The 1977 National Women’s Conference Versus the Pro-Family Rally: A Debate
Between Two Arenas

Elise Wrenholt
Junior Division
Paper
2,456 words
Process Paper: 209 words

1

Process Paper
I chose to write about the impact of the National Women’s Conference and the
Pro-Family Rally on women’s rights and feminism in America after doing some research on
controversial movements or events in US history. I wanted my topic to be controversial or
disputable because I knew that if it was, there would be debates about it. I also was interested in
social movements that involved debate. The National Women’s Conference and the Pro-Family
Rally both included and created debates, some of which still exist today. I conducted most of my
research on the internet, using reputable sources to learn more about my topic, but there was also
a book I found helpful for learning background knowledge called Divided We Stand: The Battle
for Women’s Rights and Family Values That Polarized American Politics by Marjorie Spruill. I
created my paper with Google Docs. My historical argument is that the Pro-Family rally’s
organization and persuasiveness and the National Women’s Conference’s infighting and lack of
unity led to the defeat of the Equal Rights Amendment and started many debates. My topic is an
important part of US history and feminism because it brought attention to women’s rights as a
political issue and divided America when it came to sex-based equality.
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On November 19th, 1977, Phyllis Schlafly addressed a crowd of over 15,000 women (the
majority of whom were white, Christian, and strongly conservative) in order to stop the Equal
Rights Amendment (ERA) from being ratified and denounce the second-wave feminist
movement. Meanwhile, only five miles away, the National Women's Conference was taking
place, gathering ERA supporters from across the country (Klemesrud). This event was intended
to unite feminists and build support for ERA ratification, but it only divided the group. Before
November 1977, there were already debates over whether or not the ERA should become a
constitutional amendment, but the Pro-Family Rally, featuring Phyllis Schlafly, and the 1977
National Women’s Conference ultimately decided the fate of the amendment. The Pro-Family
Rally and the 1977 National Women’s Conference brought nationwide attention to the ERA
debate, created debates about the constitutional amendment ratification process, influenced
American political history, and negatively affected the fight for women’s rights in America.
The ERA was originally written in 1923 by former suffragists Alice Paul and Crystal
Eastman. They were hopeful that America would support equal rights for women since the 19th
Amendment had been ratified in 1920, due to the successful Women’s Suffrage Movement which
was the first feminist movement in America. The movement brought attention to women’s rights
as a political issue and debate. When the ERA was first introduced to Congress, it did not come
close to passing. The ERA was eventually reintroduced to Congress in 1972 while the
second-wave feminist movement was gaining momentum. However, when it reached its
ratification deadline in 1979 after the deadline had already been extended, it did not have the 38
state ratifications that were necessary to pass the amendment into law.
In the early 1960s, amid anti-war and Civil Rights protests, the second feminism
movement, later known as second-wave feminism, was beginning. During World War II, women
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went to work to support war efforts and make money to keep their families sustained
economically while their husbands were away. After the war ended, men returned to their
families as the breadwinners and women went back to being homemakers. However, many
women were unhappy with their return to standard household roles. Working women were often
discriminated against and were not paid equally compared to their male counterparts. In 1960,
women accounted for 37% of the workforce, but they were only paid 59 cents for every dollar
earned by a man (“Equal Pay Act of 1963”). Sex-based stereotypes that encouraged women to
stay at home were often enforced through books, television shows, and advertisements (see
Appendix C). This made it hard for working women to be viewed as equal to their male
coworkers because of the presence of sexism in the culture and media of that era.
Literature was a large contributor to the rise of second-wave feminism. The Second Sex
was written by Simone de Beauvoir and was an important part of feminism in literature.
Published in French in 1949 and English in 1953, this book was one of the first feminist books
and made many women question their happiness in being a homemaker. Beauvoir believed that
women were viewed as second to men, hence the title. She addressed stereotypes about women
in marriage, the workplace, and in other fields where sex-based stereotypes were present. In her
book, Beauvoir wrote, “whenever she tries to behave as a human being she is accused of trying
to emulate the male” (Freeland). “She” represents females as a whole. The Second Sex inspired
Betty Friedan to become a feminist writer and leader. In 1963, Friedan, who would eventually
become a founder of the National Organization for Women (NOW) and a prominent leader in the
Pro-ERA movement, published The Feminine Mystique, a book about “the pervasive
dissatisfaction among women in mainstream American society in the post-World War II period”
(Churchill). The Feminine Mystique sold nearly three million copies within three years of its
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publication. The book united women who wanted the same rights as men, specifically in the
workplace.
In September of 1965, the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) ruled
“that sex segregation in job advertising was permissible” (“Founding”). In late June of the
following year, the Third National Conference of Commissions on the Status of Women was held
in response to the EEOC’s decision. Friedan and Dr. Pauli Murray, the future founders of NOW,
both attended this event. Many of the delegates wanted the EEOC to reverse their decision.
However, “they were told that they had no authority, not even to pass a resolution, but they were
determined to take action” (“Founding”). Unfortunately though, no action was taken at or
because of this conference. Angered by the lack of results, Friedan organized a group of fifteen
to twenty women who shared her frustrations and they met in her hotel room. That night, they
founded the National Organization for Women “to take action to bring women into full
participation in the mainstream of American society now, assuming all the privileges and
responsibilities thereof in truly equal partnership with men” (“Founding”). This organization
inspired many women to become feminists.
Once second-wave feminism gained more attention, numerous women began joining the
cause. They sought to end to sexual bias and discrimination. Some also wanted to legalize
abortion and gain equal rights for lesbians. The feminists supported the ERA and were rooting
for its ratification. When congress passed the ERA in March of 1972, it only had seven years to
gain the required 38 state ratifications. By 1979 only 35 states had ratified it, and of those 35,
five states had voted to rescind their ratification, but their ratifications were counted anyway.
Congress extended the deadline to 1979, but no other states ratified the amendment. The events
that took place in Houston in 1977 were critical to the outcome of the ratification process.

