1. Equality of rights under the law shall not be denied or abridged by the United States or by any State on      account of sex.

2. The Congress shall have the power to enforce, by appropriate legislation, the provisions of this   article.

3. This amendment shall take effect two years after the date of ratification.

"This at last is bone of my bones

   and flesh of my flesh

this one shall be called Woman

   for out of Man this one was taken"

The Constitution of the United States mandates a distinct separation between the government and organized religion: the hallowed line between ‘church’ and ‘state.’  This line, while preventing the nation from sanctioning a state religion and acting on behalf of religious organizations (George W. Bush’s faith-based initiative notwithstanding), does nothing to keep religious beliefs out of public discourse or prevent them from influencing actions of the government.  One particularly glaring example of this (no, not the abortion debate) is the attempted addition of an Equal Rights Amendment (ERA) to the Constitution during the 1970s and early 1980s.  The potential passage of a bill that would equalize the sexes in the eyes of the law galvanized Christian fundamentalist women, whose views were powerful enough to prevent the ERA from being ratified and becoming a part of the Constitution.

Arriving on the heels of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the fairly progressive programs of Lyndon Baines Johnson’s ‘Great Society,’ the Equal Rights Amendment stated that no one should discriminate against anyone with regards to gender and that Congress would have the power to enforce this action.  Largely supported by feminists, who had long perceived females as being regarded as inferior in American society, the ERA was widely perceived to be a legislative tool to right a massive wrong.

In the United States of America, any legislation regarding gender is apt to be controversial and difficult to pass; the Equal Rights Amendment was no exception.  Almost unopposed, the legislation sailed through the House of Representatives 354-24 and the Senate 84-8 in 1971 and 1972.
  As with all proposed amendments to the Constitution, the measure was then sent to the fifty states, which were given until 1979 to ratify the amendment with at least a 50% affirmative vote in their legislatures.  If 38 of the 50 states (2/3) voted to ratify, then the amendment would then become law.

After a fast start of states rapidly ratifying the amendment (even Texas passed it with very little debate), the Equal Rights Amendment’s progress slowed rapidly.  Eventually, only 35 states had ratified by the deadline (and five had rescinded their ratifications, a Constitutionally unclear issue), three fewer than the necessary 38.  The deadline was extended for an additional three years, but the initial momentum of the legislation had since petered out.  On June 30, 1982, after ten long years of attempted ratification, the door finally closed on the ERA.


Part of the blame for the amendment’s defeat can be attributed to the large numbers of Christian women who literally ‘came out of the woodwork’ to gain votes against it.  “Wearing STOP ERA badges affixed with pink diaper pins, busloads of opponent women scurried in and out of legislative offices, clutching Bibles and offering to pray for legislators.”
  Often, a “‘revivalistic atmosphere’ suffused legislative halls as Bible- and flag-carrying people [including many women] warned of the apocalyptic consequences of ratification.”
  Before the emergence of these women, epitomized under such organizations’ umbrellas as the Iowa Women Against the Equal Rights Amendment, the Eagle Forum and Concerned Women for America,
 the Equal Rights Amendment was largely perceived to have been supported by most women.  The shattering of this illusion ultimately led to the ERA’s defeat.


But who were these women?  A study of the women opposing the Equal Rights Amendment in Texas, which is widely assumed to be analogous to the national opposition, reveals some defining characteristics.  All of the data revealed the majority of the women to be religious fundamentalists, defined by Dr. Laura Hobgood-Oster as having the “belief that there is an irreducible minimum of beliefs without which one cannot claim to be the member of a religious system.”
  First of all, 98% of the women protesters claimed to be regular churchgoers.
  92% claimed that religion was ‘very important’ in their everyday lives, including 100% of the women opponents who were classified as genuine ‘fundamentalists.’
  66% of the opponent women were classified as fundamentalist Protestant, with 25% nonfundamentalist Protestant, meaning they believe in a more liberal interpretation of the Bible, and the rest of various religious persuasions.
  It appeared to the researchers, then, that “fundamentalist religion is a principal source of the political attitudes of the anti-ERA women.”
  


