are insecure men who feel
threatened by women is the more com-
plimentary view that they are simply
uninformed. Although these men pre-
sently oppose the ERA, they do so, this
view suggests, because they are novices
who are just starting down the road to
an awareness of the rights that women
deserve. This notion is exemplified in
the rhetoric of Virginia V. Chanda of the
National Organization for Women: “We
believe that, while most of the op-
ponents of ERA are sincere, they are
sadly, even dangerously, misinformed.”25
Jacqueline Gutwillig of the Citizen’s
Advisory Council on the Status of
Women agrees: “Men generally are not
antiwomen—I say this hopefully— and
may not consciously discriminate, but
also may not be mindful of the effects
on women of outmoded attitudes and
pressures. The biggest obstacle to im-
provement in the status of women is lack
of knowledge. 26

Although proponents can excuse op-
ponents for their lack of knowledge, they
are less able to understand what they
view as the opponents’ dirty and unfair
campaign tactics. Columnist Ellen Good-
man explains: ‘“While the pro-ERA
forces have been playing chess, their op-
posite numbers have been playing rug-
by.”?” In this characterization of the

24 Joan Beck, “E.R.A. Scores Illinois Gain, but
Lags in U.S.,” Chicago Tribune, 2 May 1975, sec.
2, p. 2

23 Virginia V. Chanda, Letter to church
leaders, National Organization for Women,
Springfield, Illinois, n.d., p. 1.

26 Catharine Stimpson, ed., Women and the
“Equal Rights” Amendment: Senate Sub-
committee Hearings on the Constitutional
Amendment, 91st Congress (New York: R. R.
Bowker, 1972), p. 121.

27 Ellen Goodman, ‘“The Name of the (ERA)
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opponents, the proponents return once
more to their view of the opponents as
villains with no understandable motive
for opposing the amendment. They point
to the opponents’ attempts to link the
ERA with abortion as one example of
this type of campaign tactic. They accuse
the opponents of distorting facts, of ac-
cepting pro-ERA contributions with no
intention of supporting the ERA, and
of resorting to ‘“‘shabby legislative ma-
neuvers to keep the issue of equal rights
for women from full legislative con-
sideration.”’28

Although opposition to the ERA
among women themselves often has been
a source of surprise for many ERA
proponents, they do include in their
rhetoric the notion that the women who
oppose the amendment are a middle-
class, white minority. This characteriza-
tion is negative not only because it ex-
cludes large populations of women, but
also because of unfavorable characteris-
tics associated with these types of
women. They are totally dependent on
their husbands for support and the ful-
fillment of their needs and thus have no
idea of the nature of life for a woman
who must work to survive. They are not
representative of the majority of wom-
en: “Phyllis Schlafly is a most eloquent
spokesperson for the middle-class, in-
fantile, white woman. The many pre-
rogatives that she lists as the right of the
American woman when she marries are
unknown to the poor, the black, and the
chicano—many of whom expect to work
after marriage and do not, realistically,
expect such an uxorious husband.”?? In
an attempt to understand and explain
opposition to the ERA among women,

Game Is Politics,” The Washington Post, 31 Jan.
1978, sec. A, p. 19.

28 League of Women Voters, ERA YES!,
Washington, D.C., Aug. 1974, p. 1.

29 Fay Ruth, “Letters: Schlafly Pro and Con,”
Chicago Tribune, 24 June 1973, sec. 9, p. 7.
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label them an unaware

proponents
minority.
‘The proponents’ views of themselves
differ drastically from their views of the
opponents. The qualities they ascribe to
themselves are positive; thus, they be-
come the heroes of their world. Pri-
marily, they see women who support the
ERA as capable contributors—talented
and willing to participate in the for-
mulation of solutions to the nation’s
problems: “Half of the brightest people
in our country—half of the most talented
people with the potential for the highest
intellectual endeavor are women.”’30

