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INTRODUCTION

As baseball-sized hailstones rain down on Kansas and tornadoes touch down a few hundred miles south of Washington, D.C., Republicans nearly shut down the federal government over funding for birth control. When the Obama administration announces that it will not defend the Defense of Marriage Act because the Justice Department has concluded the law is unconstitutional, Republicans vote to spend taxpayer dollars to have Congress take over the appeal. Ten days into the controversial military operation to aid the Libyan rebellion against Muammar el-Qaddafi, the House Armed Services subcommittee calls the nation’s military leaders to appear at a hearing about the recent repeal of Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell. The officials testify that there have been “no issues or problems” and the transition is going smoothly. Republican congressmen claim that allowing gays to serve openly in the armed forces will wreak devastation on troop morale and national security.

In the first weeks of summer, as Congressional Republicans play a game of brinksmanship with the nation’s credit, wildfires sweep through Texas and 140 million Americans swelter under life-threatening heat. Minnesota Representative Michele Bachmann surges into second place in the 2012 Republican presidential race. Bachmann is the founder of the House Tea Party Caucus and promises to be a voice for “constitutional conservatism” and “limited government.” She has also called homosexuality “personal enslavement” and told voters she follows the biblical admonition, “Wives, be submissive to your husbands.”

Bad economies are treacherous to incumbents, and just two and a half years after the advent of the Age of Obama, the Republican Party has a remarkable opportunity to make Barack Obama a one-term president. The frontrunner, Mitt Romney, has the résumé of a Republican president-to-be, but inspires little love. Sarah Palin, who evokes passionate support among many Republicans, won’t say whether she’ll run or not, but still attracts a crush of fans and a media swarm wherever she ventures. The unusually large field of Republican candidates includes Newt Gingrich, the former House Speaker who commanded an earlier Republican revolution against a Democratic president. It includes Herman Cain, who believes God has chosen him to be president and that gays choose to be gay. Also among the Republican candidates is a former U.S. senator, Rick Santorum, who once compared homosexuality to “man on dog” sex. On the campaign trail, he likens preschool to Fascist youth brigades and warns parents that early childhood education is a government plot to “indoctrinate your children.”

The Republican establishment, concerned that Romney is not conservative enough to survive the primary and that Bachmann’s extremism will alienate mainstream voters in the general election, looks to Texas Governor Rick Perry for electoral salvation. Perry’s sponsorship of “a day of Christian prayer and fasting,” complicates the plan. One of the rally’s sponsors, after all, is leading a boycott of Glee because the show “glamorizes homosexual behavior.” Another had been a leader of Yes on Prop 8, the referendum campaign that changed the California constitution in order to end gay marriage in the state.

Why, when the United States is mired in its worst economic downturn since the Great Depression, would birth control, abortion, and the rights of gays and women top the agenda of the Republican Party? How could this obsession with sex and family matters be squared with the pledge by Tea Party Republicans that they would put Americans back to work and be true to the principles of limited government, personal liberty, and the constitution of the founding fathers?

“It wasn’t supposed to happen like this,” New York Times columnist Charles Blow wrote after the Republicans assumed control of the House following their 2010 midterm victory. “Judging by the lead-up to those elections, one could have easily concluded that the first  order of business on Republicans’ agendas would be a laserlike focus on job creation and deficit reductions to the exclusion of all else. Not the case.”

If the history of the sexual counterrevolution were better known, no one would have been surprised.

 

 

WELCOME TO THE sexual counterrevolution, the great untold story behind America’s plunge into political delirium. To understand how we got from Barack Obama’s historic victory in 2008 to the Republican resurgence just two years later, look no further.

Delirium investigates a shadow movement that has polarized our country. One of the leading forces fueling America’s political wars has been the reaction against the sexual revolution and the progressive movements that emerged from it: feminism and gay rights. Here I tell the story of this shadow movement, how conflicts about sex, women’s rights and women’s roles, gay civil rights, and family drove Americans into irreconcilable warring camps, shattered and remade the political parties, and unhinged the nation. The sexual counterrevolution was not just a passing backlash. It was an ideologically powered, strategically organized, and well-financed political movement that persists to this day.