In order to understand the rationales of the Christian fundamentalist women in opposing the Equal Rights Amendment, one must examine their belief system.  The center of Christian beliefs on women is based upon the creation narrative of the first and second books of Genesis, which were cited plenty and often by Christian opponents of the Equal Rights Amendment.  In Genesis 1.27, the Bible states that “God created humankind in his image, in the image of God he created them; male and female he created them.”
  This is a version of creation where gender is not emphasized, where God goes about creating the natural world, then lastly creates humans ‘in his image.’  And although God does make the distinction between the sexes, there is no implication of superiority or inferiority between them.


However, there exists a second creation narrative in the Bible, one that is bit more specific and somewhat contradictory to the original creation narrative.  Genesis 2.7 states that, “God formed man from the dust of the ground,” but no mention is made of any woman at that point, though it would seem that the Bible had covered the creation of humanity previously.
  But later in 2.21-23, God decides that man needs a ‘helper’ and thus removes a rib from the man, Adam, and creates woman, Eve, out of it: “And the rib that the Lord God had taken from the man he made into a woman and brought her to the man.”
  It is from this portion of the narrative that Christian opponents of the Equal Rights Amendment based their claims on.  Since woman was originally created from man, so the logic goes, then she must be inferior to him.  Thus, the Genesis story “explained, oriented, rationalized, and reinforced the social world as seen and experienced every day, giving an “aura of facticity” to social and sexual arrangements.”
  It must be noted, however, that most scholars believe that the Book of Genesis was written by more than one author, possibly many, which would help explain the discrepancies between the two creation narratives.  Christian fundamentalists, however, focused on the second version, and used it to halt the progress of the ERA.


From time immemorial, the ‘great’ Christian thinkers have used the Genesis narrative to justify the subordination of women, the exact condition that the Equal Rights Amendment sought to eliminate.  The Apostle Paul, supposedly the most prolific writer in the New Testament, commanded in Ephesians 5.22 that “wives, be subject to your husbands as you are to the Lord...just as the church is subject to Christ, so also wives ought to be, in everything, to their husbands.”
  St. Augustine claimed that “married persons through love can serve on another...but St. Paul does not allow a woman to rule over a man.”
  The man who began the Protestant Reformation, Martin Luther, stated that “For as the sun is more excellent than the moon (although the moon, too, is a very excellent body), so the woman, although she was a most beautiful work of God, nevertheless was not equal of the male in glory and prestige.”
  Thus, the Christian opponents of the ERA had not only scripture, but prominent Christian thinkers to reinforce their views as well.

Another aspect of the Equal Rights Amendment that ran counter to fundamentalist Christian ideology was the fact that it would disrupt the hallowed institution of marriage that the Christian right so fondly defends these days (against the ‘dangerous’ homosexuals, among others).  According to the Christian fundamentalists, “the Bible teaches a chain of command from God to the husband to the wife and finally to the children, and the Equal Rights amendment runs counter to this Biblical teaching.”
  This belief is well-rooted, as always, in Scripture.  The anti-ERA ministers (although there some ERA supporters among the clergy) would preach that “according to God, a woman’s duty is to be the keeper of a house and to bear fruit.”
  As the Apostle Paul supposedly wrote in the late 1st century, “neither was the man created for the woman but the woman for the man...for the husband is the head of the wife.”
 Martin Luther, writing in the 16th century, affirmed his belief that the “entire female body was created for the purpose of nurturing children,”
 and that “the rule remains with the husband...the wife is compelled to obey him by God’s command.”
  It seemed that the Bible defined marriage not as an equal partnership, as promoted by the ERA, but as a lop-sided relationship with the husband dominating the wife.