ERA supporters are viewed as rep-
resenting all women, a label sum-
marized in a statement by Ms. magazine
editor Gloria Steinem: “I hope this com-
mittee [Senate Subcommittee hearings
on the ERA] will hear the personal,
daily injustices suffered by many women
—professionals and day laborers, women
housebound by welfare as well as by
suburbia. . . . We may appear before
you as white radicals or the middleaged
middleclass or black soul sisters, but we
are all sisters in fighting against . . . out-
dated myths.”3! In their unity, the pro-
ponents become the majority. A pam-
phlet published by the U. S. Commission
on Civil Rights, for example, focuses on
the margin by which the ERA passed
Congress as evidence of this majority
support: “The Equal Rights Amend-
ment passed the 92nd Congress by an
overwhelming margin.”32 ERAmerica
spokespersons assert that this majority is
evident not only in Congress, but also
among the people: “The Harris poll
shows that 659, of the American people
want the Amendment ratified. Only 279,

30 Stimpson, p. 125.

31 Ibid., p. 103.

32 U. S. Commission on Civil Rights, State-
ment of U. S. Commission on Civil Rights on the
Equal Rights Amendment, Washington, D.C.,
July 1973, p. 1.
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actually oppose it.”33 Along with a por-
trayal of the opponents as actively seek-
ing to prevent women from attaining
their rights, then, the proponents de-
velop images that portray themselves as
worthy of such rights and as a united
majority working toward their attain-
ment.

Consistency in their characterizations
is a problem for the proponents. They
are unable to develop a cohesive view of
their opponents because of their diverse
statures and sexes. Because the op-
ponents include Congressional senators
and representatives as well as house-
wives, and men as well as women, the
proponents cannot characterize the op-
ponents with one label. As a result, a
focus on character does little to unify the
proponents’ own forces or to damage
the public’s view of the opposition.
Thus, when ERA supporters suggest
that their opponents are middle-class
white women, the theme cannot unify
supporters who are aware of opposition
to the ERA by men in status positions.
Similarly, if proponents characterize op-
ponents as males who feel threatened or
who deliberately are oppressing women,
the theme cannot be applied to female
opponents who are housewives.

Two major dramas operate in the
world of the proponents as a result of
their rhetoric. In one drama, women
stand at the gates of democracy and
struggle against oppression to win the
equal rights of the world to which they
are denied access. In this scenario, the
act is the struggle against oppression, the
scene is the total physical and psycho-
logical environment of exclusion from
democratic practices and equal treat-
ment, and the characters include all
women regardless of class. In this

33 ERAmerica, 200 Years is Long Enough . . .
For Your Rights to be Denied, Washington,
D.C, nd., p. 4.
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drama, the scene—an oppressive, limit-
ing, unequal state—determines and in
fact almost creates the other elements of
the world. The scene is fertile ground
from which a struggle against oppression
might arise and demands characters who
will struggle for full equality.

In the second major drama developed
in the world of the proponents, women
are seen as capable contributors fully
participating in the world to achieve
self-fulfillment. In this drama, the act is
full participation in activities and tasks,
the scene is the world with its limitless
opportunities, and the characters are
capable contributors. Once again, the
focus is on scene. The fact that the scene
represents limitless and abundant activi-
ties as well as justice and knowledge
requires that the characters live up to
the fullness of the world and take ad-
vantage of its opportunities. A wide
world in which to participate auto-
matically allows for a wider degree of
participation in that world. At the same
time, the scene generates a particular
type of character. Because the environ-
ment is viewed as the wide world, the
personae must be capable of handling
its possibilities and be able to contribute
to that world in a meaningful way. This
scene, then, demands competence from
its participants.

OPPONENTS’ WORLD

The world created by the rhetoric of
the opponents of the ERA centers
around the home and contrasts with the

notion in the proponents’ world that the
domain of the ERA is not the home, but
rather the world outside of it. Thomas
G. Abernethy, Representative from
Mississippi, provides an example of this
scene in his statement that his wife in-
structed him to vote against the ERA
“because she doesn’t want to lose her
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home.”3¢ Schlafly also contributes to the
development of the home as a scene en-
visioned by the opponents: “The world
has not devised . . . a better place to
bring up children than the home. No
more radical piece of legislation [than
the ERA] could have been devised to
force women outside of the home.”35

Women who remain in their proper
sphere of the home and perform their
wifely duties well are glorified by the
opponents and are placed on pedestals.
Statements that establish the pedestal as
a scene in the world of the opponents
include “I'll be darned if 1 appreciate
a bunch of . . . malcontents badgering
legislators into trading the lofty pedestal
on which men have held me, and which
I try to deserve, for mere equality!”3¢