The sexual counterrevolution has played a leading role in determining who has won and who has lost in American politics over the last forty years. It has powerfully influenced what the winners do, or won’t or can’t do, once they find themselves in power. The surprising resilience of the sexual counterrevolution was one critical source of the paralyzing divisions that contributed to the Democrats’ 2010 defeat. It is, as well, the subterranean force driving the race to the far right by the 2012 Republican candidates for the presidency of the United States.

 

 

WE KNOW, OF course, that the Republican Party has staked its electoral fortunes on promises to outlaw abortion, rewrite the U.S. Constitution to ban gay marriage, and resurrect the traditional family by legislative and judicial fiat.

We’ve grown so accustomed to a Republican Party consumed with gays and abortion that many Americans likely do not know it was ever any other way. In fact, in an earlier time, the highest-ranking woman in the GOP was a pro-choice feminist. Barry Goldwater, the 1964 Republican nominee, was an ultraconservative who supported women’s right to abortion and thought Americans “had a constitutional right to be gay.” Students for Goldwater in one Ohio high school was chaired by a young Republican named Hillary Rodham. President George W. Bush’s grandfather, investment banker and Republican Senator Prescott Bush, was an active member of Planned Parenthood.

The GOP as we know it today was born in the 1970s, as ordinary conservative American women became community organizers in order to turn back the sexual revolution, feminism, and gay rights. These pioneering women, the original sexual counterrevolutionaries, launched successful political campaigns to kill the Equal Rights Amendment, federally financed child care, sex education, and gay civil rights. (Abortion, it is rather crucial to note, was not one of their early preoccupations.) In doing so, they galvanized Protestant fundamentalists to vote, created the Christian Right, and over the course of several decades, forged it into the largest, most powerful bloc of voters within the Republican Party. Over the last forty years, the GOP has been remade from within as a party of the Right, by the Right, and for the Right. But the Right had absolutely no mass popular support, no so-called base, before it followed the ladies in their crusade to stuff the genie of modern American sex back in the bottle of heterosexual marriage and the traditional nuclear family.

From the perspective of the Republican Party, the partnership with Christian Right sexual counterrevolutionaries has been a decidedly mixed blessing. Such voters have buoyed Republicans to a few big victories—not least the Republican takeover of the House in 2010. The GOP’s problem is that these voters make up a small minority of the electorate, just 15 to 20 percent of potential voters in a national election. The majority of the American public rejects the sexual puritanicalism and religious dogmatism of the sexual counterrevolutionaries and tends to desert the Republican ticket when they sense it has, so to speak, gotten into bed with the sexual fundamentalists. Senator John McCain understands this perhaps better than anyone else. In his  first run for president, McCain denounced the preachers at the head of the Christian Right as “agents of intolerance.” Republican primary voters promptly ran McCain out of the race. In 2008, McCain took a different tack toward the base of his party. He chose as his running mate an evangelical fundamentalist who opposed gay civil rights, sex education, and abortion: Sarah Palin. He won the sexual counterrevolutionaries but lost the election by 9.5 million votes.

 

 

YET THIS IS not a tale about the Republican Party only. It turns out that the sexual counterrevolution has been a bipartisan affair.

The birth of the sexual counterrevolution in the Democratic Party coincided with the kickoff of the Democrats’ self-defeating inner civil war. When George McGovern, the 1972 Democratic nominee, lost the presidential election by a landslide, Democratic politicians and opinion leaders attributed the loss to the radicalism of McGovern’s supporters. Gays, feminists, multiculturalists, and elitist college students, they claimed, had alienated Middle America by flouting its traditional values. And unless they were stopped, the cultural elitists would destroy the Democratic Party. Each time fortune turned against the party, as it did so often in the decades following, Democratic leaders would dust off this death-by-McGovernik narrative and deploy it against their brothers and sisters in the battle for the soul of the party.

