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A

-ORIGINS OF CONTEMPORARY FEMINISM:
SOURCE OF DIFFICULTY FOR THE EQUAL RIGHTS AMENDMENT*
/

;Equality of hights under the law shall not be denied or abridgeg\

by the United States or by'anx State on.account of sex." These twenty-

four words constitute the text of the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA), a
proposed amendment to the anstitﬂtion that generated considerable de-

bate in the United States. First tntroduced into Congress in 1923, the.
amendment did not pass bgth houses of Congress until 1972.° After an ex-
~tension of the initial Qeadline, June 30, 1982 was set as the deadline

for ratification by three-fourths or thiqty-eight of the ftfty states.

By that date, however, the ERA still was three states short of passage;

thus it died without becoming part of the Constitution. |

The fai]hre of the Equal Rights Amendhent provides the opportunitx
to study and critically evaluate the strétegies of the women's movement
fv1n 1tS\eff0rts to secure passage of the ERA One start1ng point for assess-

ing and understanding ghis failure is the or1g1ns of contemporary fem1n1sm
as a social movement. In other words, what we Can learn by studying the
various groups which emerged to form the women's movement, the choices they
made about the way to present issues and reach audiences generally, and .
the specific p]ace accorded the Equal R1ghts Amendment in this ove>h]]
scheme? To'date, a systematic examination of this type has not been ‘con- N
ducted. The value of such an examination is obvious because current ERA
campaigns clearly are based'in the attitudes and assumptions that the

early women's movement made about the amendment. By looking at the emergence
phaseland the role of the Equa] Rights Amendment in 1t perhaps we better

can understand the ERA s failure. This information Can be useful not

-
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onTy to participants in the women's movement, but to social movemént cri-

tics, interested in the strajegies a movement uses to achieve~its aims,
the obstacles to such success, end the overall functioning of a social ». \
movemeet. : J
Because this analysis will be 1imited to the emergence phase of
the women's movement, the paraméters 6ffthis phase first must be estab-
'.1ished. I am defining "emergence phese” as the period from the formation
of the National.Organization tor Women (NOJ) in 1966-through the end of ' ,
1970. I set 1970 as the end of this phase because several factors suggest -
\\ that 1971 represented the beginning of a second, legitimation phase: (1) -
* Following the highly seccessful “Strike for Equality" on August 26, 1970;

the press showed signs of dealing seriously with the women's movement;

» (2) the National Organization'for Women recognized lesbianism-as a 1egi—:

.
A} \ LY

timate ﬁeminist concern, indicating that unpOpu]ar‘ﬁssees no longer were
feared as endangering the movement's survival; (3) the first issue of Ms.,
‘magazine, achigh1y commercial, national feminist publication, appeared
in January 197, evidence of a substantial ptb]ic for %eminist views;
and {4) the Edha] Rights Amendment passed the House of Represeﬁtatives in : i
August 1971, to be followed by Senate Passage in Marchy 1972. The ERA .
previously had not passed both houses of Congress, although it first was
introduced in 1923 (Stimpson, 1972:xiii). Its passage suggested that the
movement was strong enough.to accomp11sh major goals. This cluster of
events, then., sudgested that by 19]1 feminism had entered a stab]e, if

EJ

not who]]y 1nst1tut1ona11zed phase and had become accepted as a legiti-

mate social movement, even by those st1]1 unable or unw1111ng to accept-

'many of the movement's jdeas.
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I have sel cted three feminist organ1zat1ons to represent the va-

3
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“, 3

rious thruqts of the movemeht during its emergence phase--Women's Equﬂwy RS

Action Lea@ue (WEAL), the National Organization for Women (NOW), and The

Feminists.. These groups were chosen because they seemed to represent the'

'
1

~ . . - « g . N
conservatjve, moderate, and radical pos1t1ons within the women's movement

ore§pectivehy The dec1s1on to dea] with, three groups from the Spectrum of
R

; fem1n1st pps1t1ons allowed for the re resentat1on, in a sense, of every
group, and at the same time.made feasibje a survey of the emergence phasa
~as a whole. N

v -

- To understand the approach of ‘the women's Yovement in regard to the
¢

- Equal Rights Amendment, I first @ill describe the ortigins of each group

and the fundamenta] substantive differences among them. Specifically, I

will distinguish each group's view of the enemy or\major bbstacle to be

confronted, its central goal, and its ideal vision or blueprint for the

future. I then will look at the types of material or discourse each group

gener:;eg, the audience for which this discourse was intended d the ..