From the home and the pedestal
settings, the opponents digress to predict
a future world filled with horrors if the
ERA is adopted. “Horrible places” en-
compasses this setting; in contrast to the
seclusion and safety of the home and
pedestal, it deals with the hardships and
dangers to which women will be sub-
jected under the ERA. The most com-
mon horrible place cited is the battle-
field: There is the possibility that wom-
en could be drafted into military service
under the ERA. Senator Sam J. Ervin,
Jr., of North Carolina, provides an ex-
ample of this scene. In Senate debate, he
described a world in which women “‘will
be slaughtered or maimed by the
bayonets, the bombs, the bullets, the
grenades, the mines, the napalm, the
poison gas, or the shells of the enemy.”s7

34 Eileen Shanahan, “Equal Rights Amend-
ment Passed by House, 354-23,” New York
Times, 13 Oct. 1971, p. 20.

35 Thompson, p. 1.

36 Betty ‘Laine Larsen, “Voice of the People:
She Prefers a Pedestal,” Chicago Tribune, 19
Mar. 1975, sec. 2, p. 2.

37U. S., Congress, Senate, 92nd Cong., 2d
sess., Congressional Record, 118 (21 Mar. 1972),
9333.
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In another version of this horrible
places theme, women are shown in
sweatshops and factories, driven to
perilous labors on unending assembly
lines and deprived of all protections.
This scene develops in argumentation
about the effect of the ERA on protec-
tive labor laws for women. Senator John
C. Stennis, of Mississippi, for example,
sets such a scene: “I have visited in
countries where I saw gangs of women
laborers out there in the street with pick
and shovel, repairing the streets, with
blacktop, hot, boiling, creosote material,
laboring hour upon hour.”38

Finally, opponents envision women in
the desegregated public restroom as a
result of the ERA. Bette Jean Jarboe,
founder of the International Anti-
Women’s Liberation League, focuses on
this scene: “Do you know what kind of
horrible things the loose wording of that
amendment could produce? It could lead
to such things as communal bath-
rooms.”’39

For the opponents, then, the sacred
ground in their world is the home. As a
result of the performance of women in
the homemaker role, they are placed on
pedestals and do not have to endure the
horrors of the world as do men. Profane
ground for the opponents, of course, 1s
the man’s world outside of the home,
including the battlefield and factories in
which women work as hard and as long
as men. The opponents’ reality depends
on the home; thus, they employ tactics
to oppose the ERA that can be engaged
in while remaining in the home, includ-
ing writing letters and baking pies to
serve as symbols for their campaign.

The home and the pedestal are
traditional settings for women; similarly,

38 Ibid., p. 9318.

39 Rick Soll, “New Gals Group Sees Lib as
One Big Mistake,” Chicago Tribune, 3 Aug.
1972, sec. N4A, p. 3.
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the opponents’ rhetoric creates a world
in which actions are taken to preserve
tradition. Opponents see themselves as
attempting to maintain established and

traditional social customs and institu-
tions against the onslaught of re-
form. Newspaper columnist Patrick
Buchanan, for example, asserts: “Yet, if

embraced by 38 states, that innocuous-
sounding amendment would trigger a
social revolution in this country, sweep-
ing away like so much debris state laws,
local traditions, and national customs.”’40
ERA opponents specifically detail cus-
toms and institutions they are fighting
to maintain: the family, marriage,
financial support of women by men,
chivalry, and religious practices that de-
signate certain restricted roles for
women.

Because the opponents assume that
the old is better than the new and that
tradition is a greater good than change,
they include in their world the idea that
the ERA is being passed hastily without
sufficient consideration. Legislation such
as the ERA, that would cause changes in
the status quo, requires much more de-
bate than the ERA is receiving, accord-
ing to the opponents. This notion fre-
quently appeared in the rhetoric of the
opposition during congressional debate,
as exemplified in the statement of
William M. McCulloch, member of the
House of Representatives from Ohio:
“To adopt this constitutional amend-
ment without adequate hearings and de-
bate would raise more questions than it
would answer, and would be a most
irresponsible act by this great legislative
body.”41