5

According to Marjorie Spruill, who wrote a book on America’s women’s rights history,
“Up to the mid-70s, both parties believed they ought to be supporting the women’s rights
movement” (Boissoneault), that is until late 1972 when conservative Phyllis Schlafly rose up to
crush the Pro-ERA movement. She communicated with her supporters through her newspaper,
the Phyllis Schlafly Report. Schlafly argued that she was fighting for women’s “natural” rights.
She named her organization STOP ERA, (STOP stood for “Stop Taking Our Privileges.”) She
believed that if the ERA was passed, women would lose privileges that they already had, like not
having to register for the draft, being listed as dependents on their husbands’ insurance, and
gender-specific restrooms. At the Pro-Family Rally, Schlafly said, “The American people and the
American women do not want ERA, they do not want abortion, they do not want lesbian
privileges” (“Phyllis Schlafly”). Her supporters were mainly conservative, white, southern,
Christian women. Therefore, many of her arguments against the ERA were based on how
biblically correct she and her followers believed it was. Schlafly was a lawyer and a strong
debater. She united those who stood against feminism with persuasive arguments that spoke
directly to her targeted audience.
After being granted $5,000,000 by Congress, the National Women’s Conference was
organized by congresswomen Bella Abzug and Patsy Mink. This conference was meant to be a
chance for feminists to come together and persuade others to support the ERA and clearly define
what needed to be changed on sex-based issues and discrimination (Quindlen, “Women’s
Conference). Before it took place, “meetings were to be held in all states and territories to elect
delegates” (Cotrell). This gave every state a chance to have representation to voice their varying
opinions. Houston, Texas was chosen as the location and the conference took place November
18th through 21st of 1977, 20,000 women attended.
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The National Women’s Conference gathered a racially and culturally diverse group of
people, which was an important aspect of the conference (Quindlen, “Anticipating a Historic
Occasion”). This gave spectators a chance to see things through a different lens, but varying
perspectives also caused heated debates. The most heavily debated topics were abortion and
lesbian rights. These issues led to infighting and caused the feminists to become less united. The
National Women’s Conference ended up approving planks on abortion and lesbian rights which
caused division in the feminist movement (Quindlen, “Women’s Conference”). Phyllis Schlafly
preyed on the disagreement these topics caused and discussed them during her opposing rally to
further disunite the feminists.
Once the location and date of the National Women’s Conference were announced, Lottie
Beth Hobbs, the founder of the conservative group Women Who Want to Be Women (WWWW),
declared that she would be holding her own rally in support of family values, featuring Phyllis
Schlafly. Hobb’s rally was set to take place on November 19th in Houston, Texas, while the
National Women’s Conference was taking place, only five miles away. The Pro-Family Rally
gathered a crowd of an estimated 15,000 (not including overflow attendance outside the arena)
(Garcia). The Pro-Family Rally had a much greater impact due to Schlafly’s popularity and
leadership. “The rally’s success galvanized conservatives across the country and was a
monumental catalyst for the rise of the ‘New Right’ and a new female-led socially conservative
anti-feminist movement” (Garcia). The Pro-Family rally caused many Republicans to join the
anti-ERA movement. Its supporters were much more organized and united than the 1977
National Women’s Conference supporters. This caused more people to be drawn to Schlafly and
the Pro-Family movement and eventually led to the defeat of the ERA.
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Because the Pro-Family rally was held at the same time and in the same place as the
National Women’s Conference, onlookers and the media had to choose which side to watch or
which side of this debate to cover. Most people and media sources chose to watch and cover the
Pro-Family Rally because it was united and had a more vocal leader and following. Before
Schlafly’s movement, states were ratifying the Amendment at a consistent rate but after, the
ratifications slowed, then halted. The Pro-Family movement even convinced five states to
rescind their ratifications. Phyllis Schlafly's strong persuasiveness caused the Pro-Family
movement to rapidly gain followers, eventually leading to the defeat of the ERA.
In 1978, Congress voted to move the deadline for ratification from 1979 to 1982 in hopes
that the feminist movement would make a comeback and persuade the necessary three additional