., - The Content of the Discourse

~ \ The Nat1ona1 0rgan1zat1on for Women

2 ' The 1dea for the Nat1ona1 Organ1zat10n for women was bornsin June,

'1966 at a Conference of Governors' Commissions on the Status of Women,

. held in‘washington, D. C. General discontent was evident amqgé the women,
who were frustrated about the'government's lack of initiative in establishing

1

and enforcing laws and programs to upgrade women's status.



Betty Friedan, who was to become a major figure in NOW's incep-
tion, was present at the donference, interviewing government oificia]s and

conference delegates for a book about{women and employment. She found

'

~. - herself increasingly encouraged to initiate a non-governmental, action-
oriented organization for women--not only by those at the conferénce' but

by reaﬁers responding to her earlier book, The Feminine Myst1que, as well.

. As she hersé]f explained: "I had persona]]y been asked hundreds of times,
' 'why doesn't someone start a kind.qf National Association for the Advance-
ment of Ce]oureq [s{c] People fqr’women'" (Frieﬁan, 1967:4).
Following a speech on the unf}nished business of women's equality
by Kay Clarenback, head of the Wisconsin's Governor's Commission, Friedan
_ihvited eome interested women to her hotel Toom to explore the possibility
. o% starting a new erdanization for women. These women decided to present
a resolution to the conference calling for enforceﬁent of Title VII by

the Equa] Emp]oyment Opportun1ty Commission; such a step perhaps would

a4

v eliminate’ the need for an.outside organization. When told, however that
" the conference was not al]ohed to take any kind of action and, therefore,
tthdh the resolution con]d not he presented, the women were convinced that

a new women's organization was needed. Each woman conﬁributed'five dol-
' lars, Friedan suggested the neme, and Kay Clarenback agreea to serve as

acting chairperson. With 300 charteh members, NOW held"its incorporating

conéerence in Washington, D. C. on.Ogtoher 29-30, 1966, at. which Frjedan’

was elected to serve as the organization's first president.

‘Major OBstacle ' ) .

NOW clearly %pecified sex discrimination as the enemy to be over-

come before full equality for women could be achieved. A major rationale

1 g
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. for organlz1ng, 1n fact, was to combat discrimination:. "We organize ©
to . . . break through fhe silken-curtain of prejudice and d1scr1m1nat1on
aga1nst women" (NON 1966:1). Later in the Statement of Purpose, women
are referred to as “"victims of discrimination® (NOW; 1966:1). In addi-
tion, a NOW brochure focused on discriminatjon by asking such guestions

,'as, "Tsn't it t1me to balance the ‘teeter-totter of dpportunity . . . to
eliminate sex d1scr1m1nat1on S0 xggg daaghter has an equal chance" (NOW ,
n.d.)? At the same time, discrimination was not seen as unconquerable:

"Today, our society discriminates against women. But, that can"changezf

Tomorrow . . . the world can be free of sexist prejudice. If we do sohei

—

thing about it NOW" (NOW, n.d.). . .
Central Goal ' - ) -
NOW's major goal followed Jogically from its jdentification of - —

sex discrimination as the enemy. Its goal was to reform the 1egis1ative

status of women and to change the attitudes behind the social structure. \
The degatl eysten bétame a°majdr target of attack 'because of its pervasive-
ness and strength "We believe that the power of American law, and the
protect1on guaranteed by the u. S. Constitution to the ctvi] rights of .
all individuals, must be effect1ve1y app11ed'3ﬁﬂ enforced to 1so]ate and
remove patterns of sex d1scr1m1nat1on (NOW, 1966:1). Thus, NON &ed1cated
jtself to enforcing, changing, or removing ‘existing laws that“d1scr1m1na-
ted against women, as well as to legislating additional guargntees of

{l .
N -

equality. . .

1

‘ ;///ﬁut desp1te 1ts attacks on current social and legal structures, °

NOW did not advocate the1r abo11t1on.or total overthrow, but essentially

[y

supported the existing system. Government and industry, for 1nstante,

\ ’

SN N .




were asked to use_their influence to improve women's status: "We urge

Amgrjcan governhent and industry to mobilize .the same resources ;f ingenuity'~

and command wjth which they have so]véd problems of far greater difficulty

than thse noq'impeding the prdgress‘of women" * (NOW, 1936;2). Other state-

ments suggested more specifically NOW'S desirg to see women as actibe parti-

cipants in the existing social system: “The purpose of wa is to take ac- u\

_tion to bring women. into full participation in the mainstream of Aperican

society now' (NOW, i966f1); . ‘ l .. X
" But NOW aYéo believed that changes in the socia]—po]it%ca] struc- B

ture had to be accompanied by changes 1in current éonceptidns of women.