When the ERA had passed in both
houses of Congress, the idea of hasty

40 Patrick Buchanan, “ERA Could Force
Social Revolution,” Chicago Tribune, 6 Apr.
1975, sec. 2, p. 6.

41 U. S., Congress, House, 91st Cong., 2d sess.,
Congressional Record, 116 (10 Aug. 1970), 28006.
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passage was applied to the passage of the
ERA in individual states. Since the re-
cision of ratification votes on the ERA in
two states—Nebraska and Tennessee—
opponents have delighted in pointing to
the recisions as fulfillment of their warn-
ings about passing the amendment too
quickly. An editorial in the New
Orleans Times-Picayune commented on
Nebraska’s recision: “Symptomatic of
the faddist approach to constitutional re-
vision that many otherwise levelheaded
lawmakers have taken, Nebraska ‘rushed
the amendment through its unicameral
legislature last March,” notes The Asso-
ciated Press, ‘in hopes of becoming the
first state to approve the ERA.’ . .. This
month the Nebraska legislature repented
of that hasty action by a decisive 31-17
vote. . . . The Nebraska lesson could
prove a pivotal influence for the rest of
the states against a frivolous flip of the
lid of that Pandora’s Box.”42

As a result of the actions that they see
themselves undertaking, the opponents
are able to expand the world created by
their rhetoric. For them, the battle
against the ERA is not simply a battle
against one particular amendment to the
Constitution, but is instead a crucial
battle in the war to save a great nation
that is wavering on the verge of destruc-
tion. Both of the opponents’ action
themes contribute to this intensified view
of the controversy since they show the
opponents working to defend an old,
superior tradition and trying to prevent
the disastrous consequences that would
result should this tradition be dis-
regarded. In addition, the attempt to
prevent hasty passage of the ERA is par-
ticularly effective in terms of its capacity
for preventing the opponents from being
viewed as anti-democratic. By maintain-

42 *“Nebraska ERA Vote Salutary Lesson,”
New Orleans Times-Picayune, 30 Mar. 1973,
sec. 1, p. 10.

OCTOBER 1979

ing that the ERA is being passed with-
out sufficient consideration, opponents
can argue against the ERA without ap-
pearing to be opposed to the basic ideas
of equality and justice.

The characters who act in the world
created by the opposition are consistent
with the opponents’ view of the tradi-
tional as good and the new or different
as potentially evil. Opponents see sup-
porters of the ERA, who deviate from
the traditional woman’s role, as “‘libbers”
who support the feminist movement.
They often suggest that anyone who
supports the ERA is a libber, as Schlafly
does when she urges, “Don’t you boys
give in to those libbers.”’43

Opponents ascribe a variety of nega-
tive characteristics to libbers. Pro-
ponents are portrayed as ‘‘straggly-
haired”4* people engaged in “bra-burn-
ing and other freak antics,”#5 “scolding,
marching.”’46 Some opponents accuse ad-
vocates of being masculine and homo-
sexual. Others believe that they have
personal problems that cause them to
agitate for the ERA, although few of the
opponents agree on the exact nature of
these problems. Joyce Gage, an op-
ponent from Illinois, wonders, “Why
must nonfeminists suffer because some
loud-mouth females wish they were born
male?”’47 Other opponents, feeling that
housework must be frustrating these
“bunch of dis-

gruntled eccentrics with a phobia about

women, call them a

43 Michael Sneed, “Ms. Nemesis Hits Equal
Rights Bill,” Chicago Tribune, 19 Aug. 1974,
sec. 1, p. 5.

4¢ Phyllis Schlafly, “What’'s Wrong With
‘Equal Rights’ for Women?” The Phyllis
Schlafly Report, Alton, Illinois, Feb. 1972, p. 2.

45 U. S., Congress, Senate, Committee on the
Judiciary, Equal Rights 1970, 91st Cong., 2d
sess., 1970, p. 29. Testimony of Myra Wolfgang.

46 Elsieliese Thrope, “But Women Are the
Favored Sex,” Reader’s Digest, May 1972, p. 82.

47 Joyce Gage, “Voice of the People: E.R.A.
Hurts Women,” Chicago Tribune, 28 May 1975,
sec. 3, p. 2.
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dishpan hands.”#® Regardless of the na-
ture of the problem ascribed to them,
proponents are viewed by opponents as
deviates from the traditional feminine
woman.