This view was brought into modern debate with the attempted ratification of the ERA.  The fundamentalists disapproved of the wife “placing personal pleasure (equal rights) above obligation, responsibility, and love.”
  One ERA opponent stated that “I believe God made us different...my religion strictly says women should submit to their husbands.  It says so in the Bible.”
  It was the job of the husband to “[rule] the home and the state, [wage] war, and [defend] his possessions.”
  Even the AFL-CIO, a very secular labor organization, opposed the ERA, “because it [proposed] an idea of woman foreign to the Christian concept of woman’s co-equal, but individual, dignity with man, and because it would [have destroyed] the legal safeguards women have secured through the years.”
  Thus the view that men are superior to women helped to bring down the ERA.

The debate about how the Equal Rights Amendment would affect marriage brought to light several problems that the Christian fundamentalists had with feminism in general by advocating a perceived radical agenda so destructive to the ‘family.’  “Economic independence for women, and its requisite, out-of-the-home child care, both fundamental tenets of contemporary feminism, are defined as threatening to the family because they are threatening to this basic division of labour. In turn, family breakdown is seen as the first step on the road to general societal breakdown.”
  Feminists are perceived as breaking down the marriage equilibrium of homemaking and mothering by women and financial support by men.
  The feminists were, in essence, repudiating womanhood and thwarting God’s will and the “essential order of creation” by pushing for the ERA.
  The typical response of women fundamentalist opponents of the ERA was epitomized by Phylis Schafly, the paragon of the movement, who said that feminists, if they felt penalized by their sex—“ought to take up their argument with God.”

Of course, many of these Christian fundamentalist women, a good number of them housewives, felt threatened by the possible passage of the Equal Rights Amendment.  The process had been a long time coming, with the 1960s being a ground-breaking decade that had taken the United States away from the ‘Leave It To Beaver’ ideal of the American family.  ‘Women’s issues,’ among them “changes in child rearing, sexual behavior, divorce, and the use of drugs,” gave right-wing women a focus for a massive backlash.
  The ERA was thus perceived by the fundamentalists as “an attack upon church and family, and ultimately as an attack upon the very basis of an orderly society.”
  

The anti-ERA forces also had a very powerful ally on their side: fear.  Particular fundamentalist ministers and the irrepressible Phylis Schafly were quick to exploit the fears of the “dependent wives who [had] no identity outside of the family and [feared] that the ERA [would] threaten their status...men for whom equal rights was a threat to their masculinity and to legislators opposed to anything that [smacked] of women’s lib.”
   To their audience, sex had such “tremendous emotional and social implications that it functioned as a religious concept; it linked personal and social identities with a feeling of ultimate obligation and destiny.”
  Sexual distinction was such basic a part of the fundamentalists identity, “and specific gender roles so firmly implanted by the family of origin and reinforced so well by daily interaction, that changes anticipated by ratification could be frightening.”
  Fundamentalist women were afraid that the ERA would become law.

These fears were aided by what many would term scare tactics by the anti-ERA forces.  Opponents claimed that the ERA would lead to everything from “the abolition of rape and prostitution laws, unisex restrooms, sex-integrated bars, girls on football teams, and the specter of women’s liberation.”
  Responding to conservative fears of women in combat an anti-ERA pamphlet began with the glaring headline of “Watch out, they’re going to draft your daughter!”
  Schafly herself liked to claim that the ERA’s hidden agenda was not equality for women, but rather abortion funding and same-sex unions, two issues of great concern to religious conservatives.
  The fundamentalist response to the possible passage of the ERA was put best by one opponent; “Dear God in heaven---help us women.”


In order to understand the negative reactions of the fundamentalists towards the Equal Rights Amendment, one must also look to the difference between liberal and conservative Christians (fundamentalists) as numerous studies showed that “one of the few obvious contrasts between the two sides was that opponents were more likely to be conservative in their religious beliefs.”
  A basic definition of fundamentalism is that it is the “belief that there is an irreducible minimum of beliefs without which one cannot claim to be the member of a religious system.”
  These fundamentalists identified themselves “as ‘true’ as opposed to ‘liberal,’ that is, ‘false’ Christians.”