TWUS, NOW asked for a consideration, quest1on1ng, and eventual rejection

of inaccurate att]tudes about womén. NOW spec1f1ed major areas 1n ‘which '

attitudes‘toward womeﬂéwefe particufan1y degrad]ng: " e will protest, and

gndeéyor to"bhange, the'%a]se image of womgn now éreva]ent’Tn the mass

media, aninn the texts, cetremonies, laws, and préctices of our major/§o-‘

cial institutions. “Such images perpetuate contempt for. women by soc{eky

and by institutions" (NOW, 1966:2). NOW, then, attempted to reform so- ‘

ciety by working within institutionalized avenues available for change.

-

Blueprint for the Future B B \ .

" The ideal state of society, as de?cribed by NOW's discourse, ‘s o
one of tot§1 équality. This ideal was summarized in the conclusion to
NOW.s~Statement of Purpose: "To win for women the final right to be *u]ly

A
free and equal human beings" (NOW 1966:2). NOW believed that the parti-

B

cipation of both sexes was needed for\squa11ty to be rea11zed thus NON f ) J?'

was created to be "a w?rk1ng group of women and men concerned . about X

equality for all humar beings, male and female" (NOW, n.d.). WOmen P
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were encouraged to join with men, not set them§g1ves apart or demand su-

[ 4

periority, in order to achieve "a fullly équa] partnership of the sexes"

(NOW, 1966 1 ?hgjfrequent repet1t1on of the term "partnership" sug-

»

gests the maJor place NOW accorded‘the concept of a male-female team.
. The composite picture 4hat ékérges of NOW, then, was of a moderate, y

L4

rgformist,groué interested not in alienating men but in joining with

thém in the mainstream of society. adical change was not seen as neces-
sary, for if traditional channels were used effectivéfyd Tegal as well
a;,attitude change would result. As the first major national organiza-
tion concerned with civil rights for women, NOW offered breadth in terms
of‘p1atf0rm as well as moderation, both of which were designed to ‘appeal

to a large, general public.

The Feminists
In thg’fa]] of 1968, an eight-member by-laws committee of NOW,
including T#fﬁrace Atkinson, president of the New York chapter, proposed

the elimination of all ﬁow offices.. The committ g recomended that the

organization ope@éte,by'means of committees, with the chair chosen by

lot from the generg] membership. This form o org;%ization, accbrding

to the initiators of the proposal, would be @ step toward removal of NON'S
pyramidal structure in which power filtered down from the top, a system‘.
characteristic of the maie-run social order. When the comm1ttee discovered,
however, that NON would ]ose its tax-exempt status if the national struc-

ture d1ffered from that of the 4oca1 chapters (Alexander and Fox, 1968), r

.

the propos7f‘was amended to keep the basic structure intact but to rotate

»

frequently the slate of executive officers in order to increase the num-

¢

ber of members participating in decision-making.



On October 17, 1968, the New York chapter met and voted on the

suggested revisions; the proposa1 was defeated by a vote of twd-to-one.

Following “the vote, Atkinson handed in her resignation from NOW, exp1a1n1ng
‘o

I am res1gn1ng my office because, after 1ast night as the final, - ' —

proof I realize that by holding this off1ce I am part1c1p$t1ng
/
in oppression ‘itself. You cannot destroy oppress1on by filling the . .

position of the oppressor. I don't think you can fight oppression
“from the inside." You either are gm the inside or the outstde o N

. i J ’
and you fill one of* those two ranks+by your presence. Since I

%

., have failed to get rid of the power position 1 hold, I have no

choice but to step out of it (Atkinson, 1974:10). P ,

* .

Atk1nson instigated the format1on of a new group initially composed of
the NON members who d1s11ked the h1erarch1ca1 system Although first
" called the October 17th Movement, after the day of the split, the group
" changed its name to The Feminists in June, 1969 (Ho]e and Levine, 1971: .o

» 143). « %

Ma jor Obstacle \ ) s T )

For The Fem1n1sts the antagon1st to be confronted and overcome

was man with his oppress1ve institutions, values, and class-oriented $o-
":} ; \ .