According to the opponents, sup-
porters of the ERA are different from
the majority of women in yet another
way: They are executive and profes-
sional women insensitive to the needs of
housewives or factory workers. Emanuel
Cellar of New York developed this theme
in debate in the House of Representa-
tives: “Some feminists casually say—We
do not want protection, we want libera-
tion. Will you tell that to the female
factory worker and to the female farm-
worker and get their reply?”4?

Finally, ERA opponents portray sup-
porters as proponents of un-American
ideals. This theme generally begins with
the idea that ERA supporters are against
marriage, motherhood, and children—
elements held by opponents to be es-
sential ingredients of the American way
of life. Schlafly, for instance, asserts that
advocates are “antichildren, antimen
and antifamily.”3% She elaborates on the
connection between the ERA and un-
American ideals: “Women’s libbers are
promoting free sex instead of the ‘slavery
of marriage.” . . . They are promoting
abortions instead of families.”’31

A variation of the image of ERA ad-
vocates as un-American is the association
of the ERA with Communism. Despite
the fact that the Communist Party of
the United States opposes the ERA,
many opponents claim that the amend-

48 Thrope, p. 82.

49 U. S., Congress, House, 91st Cong., 2d sess.,
Congressional Record, 116 (10 Aug. 1970),
28001.

50 “Women’s Rights: Why the Struggle Still
Goes On,” U. S. News & World Report, 27 May
1974, p. 41.

51 Margaret 1. Miller and Helene Linker,
“State Politics and Public Interests,” Society, 11
(May/June 1974), 49.
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ment is Communist-inspired. Literature
circulated in the ERA campaign in
California contained such a reference,
stating that Communists “‘are drawing
in support from thousands of misguided
women and even men who do not know
that this is all part of the Communist
plan.”’52 Opponents believe that if the
ERA supporters advocate the adoption
of such un-American reforms as legalized
abortion, lesbianism, the drafting of
women, childless marriages, and Com-
munism, the ERA also must be un-
American.

In contrast to their views of the pro-
ponents, the opponents characterize
themselves as ‘“‘real” women—wives and
mothers, feminine women who stay at
home and love their husbands and rear
their children. Carol Joyce, an opponent
from Illinois, expresses this theme:
“What’s happened to the concept of
‘woman,” which meant strength, courage
and love? The woman was the center of
the family, the heart of the home. It
takes all the energy and creativity one
can muster to be teacher, mother, wife,
mistress, and lover. And I’ll use all the
gifts God has given me to fulfill those
roles. That’ll take a lifetime,’’33

The world of the ERA opponents in-
cludes the idea that they are dependent
and require protection. According to the
opponents, because women have been
homemakers throughout the years, they
are helpless and incapable of function-
ing outside of the home, as they claim
they would be forced to do under the
ERA. Schlafly contributes to the de-
velopment of this theme when she states
that elderly women, in particular, “made
their career a lifetime in the home. They
don’t have their education and won’t be

52 Ibid., p. 50.

53 Carol Joyce, “Voice of the People: ‘Full-
Time’ Woman,” Chicago Tribune, 20 May 1975,
sec. 2, p. 2.
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able to take care of themselves.”¢ In-
tertwined with the opponents’ view of
themselves as homemakers who have had
little experience in the outside world,
then, is the view of themselves as in-
capable of autonomy and independence
outside of the home. The possible nega-
tive effects of the incorporation of this
self-denigrating theme in the opponents’
world is mitigated by the strength of
their descriptions of the proponents as
abnormal and almost evil—feminist,
deviant, and un-American.

As wives and mothers who prefer to
remain in the home, the opponents see
themselves representing the majority of
women. Schlafly claims that opponents
represent “about 95 per cent of Illinois
voters,”? and Happiness of Woman-
hood claims to represent 97 percent of
American women—*all those not repre-
sented by Women’s Lib.”56 The op-
ponents become, as a New Orleans
Times-Picayune editorial points out, a
“Silent Majority.”57

Opponents have the advantage over
the supporters of the ERA in that all
of their character themes unite around
the common persona of the ERA sup-
porter as a deviate of some type. Pro-
ponents are radical, militant libbers
(rather than feminine women); profes-
sional and executive women (rather
than wives and mothers); masculine, ag-
gressive women with personal problems
(rather than feminine women who are
content with their roles); and represent
un-American values such as Communism

5¢ “ERA to Illinois Senate,” Compass [Ham-
mond, Indiana], 5 Feb. 1975, p. 8.