So what set these fundamentalists apart from their more mainstream Christian brethren?  First of all, they maintained that “the Bible is the Word of God and therefore an absolute and unconditioned authority.”
  This belief in the inerrancy of the Bible led fundamentalists “to conceptualize world events simplistically as the clash between the forces of good and evil.”
  Thus, the words of Genesis that marked women as inferior to men since they were created second, a dubious claim in itself, is literally ‘Gospel’ and cannot be abrogated or ignored.  Thus, the ‘liberal’ Christians whose beliefs conflicted with the fundamentalist interpretation of the Bible were in the wrong.

The second major aspect of Christian fundamentalism is what Donald G. Mathews terms “radical supernaturalism.”
  Fundamentalists believed in the absolute truth contained in the Bible, even when it seemingly defied reality (which it does on numerous accounts).  The virginal conception of Mary “reinforces the divine character of the Godman Whose story the Bible tells, his authority undiminished by being born through natural biological processes.”
  Other examples claimed by Christians as the truth include the resurrection of Christ (overcoming Death), Moses parting the Red Sea and Jesus’ healing of the lepers.  This infallible belief in radical supernaturalism is another characteristic that set the fundamentalists apart from the ‘liberal’ Christians.

Thus, the fundamentalist attitude towards activism was more determined than those of the ERA proponents.  Since they were more prone to see “the belief in the absolute rightness of traditional (gender) roles as the key to social order,”
 the opponents adopted an “interventionist, missionary stance toward anyone who had not accepted Jesus Christ as a personal savior,” a category that usually excluded ERA supporters.
  The fundamentalists would “deliberately bring the controversial subject [ERA] into conversation, challenge the unbeliever, present personal testimony, and work actively for conversion.”
  This confrontational aspect of their advocacy would even cause the fundamentalists to tell “their legislators that they would literally go to hell, or must have been inspired by the devil, if they voted for the ERA.”
  This would often backfire as the legislators, in turn, often “became furious at having their religious commitment questioned”
  The fundamentalists were willing to go to extremes to see that the ERA did not become ratified.

Opponents of the Equal Rights Amendment were also quick to pull Jesus into the fray, even though Jesus was one who broke numerous social norms by associating with women during his lifetime.
  Christ did not name any women to be any of his Twelve Apostles, a reason cited often by fundamentalists for opposing the ERA.
  One Montana legislator stated his opposition this way: “If He had wanted women to be equal, He would have had six female apostles.”
  Also, Christ’s role in the Eucharist is used to signify that Christ is most definitely a male and that females were to be subjugated, most notably in the church by not allowing them to be members of the clergy (although Jesus himself never said this).
  Thus Jesus was used as an example of the subordination of women and opposition to the ERA as well.


The Equal Rights Amendment, when first introduced into the United States Congress, was perceived to be a very sensible addition to the Constitution that would correct a perceived wrong, the institutionalized subordination of women to men.  The legislation sailed through Congress, then was passed on to the states with a liberal 10-year deadline to ratify it.  Numerous legislatures were quick to pass the ERA, but then barriers began to appear.  The Christian fundamentalists, formerly a group committed to railing against subversive communism, had found a new target.


Fundamentalist Christians were opposed to the Equal Rights Amendment for a number of reasons.  First, it would possibly eliminate the distinction between the sexes placing a man over a woman.  Secondly, it would redefine the sacred institution of marriage so that a woman did not necessarily have to be subservient to her husband, the stereotypical breadwinner.  This would lead to the breakdown of the family, a major catastrophe for them.  Using the Bible, the words of Christian thinkers, massive organizing and simple fear, the fundamentalist forces were able to turn back the ERA and relegate to a footnote in American history.  


This conflict serves to reiterate that there will always be opposition between groups in the United States, especially between feminists (and their sympathizers) and religious fundamentalists; the Founding Fathers would not have had it any other way (except that the opposing groups were property-holding white males).  The system of checks and balances, along with a little bit of power to the people, provided an interesting mix of discourses during the attempted ratification of the Equal Rights Amendment.  Despite its defeat, the feminist sentiment for potential equality for still exists, as does the Christian fundamentalist will to fight that equality.  And somehow, the supposed democracy known as the United States of America rumbles on.