N 3
\

ciety: ° J
. . R
!
\, .
'Right now we are.living in a male universe. The male defines the terms
. .

of our existence, the limits of our growth. . . . He interprets the
world.to us and tries to seefthat we don't det at it directly. He [

( has done everything necesspry to undermine er individuality and

Ly - /,

1y, )



contaminate us. with his TRUTHS (Kearon,'i969:1).. ‘ _ N K\

.~

_ This enemy was seen as extremely powerful: "The male has had & protracted

reign of power . . . his 1nst1tut1ons grind on automat1ca]]y (Keayon,

1969:2). The strength and dominance of men, then, became the rationale

for The Feminists' policies of separatism. As one examp]e no more than
V]

one-thitd of> the grogp s members cou]d be marr1ed or 11v1ng w1th a-man.
For The Fem1n1sts the d1ff1cu1ty many women have in regq’t1ng contact
with men only suggested the sever1ty of the1r oppression:, "Thesmést B
ant1—ma1e fem1n1sts who hold . ; . that all men are the enemy, can still
be seen walking down the street hand.in hand with this very-enemy: (Atkin-

S

son, 1974:91)!,

Central Goal

The Feminists' major goaﬁ was revolution: "The Feminisfs was cre-
ated to effect a revolution. We want to change the wor]d" (The Feminists,

n.d.: :4). The Feminists be11eved that the deve]opment of fem1n1st theéry

was the first step toward ach1ev1ng\th1s goa1 Accord1ng totThe Feminists, :

many women's groups ignored the need for theoretical ?nvestigation and,
E 8

as a result, the1r actions rarely wer coord1nated "so -as to d1sc1ose more

1on in all 1ts interconnections"
£

effectively the nature of male exp]o1

.

. (The Feminists, n.d.:7). ‘ \ -

The goal “of theory building was accompanied- by an equally strong
emphasis on action. The group refused to elect permanent officers, for
instance,.in order to imp]ement'an egalitarian structure within the group.

3

Ihéy also developed a disc system to protect against fhe unconscious

§

emergence of natural leaders. In its public activities, too, The Feminists

»

1
s
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remained consistent with its theoretical principles. OIt‘protested agaimst A

the basic institutions of society, all of which vere seen as mafe—oriented

-

and therefore oppressive. One example was its protest at the New York ' <

~
v 7

MarriageJLicense Bureau against the instifution of marriage (Grimstad and
. . f
Rennie, 1973:209). By stressing the need for action based on theory,

then, The Feminists hoped to bring ‘about- revolutionary changes in the exist-

.

ing social structure.
I , . ) &

/Gﬁq‘pr1nt for_the Future

‘ Ihe)Fem1n1sts spec1f1ed equality as the outcome of the‘revo1ut1on
if itywere achieved in 1ts ideal form: "Equa11tz\inopg all human beings
1s, for us, éoth a prem1se and-a goa]" (The Feminists, n. J :1). Recogniz-
ing the ex1stence of similar pote 1 within everyone, the 1mp]ementat1on
of equality became a means-for/ocitzim1ng the deficiencies and distortions

" in women's education, as well as for removing the oppressors from their

ourrent positjonAof dominance: ."Organized on the basis of equality, we

will offer the alternative for the future society" (The Feminists, n.d.:5).

_The Feminists, then, chose to focus on - the deve]opment of theory

fo11owed by consistent, sustained act1v1ty in order to 1mp1ement a nevo]u—
tion. The group saw 1tse1f as distindtive within the women s movement be-
cause (1) it put theory into practice, and (2) it totally rejected the ma]e
boint of view. They believed women had to be Separatists;kin the beginning
at least, tecaose.feminism still succumbed too easiiyozgz—:noonscio §1y to

male power values. Atkinson summarized the group's position: "1 see™he

problem of women from the woman's point of view. Women who enpathfze with
TN

the \nale role, that i5, women who gragp the male point of view more than L.

‘momentarily, are not feminﬁsts"(Atki son, 1974:25). The Feminists saw - .
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‘ Women's Equity Action League

) . A group of professional women in Cleveland, Ohio,-who were con-

L)

sidering forming a NOW chapter, found themselves in opposition to NOW's

) ihcréqsing]y Tibera] stances on abortion and child care.. They also felt

-

a need for Toujtimacy and responsible~action in the women's movement in
2 . .

4'“ -

order to'pombat the mi]itaEi imgée that had eyolved. The, result was a
new organizatién caffed wohéq's Equity Actgon League (WEAL), thch was
incorporated on November 1, 1968, under the.directi&n\of ;n attorney,

Elizabéph Boyer. MEAL geAgral]y had a more narrow focus than NOW . and

cbncentiated on educationa] and emp]oyment practices as the primary sys-

Y -

tems wh1ch discriminated aga1nst wom‘n WEAL believed that Tlaws wod]d

be the ultimate source of attitude change toward women--L,e R emp]oyers;\~
’ \
for examp]e wou]d be more w1111ng to accept women in executive pos1t1ons

if federa], state and Tocal laws favored the equal treatment of women in™"

" employment practices.