55 Carol Kleiman, “A New Savvy Fuels the
Drive for Equal Rights Passage,” Chicago Tri-
bune, 12 Feb. 1975, sec. 3, p. 6.

56 Gayle White, “Here’'s HOW,” Atlanta
Journal and Constitution Magazine, 17 Mar.
1974, p. 57.

57 “Lib Amendment—or Volstead Anew,” New
Orleans Times-Picayune, 27 Mar. 1972, sec. 1,
p- 10.

OCTOBER 1979

and a hatred of children (rather than
freedom and a love of children). Al-
though men also are ERA supporters,
opponents can dismiss their support for
the amendment by further continuing
the characterization: They, too, are de-
viates because they do mnot prefer
feminine, protected females as their
mothers, girl friends, wives, or daughters.
This singular characterization of ERA
supporters can not only unify op-
ponents, but can also effectively dis-
courage legislators and members of the
public audience from joining the sup-
porters. For when ERA proponents and
those who join them are labeled weird
or abnormal, the focus of the conflict
shifts so that the supporters must defend
themselves as legitimate persons rather
than concentrate on issues directly
relevant to the battle over the ERA.

The world of the opponents, however,
includes one major inconsistency in the
development of its characterizations.
Schlafly, the leader of the opponents, is
not herself a true representative of the
woman that ERA opponents claim wom-
en are and should be. Although she
dresses and acts like the opponents’
“lady,” 1s married, and has six children,
her activities are not limited to those of
a homemaker. She worked her way
through college as a gunner and ballis-
tics technician at an ammunition plant
and graduated from Radcliffe with a
master’s degree in political science. She
co-authored four books, ran unsuccess-
fully for Congress three times, started
her own newspaper, and founded a con-
servative women’s group called The
Eagles Are Flying. She admits the in-
consistency between her actual activities
and her image and explains: “It’s ob-
vious that I'm fully liberated. And that
irritates some people. . . . If a woman can
work and still make her husband think
he’s the greatest . . . and be able to keep
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the kids happy, then it’s OK. It’s fine.
But I believe the most fulfilling role for
a woman is that of wife and mother.”8

Although some proponents do not find
this explanation of the inconsistency
totally satisfactory, opponents can in-
corporate Schlafly’s image and activities
into their characterization of themselves
by viewing her as a martyr. She is sac-
rificing herself and the fulfillment she
could receive from the traditional female
role to fight to preserve this type of
womanhood for other women: “We are
busy with our homes and families, but
she has taken her time and efforts and
given us a voice.”’9

The opponents, like the proponents,
develop two major dramas in their rhe-
torical world, but each one is motivated
by a different element. The opponents’
major scenario is one in which individ-
uals seek to defend tradition in order to
maintain the life style they now enjoy.
The women remain in the home, de-
pendent on men for support; thus, they
deserve positions on pedestals. In this
drama, the act is the defense of tradition,
the scene is the home and the pedestal,
and the characters are dependent, real
women. The primary motivating force
in this drama appears to come from the
nature of the characters involved. The
women participating are seen as de-
pendent, helpless, weak, and centered in
the home. Thus, they must act to ensure
that they be allowed to remain in the
home, leading lives that are consistent
with the traditional feminine nature.

In their second drama, the opponents
attempt to keep the ERA from being
passed hastily in order to prevent
catastrophic consequences. In this drama,

58 Sally Quinn, “Mrs. Schlafly: View From
Pedestal,” Los Angeles Times, 10 Dec. 1974, sec.
4, p. 10.

59 Mary Hollis, “Letters: Schlafly Pro and
Con,” Chicago Tribune, 24 June 1973, sec. 9,

p-7
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the act becomes the blocking of the
hasty passage of the ERA, the scene is
the composite of horrible places in which
women could find themselves under the
ERA, and the characters are individuals
who believe in traditional womanhood.
In this drama, the focus is on the act
itself. In the very act of blocking the
passage of the ERA, the consequences of
passage must be considered. This process
leads to an envisioning of horrible scenes
in which women may be involved if the
ERA is adopted.