The Democratic Party’s reputation as the more progressive one is deserved, of course. Yet as we will see, many Democratic leaders have been reluctant to embrace this identity; to openly affirm their beliefs in cultural tolerance, diversity, and a live-and-let-live attitude about sex, sexuality, and personal relationships; to own the values of cultural progressivism held today by a good majority of all voters—not just self-identified Democrats. Some Democrats have hesitated to stand up for progressive values out of political calculation. They have been quick to accede to whatever compromise they have deemed expedient for victory, often with little regard to whose fundamental interests have been bartered away. Other Democrats have been consumed with a search for the Holy Grail, that sweet spot of moderation on the fabled middle ground. So, for example, supporting gay civil unions is a matter of simple justice. Gay marriage? Well, as President  Obama took to saying, his views were “evolving.” Even though only a small number of Democratic leaders have ever endorsed the agenda of the right-wing sexual counterrevolution, many others have tacitly advanced it—by evasion, passive acquiescence, or capitulation.

Were it true that turning right on the so-called hot-button issues was the way to win the hearts and votes of the American people, it would be hard to fault Democratic leaders for demanding everyone face up to the facts of majority rule. But, as we’ll see, such claims are false. The notion that Democrats lose by being culturally progressive is a fiction, a narrative born of the delirium of defeat. The Democratic Party has repeatedly snatched defeat from the jaws of victory by its propensity to overreact and misinterpret the message being sent by voters.

 

 

Delirium IS A history of our current political dysfunction. First, let me state clearly and unambiguously that the sexual counterrevolution is not the only source or cause of how American politics came to be the way it is in our time. Race, war, money in politics, class, and competing ideas about American identity are also main determinants of the course of politics over the last few decades. Nonetheless, the sexual counterrevolution is one of the few key dynamics driving contemporary American politics. Seocond, my goal has been to uncover a missing piece of our history, Delirium is not intended to be a comprehensive political history of the last forty years. Third, much of the evidence that convinced me of the importance of the sexual counterrevolution is statistical. Unlike most books on current politics and culture, many of my specific conclusions are based on numbers: the raw data of public opinion surveys, and the work of experts and scholars who run the data through complex statistical analyses. The reader who is interested in the technical methods used in these studies or in the experts’ debates can find citations to scholarly articles and links to publicly accessible databases on public opinion and voting behavior in the Notes section at the end of this book.

Finally, because this book covers unexplored ground, I have had the need to adapt some common political terms and to coin others. One of these is “sexual counterrevolution”—meaning the political reaction against the changes ushered in by the sexual revolution. (See  notes to this chapter for some others.) I want to particularly clarify what I mean by “fundamentalism,” especially since it’s often linked to sex, as in the term “sexual fundamentalism.” I use “fundamentalism,” lower-cased, not as a reference to Protestant fundamentalists, but rather as a term about a politics characterized by cultural traditionalism and an orthodox belief in the literal rules issued by some higher authority. Most of the sexual fundamentalists who appear here are indeed orthodox religious traditionalists, a group that includes some, but not all, Mormons, Catholics, Pentecostalists, and Charismatics, in addition to conservative Protestants who adhere to a belief that the bible is the literal, unerring word of God. I caution strongly against reading any mention of “fundamentalism” as a blanket statement about all evangelicals, all Christians, or even all fundamentalists. Fewer than a third of Catholics and mainline Protestants, and fewer than a quarter of African American evangelicals share the political views of the sexual fundamentalists. Even among white evangelicals, about four in ten vote Democratic or do not vote at all. Indeed, a sizable minority of evangelical Christians are politically and culturally progressive.

 

 

AS I WRITE, one in six Americans can’t find enough work, and 46 million Americans, more than ever before, are living below the official poverty line. The Great Recession casts a dark shadow over the nation. I realize that in this moment it is counterintuitive, perverse even, to suggest that understanding the sexual counterrevolution is a key to solving our political and economic problems. But history does not proceed in a straight or logical line. Its path is winding and unpredictable. The Tea Party, our economic anxiety and political demoralization, even the irrational hostility some Americans harbor against our first African American president, are symptoms of our political crisis, not its cause. The wellspring of our political fever lies deeper in the American psyche; the roots of our political disorders are buried further back in time. How we got here, and why, is the story of this book.