states to ratify the Amendment. However, no states changed their decisions regarding the ERA
after 1979. Their opinions were solidified by the 1977 rallies. Approaching the final deadline, the
feminists held more rallies trying to persuade people, but the extra years came and went without
any more states ratifying the amendment. Schlafly “was able to single-handedly organize the
Stop ERA movement” (Kennedy). The deadline passed, but this was not the end of the
amendment’s impact.
Besides starting a public debate about women’s rights, the ERA ratification process also
led to serious debate over the constitutional amendment process which is still being discussed
today. Can states rescind ratification of an amendment, and are deadlines for amendments
constitutional? In 2017, Nevada became the first state to ratify the ERA after the deadline. In
2018, Illinois ratified it, and eventually, Virginia provided the required 38th ratification on
January 27th, 2020. In November of 2019, Virginia voters voted “a record number of women
into the House of Delegates” (Chappell) intending to approve the ERA. After Virginia ratified
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the ERA, many debates over it were revived and new debates were also born. Some of these new
debates were questions like: Is the ERA still relevant even though it expired? Now that America
has become more progressive, will it finally be passed? Will Americans support the ERA, or will
they continue to stand with Phyllis Schlafly despite how long ago her rise to power took place?
Is the ERA necessary, since we have already ruled in some cases that discrimination based on
sex is impermissible? The answer to these questions is still uncertain but on February 13th, 2020
the House of Representatives voted to remove the deadline for ratification from the ERA.
Before Schlafly tore down the second-wave feminist movement, Democrats and
Republicans alike supported women’s rights and the ERA. Schlafly was an especially persuasive
debater and knew her targeted audience well. She was able to persuade most conservatives and
virtually all Right-Wing Christians to join her cause by turning the debate away from women’s
rights and instead focusing on abortion and lesbian rights. Because of her influence, Republicans
have maintained their stance on women’s rights and the ERA over the years. Every state that has
not ratified the ERA, or rescinded its ratification, voted for the Republican nominee in the 2020
presidential election, except for Arizona and Georgia (these states flipped in 2020 to Democrat)
(see Appendices A and B).
Phyllis Schlafly additionally influenced two presidential elections by telling her
supporters who to vote for and why. Schlafly helped secure Reagan’s presidential nomination in
hopes that she would be given the Secretary of Defense position (Blake). Her final
accomplishment came after her death but was just as significant. Schlafly was an important part
of Donald Trump’s win in the presidential election of 2016. The day after her death, her last book
was published on September 6th, 2016. Her book was titled The Conservative’s Case for Trump.
Before her book was published, many Christian Republicans did not support Trump because of
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his “two divorces and bragging about his sex life in the past,” but Schlafly said that he had
reformed since and is “an old-fashioned man grounded in his two great priorities – hard work
and family – and a man who in other respects has led a remarkably clean life” (Scott). By
endorsing Trump in her book, Schlafly was able to sway some Christian Republican groups to
publicly support Trump, leading more of the Christian Right to support him when it was time to
vote.
The unison and strategic planning of the Pro-Family Rally and the disagreement and
controversy of the National Women’s Conference were what caused the failure of the ERA, but
there is still hope. Because Virginia ratified the ERA on January 27th, 2020, the amendment
should have gone into effect on January 27th, 2022. However, there is controversy over whether
the amendment applies due to the overdue deadline. President Biden has called on Congress to
“act immediately to pass a resolution recognizing ratification of the ERA” (“Statement from
President Biden”). The debates on the ERA continue, but feminists are hopeful that this will be
the year that it will go into effect. With Joe Biden in office and feminists fighting harder than
ever to defeat Texas’ controversial abortion law and get the ERA into the Constitution, this may
be the year that it is finally ratified. The 1977 National Women’s Conference and the Pro-Family
Rally led to and included many debates, and were some of the most significant events in
American history as well as the ongoing journey to equal rights based on sex in America.
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Appendix A