CONCLUSION

Different elements motivate the pro-
ponents and opponents to create their
particular worlds. For the proponents,
the scene is of primary importance as
the persons, events, and ideas that exist
in the characters’ environment combine
to create a scene of oppression. The op-
ponents, however, depend on the agent,
or a particular view of women, as their
primary motivation. From the debate on
the ERA, then, emerges a conflict in
motivation between oppressive condi-

tions and a particular view of woman-
hood.

The differences between the motives
of the two sides can be seen further in
the philosophical distinctions implied by
the two motives.® For the proponents,
with scene as a primary motivation, the
corresponding philosophic terminology
is materialism,%! in which the physical
universe or the natural order is the
context in which concepts are formed.
Proponents see the natural order as a
free state in which all people are able
to develop fully their own potentials

60 Burke, p. 128.

61 Materialism is the philosophic system that
regards all facts and reality as explainable in
terms of matter and motion or physical laws. It
is represented by philosophers such as Hobbes,
Spencer, and Marx.
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uninhibited by synthetic restraints. But
some kind of social organization is
needed to maintain harmony and pre-
vent chaos. Proponents acknowledge
this fact by willingly participating in the
social and political systems, but they
urge that these be changed to accord
with the ideal natural order.

In their emphasis upon the agent, the
opponents adhere to the framework of
idealism.62 This terminology establishes
two major demands on the opponents.
First, because the universal essence is de-
fined as personal—composed of the same
stuft as the self—opponents attribute to
the world their own particular view of
reality. Because they view the essential
role of woman as wife, mother, and
homemaker, they must extend this in-
dividual perception to the larger world
and all women, believing that this role
is the natural and proper one for them.
The concept of agent or woman thus is
universalized. As Burke explains: “We
can say that such a way of seeing is not
the property of just your understanding
or my understanding but of ‘the under-
standing’ in general.”® Second, because
the individual is viewed as a part and
not the whole of reality, opponents view
each individual as entitled to a proper
share or portion of the universe. To
dispute or complain about the portion
one has been given is to refuse to con-
form to the ways of the cosmos, which
operates for the welfare of the whole. A
particular role for women, the op-
ponents believe, best enables all individ-
uals within the society to operate in
harmony, and the limitations imposed

62Idcalism is the philosophic system that
views the mind or spirit as each person experi-
ences it as fundamentally real. The totality of
the universe is believed to be mind or spirit in
its essence. Kant, Hegel, and Berkeley are re-
garded as idealistic philosophers.

63 Burke, p. 187.
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on individuals merely maintain an order
that is consistent with reality.

Horror at an oppressive scene and a
glorification of the nature of woman
serve functions other than to motivate
each side in the controversy. These
motivating forces are used as a rationale
to keep the participants of each group
from being influenced by or being forced
to pay attention to the arguments and
themes presented by its opposition. By
focusing on the scene, the proponents
deflect attention from the criticism of
personal motives on their part. Because
they derive their acts and attitudes from
the nature of the situation rather than
from the agents, they can ignore the
criticism by the opponents that they are
unfeminine, that they do not measure
up to the criteria established by society
for acceptable behavior by women, and
that they are deviant and abnormal.
Similarly, by situating the motives for
their acts in the agent, the opponents
can deflect attention from scenic mat-
ters—{rom the conditions of unequal
treatment and oppression of women—
and can focus their attention on the
nature of womanhood alone.

The creation of two conflicting rhe-
torical worlds by the proponents and
opponents of the ERA leaves little or no
common ground on which argumenta-
tion can occur or through which an
understanding of the opposing view-
point can be reached. Each side’s rhet-
oric is not only a threat to the other’s
way of making sense of the world, but
also is a reason to defend strongly their
particular world. Once the two sides in
a controversy have developed worlds
that are in total conflict—with different
notions of the settings, characters, and
acts in these worlds—the traditional
modes of argumentation and persuasion
are not likely to be effective in dissuad-
ing participants from their worlds.
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