1

 SEX AND REVOLUTION

PERHAPS IF THE Pill had not been invented, American politics would be very different today.

Enovid, the first birth control pill, went on the market in 1960. Unlike any other previously available form of contraception, the Pill was both reliable and controlled by a woman herself, requiring neither the consent nor the knowledge of her sexual partner. “I don’t confess that I take the Pill,” said one Catholic mother after the Vatican reaffirmed its doctrine against the use of birth control, “because I don’t believe it is a sin.” Within five years, 6 million American women were on the Pill. With one quick visit to a doctor, a woman immediately gained sole and exclusive power over her fertility, a power that had eluded her sex since . . . well, since forever.

The Pill made possible the sexual revolution of the 1960s. The true warriors in that revolution were young, single women, who, with the help of this new contraception, took their sexuality into their own hands. If not for women’s self-determined sexual liberation, the sexual revolution might have been another unremarkable episode in the long and varied sexual history of humankind. Instead, with the impetus the sexual revolution gave to a new feminism and a  movement for gay liberation, it became one of the major catalysts of America’s ongoing political delirium.

 

 

MEN CERTAINLY BENEFITED from the new sexual freedom, but for them, it was hardly an innovation. Although religious doctrine and public mores told them chastity and marital fidelity applied equally to men and women, the practical moral code included an important loophole: the double standard. Single men had always been able to avail themselves of sexual relations outside marriage, even at the pinnacle of American sexual puritanism in the waning days of the nineteenth century. For men, the sexual revolution changed things by making sex relatively cost-free. Women were now liberated, and the Pill steeply lowered the risks of accidental fatherhood and unwanted marriage.

For women, likewise, the sexual revolution concerned the rules of engagement, rather than the act of sex itself. Premarital virginity had been going out of fashion for decades before the declaration of sexual liberation. It started in the 1920s, as middle-class Americans converted from Victorianism to Freudianism and began to accept that a desirous woman was perhaps not so depraved after all. Thereafter doctors and psychologists counseled America’s women that a happy marriage was sustained by mutual sexual satisfaction. Experts encouraged women to explore their natural desires, but to start the journey in the marital bed. Women accepted the prescription and ignored the fine print. At the high noon of fifties traditionalism, 40 percent of women had sex before they married—compared to just 10 percent who did in the reputedly Roaring Twenties.

Yet sex before marriage, like any act of civil disobedience, entailed risk. Each and every time an unmarried woman had intercourse, she risked pregnancy, and with it a limited number of unsavory life-changing options: an illegal abortion of doubtful safety, a shotgun wedding, forced adoption, or single motherhood of a child whose birth certificate would be stamped for posterity with the word “illegitimate.” With rare exceptions, all known human cultures have policed the sexual behavior of girls and women, and America, circa 1959, was no different. Before women obtained the power to control  their fertility, they had compelling reasons to comply with whatever arbitrary double standard their society imposed. The Pill permanently changed women’s age-old pragmatic calculus. With a little pharmaceutical ingenuity, the double standard relaxed its clawing grip on female humanity.

Still, birth control remained illegal in some states, and the grip of the law also had to be pried loose before women could take full advantage of the new opportunity for sexual liberation. In the late nineteenth century, purity crusaders had succeeded in passing a spate of national and state laws criminalizing the sale, distribution, or even discussion of birth control. In 1965, the Supreme Court ruled Connecticut’s 1879 anti-contraception statute—originally written by circus impresario P. T. Barnum—to be unconstitutional. In that case, Connecticut had convicted Estelle Griswold and Dr. C. Lee Buxton of the Planned Parenthood League of Connecticut for providing birth control to a married couple. (They had been fined $100.) In Griswold v. Connecticut, the Court ruled that the law, and any other restrictions on access to contraception for married couples, violated the marital right to privacy, and were thus unconstitutional. Seven years later, the Supreme Court effectively extended the right to obtain birth control to unmarried men and women, in Eisenstadt v. Baird. In that case, the state of Massachusetts had charged William Baird with a felony for giving away vaginal foam to an unmarried college student who attended one of his lectures on birth control and overpopulation. Justice William J. Brennan, Jr., wrote in his opinion for the court: “If the right of privacy means anything, it is the right of the individual, married or single, to be free from unwarranted governmental intrusion into matters so fundamentally affecting a person as the decision to whether to bear or beget a child.”