WEAL also was proud of the fact that it worked quiety within the
system to imbrbve the status of women"through'education; 1egi§1ation, and

litigation. The organization purposely engaged in sanctioned‘tactics_fop

-

change such as study projects, Tegal actions, lobbying, and the dissemina- |

.

tion of information about women, so as not to offend or alienate the more

N .
conservative women and men who might be interested in women's equality. g

. » \
Demonstrations and picketing were discouraged as undiplomatic means that

agtrgct attention but which in the end.hinder rather than help the ’

]
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movement. Thus WEAL sought to work within the system to change the sys-
tem, hoping to gain the respect of society at large by offeﬁing a construc-’

tive image of the women's movement. ”

Major Obstacle o ' ,

Sex discrimination emerged as the enemy in the way of women's
equality, according to WEAL's ideplogy. One of WEAL's brochures empha-

sized this obstacle:

"Discrimination based on sex is just as real as_discrimihation
based on race or mre]igion or color or natienal origin and Jjust
as,unlawful under Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964.

Yet it is so deeply embedded in the American way of 1ife and the
American way of business that few people recognize it as discrimination

and fewer still understand that it is il1legal" (WEAL, n.d.). T

Discrimination also was Tisted early in WEAL's purpose clause--"to press

p .
for full enforcement of existing antidiscriminatory laws in behalf of

<\

women, to seek correction of de facto discrimination against women'--

indicating its primary place among the group's goals (WEAL, n.d.).

Central Goal _ ' .
S
"Responsible rebellion" was the ultimate aim designated in WEAL's
literature: “Rebellion is inevitable, and WEAL ;tands for responsible

rebellion" (WEAL, n.d.). That this eﬁd was consistent with WEAL's con-

“servative nature becomes evident if the terms “"rebellion" and "revolution"

are compared. While revolution accomplishes radical alterations in a
system or social condition, and more often than not involves a sudden

overthrow of that systeﬁé'a rebellion is more gradual and less drastie:

*
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it is an up%ising;or organized opposition intended to change an existing
A . .
government or ruling authority. Thus WEAL, in contrast to The Feminists,

- spugHt to avoid involvement in any radical confrontations and worked in-

i

S#ead WitRin established charnels to achieve gradual change..
) .

J

Blueprint for the Future i : X

WEAL described the end result of its responsible rebellion as "real
dignity." .The group saw this dignity as characterizing nct only women )
but’all human beings: "it is only naturel that women--along with other
groups of human beings;—shou]d now seek equa]ities teat will permit them
to live with real dignity in contemporary American society” (wghc, n.d.).
WEAL attributed the lack of such dignity to women's low economic position: -«
“As with almost any basic issue, this real dignity for women has economic
jmplications" (WEAL, n.d.). WEAL, then, saw itself as playing a signifi-
cant role in the attainment of human dignity by providing épp]ace where

\ .
. women could participate in firm yet diplomatic activity. _ %

The Form of the Discourse

After determining the differences in content among NOW, NEAL, and
The Feminists, I turned tc the forms of their discourse. To begin, I
p]aced each p1ece of discourse from the® three groups 1nto one of .seven
capegor1es brochures, genera] re]eases, letters and memos, conference
reports, news releases, speeches, and essays. This distribution is listed
in Table 1.

The type of audience for which the discourse w;s inteqded--genera]
public, specific public, general membership, group leaders--also was de-
termined. The category “genere] public' was used to indicate those documents

»




Table 1 ‘ o ) ‘f.
/// C ’ "Distribution of biscourse . ; S T !
- ’
‘ ' — - T
) NOW The Feminists WAL ¢ Total

" Brochures. S 6 (44 1 (47) 1 (5.5%) © 8 (4:6%)
General releasds '32'(é3.3%) 5 (24.1%) 12 (66.6%) 9 (27.8%),

Letters and memo§‘. &> 46 (33.5%) 0 ° 3 (16.6%) ; 49 (27. 8%;
Conferénce repo}ts 31 (?2.6%) 0 y 0 (17 6%)

News releases 12 (8.7%) 1 (4.7%) 0 ‘ 3 ( 7.4%)
Speeches " 9 (6.5%) 8 (38.0%) 2 (11.1%) 19 (10.8%)

Essays - 1 ( 7%) 6 {28.5%) 0 7 ( 4.0%)

Total 137 .(77.8%) 21 (12.0%) 18 (10.2%) .‘a* ' .o

. D P
y intended for'genera] t%%xﬁﬁﬁ/hearﬁng by potentially all members of soé}gty. ‘

A ”épecific publie," on the other hand, was defined as & particular indivjdua1 R

S . ‘_&.

or group seen as-responsible for, or able to correct, an uﬁ%atisfactqry’, -
L}

situation. A letter sent to a member of the Equal Emp]oyment Opportun1ty

Commission is one examp1e of a document with an dppeal to a spep1f1c pub]1c
Doi/ments of interest to potentially all members of the organ1zat1on were N
c1ass1f1ed under the heading of “"general membersh1p," whereas the "group

leaders" category included documents addressed specifically to tHose res-

ponsible *for*decision-making and the functioning of the group, such as,

.\
LA

o? . s
board mefibers’, chapter presidents, or committee members. Table 2 shows

" the discourse categorized in terms of the audiences addressed.