� Mathews, Donald G. and Jane Sherron De Hart.  Sex, Gender, and the Politics of ERA.  Oxford University: New York, 1990.  3.


� The Bible.  Genesis 2.23.


� “Chronology of the Equal Rights Amendment 1923-1996.”  National Organization of Women.  <� HYPERLINK "http://www.now.org/issues/economic/cea/history.html" ��http://www.now.org/issues/economic/cea/history.html�>  (22 Apr 01).  


� Ibid.  (26 Apr 01).


� Mathews, 1990.  61.


� Ibid.  82.


� “Iowa Women Against the Equal Rights Amendment.”  Iowa Women’s Archives. <� HYPERLINK "http://sdrc.lib.uiowa.edu/iwa/findingaids/html/iwaera.htm" ��http://sdrc.lib.uiowa.edu/iwa/findingaids/html/iwaera.htm�> (26 Apr 01).


� Laura Hobgood-Oster.  E-mail.  02 Apr 01.


� Brady, David W. and Kent L. Tedin.  “Ladies in Pink: Religion and Political Ideology in the Anti-ERA Movement.”  Social Science Quarterly.  Vol. 56.  Mar 1976.  573.


� Ibid.  574.


� Ibid.  575.


� Ibid.  574.


� Bible, Genesis 1.27.


� Ibid.  2.7.


� Ibid.  2.22.


� Miles, Margaret.  Carnal Knowing. Burns and Oates: unknown, 1989.  119.


� Bible, Ephesians 5.22.


� Miles, 1989.  96.


� Ibid.  107.


� Brady, 1976.  565.


� Mathews, 1990.  175.


� Statement of Mortimer Furay, Metropolitan Detroit AFL-CIO Council.  rpd. in Women and the “Equal Rights” Amendment: Senate Subcommittee Hearings on the Constitutional Amendment, 91st Congress.  ed. Stimpson, Dr. Catherine.  R.R. Bowker Company: New York, 1972.


� Miles, 1989.  111.


� Ibid.  112.


� Mathews, 1990.  176.


� Mansbridge, Jane J.  “Why We Lost the ERA.”  University of Chicago: Chicago, 1986.  175.


� Miles, 1989.  112.


� Stimpson, 1972.  219.


� Williams, Roger M.  “Women Against Women: The Clamor Over Equal Rights.”  Saturday Review. 25 Jun 77.


� Ibid.


� Mathews, 1990.  xi.


� Ibid.  68.


� Williams, 1977.


� Ibid.


� Mathews, 1990.  65.


� Ibid.  xi.


� Ibid.  162.


� Boles, Janet K.  The Politics of the Equal Rights Amendment.  Longman, Inc.: New York, 1979.  160.


� Mathews, 1990.  168.


� Schlafly, Phyllis.  “Beating the Bra Burners.”  George.  Jun 97.  Vol 2.  Iss. 6.   � HYPERLINK "http://ehostvgw16.epnet.com/ehost1.asp?key=204.179.122.141_8000_-1513796700&site=ehost&return=n&profile=acad" ��http://ehostvgw16.epnet.com/ehost1.asp?key=204.179.122.141_8000_-1513796700&site=ehost&return=n&profile=acad�  (26 Feb 01).


� Mathews, 1990.  163.


� Ibid.  175.


� Hobgood-Oster.  2001.


� Mathews, 1990.  175.


� Ibid.  178.


� Brady, 1976.  568.


� Mathews, 1990.  178.


� Ibid.


� Ibid.  179.


� Mansbridge, 1986.  174.


� Ibid.


� Ibid.  176.


� Ibid.  176-7.


� Declaration of the Sacred Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith on the Question of Admission of Women to the Ministerial Priesthood, 1976.


� Ibid.


� Boles, 1979.  6.


� Declaration to the Sacred Congregation, 1976.