Those who hoped to preserve the pre-Pill cultural norms now had only the power of persuasion at their service. It helped them little. The rapidity of change in women’s sexual behavior was dizzying, and it suggests how much the old order had been preserved by cultural coercion rather than willing consent. In the 1950s, six in ten women were virgins at marriage and 87 percent of American women believed that it was wrong for a woman to engage in premarital sex, even with “a man she is going to marry.” By the time girls born  during the sexual revolution came of age, the double standard—in practice, if not exactly in the minds of teenage boys—had been obliterated. Only two in ten of them would be virgins at marriage. Teenagers, in particular, shed the old ways. In 1960, half of unmarried 19-year-old women had not yet had sex. In the late 1980s, half of all American girls engaged in sexual intercourse by the age of 17, two-thirds by the age of 18, and the difference between teenage male and female sexual experience had narrowed from 50 points to single digits.

As Americans settled into the new normal of open heterosexual sexuality, even more profound changes were afoot. The Pill allowed American women to delay marriage and motherhood, while remaining sexually active. Women took advantage of these added carefree years to improve their position in the labor market. According to the economists Claudia Goldin and Lawrence Katz, the surge in women’s professional education occurred at the exact moment the Pill became legally available to college-aged women. “A virtually fool-proof, easy-to-use, and female-controlled contraceptive having low health risks, little pain, and few annoyances does appear to have been important in promoting real change in the economic status of women.” They concluded, “The Pill lowered the cost of pursuing a career through its direct effect on the cost of having sex and its indirect effect of increasing the age at first marriage generally.” The Supreme Court’s 1973 decision in Roe v. Wade provided women with even greater control of their own fertility, a goal that had eluded them while abortion remained illegal. (In the years after the Pill went on the market and before abortion became legal, about 1 million illegal abortions took place per year.) In 1978, the first test-tube baby was born, marking the beginning of the age of assisted, sex-free reproduction.

Before the revolution, the whims of men determined the reputation, if not the fate, of women; female desire was contained within the closet of marriage; and men retained their traditional sexual privileges and discreetly enjoyed their sexual liberties. After the revolution, women, if they so chose, could dispense with men, or with marriage altogether, without giving up sex or children or a lifetime loving relationship. Of course, most women continued to love men,  marry men, and have children with men. The point, however, was that for the first time in human history, women had a choice.

 

 

IN A DESPERATE effort to stop cultural change in its tracks, the critics of the new sexual order accused the sexual revolutionaries of destroying the traditional American family. They had their cause and effect reversed. By the time the revolution in sexual mores gained steam, the nuclear family was already in an advanced state of fission from the reactive force of its soul-bending emotional demands and outdated economic arrangements. Deprived of the coercive power of the law and public opinion, the sexual traditionalists took refuge in a myth.

The so-called traditional family of midcentury America was itself an invented tradition, with only a spotty historical pedigree. All proper families, according to this ideal, were made up of a working father, a homemaking child-focused mother, and two to four children, preferably residing in a suburban single-family home. Pets were common, grandparents and extended family less so. In previous eras, only the urban, educated, Protestant upper class could afford to live by this ideal.

Postwar prosperity, however, underwrote nuclear family proliferation for all—or almost all. The twenty years after the end of the Second World War in America were utterly unique in world history. Never before had the masses of ordinary people lived in such material comfort; never before had families in the midst of their child-rearing years had disposable income; never before could they look forward to an old age of plenty and security. A white working man generally earned enough to buy a house, support his wife to stay at home minding the kids and running the appliances, send the boys and even the girls to college, and pay for vacations, all while allowing him to retire while he still had his wits and strength about him. (African American families, because of legal segregation in the South and de facto segregation in the North, were left out of the postwar nuclear family compact. The wages of black men remained low, and black wives and mothers typically worked for wages as well. Poor Americans, of which there were millions, were left out as well.) In 1960,  62 percent of Americans owned their own homes. Two-thirds of all white women—not just those with children at home—did not work outside the home. Families were large, larger than they had been since the nineteenth century. Elderly parents retired on their Social Security checks, instead of inside the homes of their adult children. Father Knows Best wasn’t quite reality TV, but for white middle-class Americans, it wasn’t that far off.