Table 2

Distribution of Audience

WEAL

Group Leaders

General Membership
Q
Specific Rublic

b V4

-

General .Public

o

10

16.6 6.6 11.1

50.5

3

. The Feminists °

Group Leaders

General Membership

Spegific Public

General Public

21

100.0

NOW

\

Group Leaders

General Membership

-

\
Specific Public .

eral Public

Brochures

20

9
1
11
12

.Genera1 Releases

14

Letters and Memos

15

Conference Reports

News Releases

‘Spe&ches
Essays

28

45

25

Total 39

*

Percen%age (%)

20.3

18.3 32.8

28.6
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- Finally, [ categofized the .discourse accorJﬁng to whether it dealt,-

in part or in.its entirety, with the Equal Rights Amendment. This distri-

+ '3

bution is- shown in Table 3.

»*

- . <
Discussion

» -

An informal survey of the E}scourse categorizétions shows NOW to ' o
be the only group that used all of the seveﬁ ca£egories--brochures, general
re]eases,'fetters and memos, conferenee reports, news fe1eases, speechgs,
and essays--during the emeQience'pHase. This findiﬁg, comb ined with the'
fact/that NOW generated substantially more discourse during the emergence
bﬁase (77.8%) than bid either NEAL‘(lo.Z%) or The Feminists (12.0%), sup-

ports NOW's self-image as the umbrella group during this phase of the

-

o, . movement. NOW used quantity of discourse as well as muitiple channels to

) . .
* distribute that discourse in order to reach as many audiences as possible.

L& -

¥ The Feminists, on the other hand, concentrated on reaching outside .publics.

‘- '

v As a relatively small group, extensive formal communication among'ﬁémhg£§

simply was ndot needed. Also, the group was extremely concerned about its. .

»~ A}

autonomy and employed every-means possiple tosvoid exploitation and in-
filtration. By not establishing formal, written channels of communication,

N
the group minipized the amount of material that might Teak out to the .
¢ ‘ »

press or other outsiders. WEAL, in contrast, used predominantly formal media--

-

in Tine with its preference for traditional channels of commundcation.

~ .

With this general orientation in mind, we now can examine in more detail

the treatment of the Equal Rights Amendment by each of these gr6ﬁps.

Not only was the highest percentage.of NOW's discourse congregated

L4
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in the "lTetters and memos" cateézry, but the

course dealing with theg Eqqu Rights Amendment vRs found in this category
N ] - «~

as well, NOW seemed to be highly concerned with pinb its membership ' .

ep them informed

almost (

equal amounts by NOW. The majority of the discourse in these two cate-

informed about its activites and used this'channel t

aboiut strategies related to the ERA.

General reports and cgpference reports were produced 1

gories-was addressed to NOW members rather than to outside publics. Se-

&
ven conference reports mentioned the ERA, while four general releases did

* so. NOW seemed to concentrate, then, on coordinating activitieslmong
J

members and ensuring the group's own conzigyation by the 3ubstantial use
. . \ %

of discourse directed to its own membership.” In terms of the ERA, NOW

evidently was concerned that its stand on the amendment and its strate-

gies in regard to it be understood by its membership.
k;
A1l of NOW's brochuresxﬂsi? directed to the general public and

all of\these'made some mention of the Equal Rights Am%hdment. NOW clearly

was concerned, during the emergence phase, with more than its own inter-

nal affairs and coordination as far as the ERA was concerned. Those cate- ) .

gories, however, in which_discourse was directed inward--letters and memos,

R

. , X ' f??‘*"
general releases, and conference reports--contained a total of 109 piéces~

of dicourse, while only twenty-eight appeared in the news releases, speeches,

brochures/ and essays categories, aimed at reachtng outside publics. NOW

to be primarily conce}ned, then, with intragroup interaction,

a”stanve/which proBhb]y stemmed from its desire to serve as the major

feminist orgénization. Such a goal demanded that the group gain affd hold

a large, active membership, so it is.not surprising to find that the group

N



devoted coﬁéiderab]e effort to this end. A conclusion that emerges here,
however, is that NOW clearly spent more time discussing the Equal Rights
Amendment within its ran}<s than it did explaining the issues of the‘%

to outside publics.
. »