Hall, Madison, and Shayanne Gal. “How the 2020 Election Results Compare to 2016, in 9 Maps
and Charts.” Business Insider, Business Insider, 18 Nov. 2020,
https://www.businessinsider.com/2016-2020-electoral-maps-exit-polls-compared-2020-1
1.
This image shows 2016 versus 2020 election results by state. When compared to the map
below of states for and against the ERA, it is clear that there is a correlation between
states opposed to the ERA and Republican states. This shows that the tie Schafly created
linking anti-ERA beliefs and republicanism remains.
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Appendix B

Ward, Marguerite. “Here's a Map of All the States for (and against) the Constitutional
Amendment That Would Outlaw Sex Discrimination.” Business Insider, Business Insider,
18 Jan. 2020,
https://www.businessinsider.com/map-of-states-for-and-against-the-equal-rights-amendm
ent.
This Business Insider map depicts the states that have and have not ratified the ERA, as
well as the states that attempted to rescind their ratifications. Most Southern states do not
support the ERA and voted Republican in the 2020 election, as shown in Appendix A,
and this is mostly because Schafly’s movement targeted southern, conservative Christian
women.
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Appendix C

Jacobs, Harrison, and Jim Edwards. “26 Sexist Ads of the 'Mad Men' Era That Companies Wish
We'd Forget.” Business Insider, Business Insider, 8 May 2014,
https://www.businessinsider.com/26-sexist-ads-of-the-mad-men-era-2014-5#1961-thatswhat-wives-are-for-10.
This is an example of a sexist advertisement that enforces gender roles. This ad for a
Kenwood Chef mixer, originally published in 1961, shows that it was a common belief at
the time that women belong at home, as cooks, and housewives, not breadwinners.
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