After experiencing fifteen years of economic depression and war, most men and women were more than happy to sign up for the new traditionalism, the suburban lifestyle, and female domesticity. Still, politicians, teachers, medical experts, business leaders, journalists, and intellectuals worked hard to make sure the offer was one few women would refuse. In 1957, nine out of ten Americans thought any person who chose not to marry was either “sick,” “neurotic,” or “immoral.” A national best seller made the case that it was dangerous to allow single women to teach young children and called for a nationwide ban on their employment. More than half of American women were married by the middle of their twentieth year; those that were not married by the age of twenty-five were viewed as damaged goods, to be avoided or pitied. Employers paid women less than men and refused to hire them in jobs considered men’s work, in a practice that was perfectly legal because it was presumed to be perfectly natural. Even in cases in which a job was theoretically open to women, American women were grossly ill-prepared for most of those well-paying ones. In 1961, only 8 percent of women were college graduates. Only 2 percent of law degrees, 4 percent of MBAs, and 6 percent of medical degrees were conferred on women. In the year President John F. Kennedy announced the nation would put a man on the moon, most young American women dreamed of marrying by age twenty-one, quitting work, and having four children.

The long-term survival of the nuclear family depended on each sex’s willingness to fulfill its prescribed role. Men were to be dutiful to their corporate employers and to financially support their families, but to leave the daily tasks—and the pleasures—of raising children to their wives. Women were to seek fulfillment in their roles as wife, mother, and homemaker. By the late 1950s, some Cassandras were raising the alarm that American life had become a real-life invasion of  the body snatchers. Sociologists diagnosed the disease of the company man, while Hugh Hefner offered men relief with Playboy, the nation’s first mass circulation porn magazine. Even before the 1963 publication of Betty Friedan’s best-selling and wildly influential The Feminine Mystique, the placid mothers of the fifties were telling pollsters they wanted their daughters to graduate from college, go to work, and wait to get married—in other words, to not follow in their own footsteps.

The nuclear family order also depended on the ability of husbands and wives to sustain the arrangement economically. Whatever chance there might have been for it to survive the eruption of the sexual revolution, there was little hope for the model to withstand the whipsaw of the American economy and the rude return of insecurity brought on by the post-1973 economic troubles.

In the late 1940s, only one-third of all American women, single as well as married, worked outside the home, and women constituted only 29 percent of the nation’s labor force. By the early 1960s, women had steadily increased their numbers in the workforce. College-educated daughters chose to delay marriage and pursue careers, while their mothers, who were availing themselves of the new birth control technologies, went back to work after their children left home.

What started as a choice, for more spending money or for broader horizons, became for many women a necessity by the late 1970s. When income growth stagnated after the oil shock of 1973, women flooded into the paid labor force in an effort to maintain the family income. As far as the nuclear family was concerned, the change that reverberated most powerfully was the move of married women with children still at home into the workforce. In the mid-1970s, fewer than half of all women with children and teenagers at home worked. By 2000, 79 percent of American mothers with school-age children were working outside the home. A typical middle-class mother was putting in about thirteen weeks more of full-time work in the first decade of the 21st century than her counterpart had in 1979. Among two-parent families, a stay-at-home mother was on the scene in only one of every four homes.

The changes in the American economy after 1973 combined with other monumental social changes—the Pill, the sexual revolution, feminism, increased levels of education among women and  men—to revolutionize the American family. American men and women began to marry later, have fewer children, and divorce more frequently. In the year the Pill went on the market, most Americans lived in nuclear families, the average married couple had four children, and mothers stayed home. By 2000, the average family had two children, one out of two marriages ended in divorce, and almost a third of American children were being raised by a single parent or an unmarried couple.