The Feminists

The Feminists did not mention the Equal Rights Amendment in any

':of their discourse produced during the emergence phase, although the con-

eept of equa11ty was an 1mportant one to them. Tha£ the group did not

dea] at a]] with the Equal R1ghts Amendment suggests its refusal to as-

g

) sociate {h any way w1th the existing, male~defined structure in society.

s

Legis]ative changes, such as that proposed by the ERA, were viewed as in-

consequential aﬁd even compromising 1n comparison to the changes women them-

selyes had to make in their relationships to one another if the ultimate

revo1ut}@n was to become a reality.

.

Women's Eguit; Action Léague‘

Iﬁ terms of discussing.the Equal Rights Amendment, only one of
WEAL's geﬁérai releases, directed to the general public, dealt with the -
amendment. Both speeches, however, took théff?rm of .testimony presented
to the Senate Subcommittee Hearings on the Equal Rigﬁts Amendment. This
finding is in line with WEAL's image as a group which devpted its efforts

to reaching those persons in positions of prominénce who are capable.of

making changes in the fegal structure rather than informing the general

public about the nged for°changé.

{ications for the Equal Rights’ Amendment

is examination of the discourse of the emergence phase of

-

D9




contempérar} feminism suggests three general conclusions about the movement
that probably affected, to some degree,'the nature of ERA campaigns and °
the eventual failure of the amendment. First, one eah see evidence of an
ideological.continuum of issues within the momen's movement. WEAL stood
at the conseryative end of this spectrum; focusing on legal/political
enange through institutionalized channels. The{Feminists, at tne other
_extreme, advocated radical changes within the fundamentaltanstitutions of .

.

society. NOW, on the other hand, functioned as a moderate feminist grodp.

~

and served as a facilitator for the movement as a whole. Each grodp, then,

-+

for the movemenEz a structure which suggests that movement hoped to avoid
the mistakes of the suffrage phase. The suf fragists, whg‘confined their
efforts to a single goal--the Vote-jdiSintegrated, for all intents and pur-
poses, once suffrage was obtained (O'Nei1f, 1969:266-68). The contemporary
movement, in contrast, gathered a variety of issues and tactics under its
banner. .Thus the Equal Rights Amendment, rather than being singled out
for attention, was but one of many concerns. This Strategy, though usef;1
to the stability and maintenance of the movement as & whblf, may have been
" detrimental to the passage of the ERA, since it did not receive the emphasis .
.1t needed for passage. Perhaps 1n future campa1gns, some prioritization
of issues is needed in order to achieve major goals such as that of the,
Equal Rights Amendment X \
A second ronclusion relates dlrect]y to the Tittle attention given
the ERA in the discourse of the emergence phase. The ERA was a major goal
of the movement, despite the multi-issue orientat%on. Yet, this status

-

was not apparent from the amount of discdurse devoted to the ERA. In

~

72



-cipants and as a result, little thought was given to selling it to out-

_ NOW's second national convention, and despite the know]edge that efforts

ignored its early history as we11,as\}he dissension and internal resis-

. ' .. . ) y '
addition, much of this discourse was directed interfially to group members

;;ther than to outside publics. The movement seemed to assume that the

ERA would have no difficulty passing;&it seeméb logical to movement parti-

siders. Th1s attitude seemed to prevail despite the fact that a f1ght

over whether or ndt to endorse the ERA had veached crisis proportions at

%0 pass the ERA had been unsuccessful since 1923. The movement seemingly

For éxamp] , wher WEAL had been uncomfortable at first with abortion-on-

—— &Y & & L ° -
Tance within the movement itself tothe € OS5

could have signalled with some accuracy the degree of resistance the amend;

Y

ment would meet odtside. ~
>

The lack of.caution over how to present the ERA also may have been
compounded by the'hé%ura1 tendency oi/g6cia1 movements to move toward in-
creasingly radical positions. As feminism progressed through its emergence

phase,its goals began to shift toward The Femipists' end of the spectrum.

demand{and witﬁ a nationg] system of child care, these pecame‘platforms which
it came to support As another examp]e of this process, NOW once had re-
fused to deal w1th the Tesbian issue and as noted earlier, at.one time
debated about whetper or not to support the ERA. Again, these became ac-
ceptea concerns for NOW by theoend of the emergence phase. ; '

A major reason proposed for this move t toward radicalization is o
tﬁe presence of the media. Berg argues that 1:kzﬁ\éffort to gain atten-
tion, any social movement must seek outlthe media--and even stage media

events or engage in radical behavior in order to attract media attention.

~ A

_l\

,,
N
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Messages*designed,initia]]y only for media impact, though, often have a

. ) ]
self-persuasive effect: 5

If, therefore, someone is led by the requirements of media access
’ 4

to a:;;cu1ate a position more radical than . . . private belief,,
the peréon'e belief structu;e cou]p be expected to movern the
same direction. This may accdunt at least in part, for'what ap-
pears tn recent years to have been the progressive_radicalizatidn

of a_ngmber of individuals, groups, and movements (Beng, 1972:263).

s Wh11e such rad1ca11zat1on may have been acceptab1e if not desired by the@

-

"

movement as a whole, its participants needed % cons1der more carefully

\ the imyge such radica]iz;%1on would create and how this image would 1m-'

pact on the acceptance of feminist issues. A third conc]usaon then,
from this study is that the movement failed to take into account hoﬁ'
its increasingly radical positions would damage its ability to secure
passaée of the Equal Rights Amendment.

Several factors, then, within the emergehce phase, seemed to be
contributing factors to the dgfeat of .the ERA: (1) thé desire to avoid
a single-issue '1entation; (2) the assumption of easy passage; and (3)
the increasing rad1ca1lzat1on of the movement. If an tha1 Rights Amend-
ment ever-is to be rat1f1ed part;c1pants in the women's movement will

need to look critically at and to a dress these “factors, and to.do sp

in a way that rectifies these mistakes the pext time around.

. A1l of the questions raised by the defeat of the Equa1 R1ghts

Amendment cannot, of course, be understood by studying the emergence phase )

of fem1n1sm. Also needed are studies of the movement from 1970 to 1982

v
-

in order to determine how ERA strategies evolved and developed from the

24
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movement's beg1nn1ngs as I have described them here.. Future studies of
this tybe may well glve cause for modification, qua11f1cat1on, or elabora-

tion on the conclusions draw# here. Until such jinvestigation of other
. Q -
stages in the women's movement are made, however, any conclusions drawn

are only tentative. Even so, this study is useful to social‘movement

Y

critics on several levels. First, it provides a comprehensive compila-
tion of the discourse of the emergence phase of the women's movement--

data now available to others to make use of in a variety of ways. In -

- . . .t v

addition, it suggeéts a method for studying the stages of a social move-

e

' ment, an often difficult and overwhelming task. Finally, this study of-
)

fers an initial assessment of the movement's strategies in regard to the

.

<7 Equal Rights Amendment upon which further studies can build.
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FOOTNOTES

#An earlier draft of this paper was presented at the National
Women's Studies Association conference, Arcata, California, June 1982.
It is based on the author's doctoral dissertation, "Ideological Mani-
festations in the Discourse of Contemporary Feminish,d Universify of
Iowa, 1976. , ¢

1Th:a stages of a social movemeﬁt have been described in many ways
by social movement reseqrchers and critics. * A classic form&iation is
that proposed by King (1953), who described the internal stages of a so-
Eia® movement as follows: (1) conducive background circumstances; (2)
the incipient phase; (3) éhe organizational phase; and (4)'the stable
phase. Rosenwasser (1974) described the ;tages in the growth of the wo-
men's movement specif{ca11y, categorizing them as: (1) genesis and im-
petus; (2) action and reaction; (3) conversion and change; (4) revision
and so]fdification; and (5) success and silence. [ prefer to conceptualize
the stages of a movement as: (1{ emergence; (2) legitimation; and (3)
institutionalization. I.see the eme}gence phase as encompassing KingL§.
organizational phase, but see the stable phase as consisting of two
parts. In the first part--legitimation--the movement begins to receive
positive coverage by the media and societal acknow}edgment of its exist-
ence. In the institutionalization phase, the movement becomes a recognized
social group within the system, rather than a group fighting aga‘inst the
system. ;n other wérds, itz ideas becgme SO acceppea by society at large

1

that it-adopts many of the systém's practices, no longer Feceiye media

3

coverage as a deviant group, and essentially becomes respectable.

2See, for example, the New York Times editorial, August 28, 1970,

iy

L‘“‘/ 7.




25

/

3For this analysis, I collected every piece of discourse I could
“locate for each of the groups during the emergence phase. The primary
source fgr this material was the Women's Collection, Special Collections,
at the Northwestern University Library, Evanston, I1linois. Secondary
sources--newspapers, books, and periodicals--provided general information
. about the groups studied and their activities, as well as supplying addi-

tional pieces of discourse.

oy, ~
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