The 1950s neotraditional domestic ideal had been a fragile creation, a hothouse flower of Cold War culture, coaxed into bloom by long-deferred dreams of stability, hiring practices that discriminated against women, and the pseudoscience of pop psychology. Its prospects for longevity were always slim. Viewed dispassionately, the 1950s ideal of the nuclear family set itself against almost every demographic trend of the modern world, and Americans were, if anything, modern. From 1900 to World War II, women had been increasing their labor force participation, marrying at a later age, attending college in greater numbers, having premarital sex more commonly, bearing fewer children, and divorcing at higher rates. These trends, briefly, were reversed from the end of World War II until 1961; after the mid-1970s, they reasserted themselves with a vengeance.

The nuclear family perished of natural causes after barely more than a decade of moderately good health. When this invented domestic ideal met the headwinds of the sexual revolution and economic crisis, a mass historical amnesia about the real history of the American family would set in. In the aftermath of its demise, the nuclear family would be resurrected as an age-old American tradition, as the endpoint of a desired return to the way we never were, and the source of political warfare about sex and women couched in the appealing yet deceptive brand of family values.

 

 

IT WAS INEVITABLE that relations between men and women would change as a result of the sexual revolution, women’s mass exodus from the home into the workforce, and women’s rapid educational advance. It was not inevitable that the new relations would take the  form they did. The ultimate result was in good part the handiwork of the American women’s movement of the 1960s and 1970s.

In the 1960s, a small group of women and men picked up where earlier women’s rights movement had left off in the campaign to achieve equal treatment of the sexes in politics, law, and the economy. One of their first surprise victories piggybacked on the advancing tide of the civil rights movement. An opportunity presented itself when a southern congressman, Howard Smith, put forward an amendment to ban sex discrimination in employment in the Civil Rights Act of 1964. Smith, though himself a supporter of the Equal Rights Amendment, intended his amendment to function as a poison pill—a provision that would kill the whole bill. Given that almost everyone at the time considered it absurd to pretend the sexes had equal capabilities and aspirations, Smith knew the ban on sex discrimination could give cover to northern Congressmen to vote against black civil rights, while allowing them to avoid being charged with racism. Savvy lobbying by women’s rights advocates foiled Smith’s design, and the provision survived into the final version of the bill. The Civil Rights Act passed, but for reasons having nothing to do with women’s rights.

There have been few pieces of legislation that have had a greater effect on the daily lives of Americans than that one clause of the Civil Rights Act of 1964. Title VII made it illegal for employers to discriminate against any individual on the basis of “race, color, religion, sex, or national origin.”

Many men, however, didn’t quite appreciate the historic momentousness of the act. The head of the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission, the agency created to enforce Title VII, called the ban on sex discrimination “a fluke . . . conceived out of wedlock.” Clever wordplay. Over the next two years he blithely ignored the thousands of complaints of discrimination women sent to his office. The liberal New Republic, which had been appalled by Southern resistance to black equality, commended the EEOC’s nullification of a national law: “Why should a mischievous joke perpetrated on the floor of the House of Representatives be treated by a responsible administrative body with this kind of seriousness?” Other bastions of the elite press became obsessed with the problem the new law posed for clients of  Playboy Bunnies. The Wall Street Journal worried for the well-being of businessmen who might encounter “a shapeless, knobby-kneed male ‘bunny’” at their local gentlemen’s club. The press started to refer to the sex discrimination clause in shorthand as “the Bunny Law.” A glib New York Times editorial joked, “The Rockettes may become bi-sexual, and a pity, too . . . Bunny Problem, indeed! This is a revolution, chaos. You can’t even safely advertise for a wife anymore.”

The hue and cry over sex discrimination offers a revealing look inside the hearts of powerful men compelled to contemplate a world in which the sexes would be equal. The volcanic potential of these subterranean emotions becomes clearer once we consider the contrast between America before and America after the women’s rights movement of these years. Before, it was perfectly legal to discriminate against women in employment; married women in many states could not get credit in their own name; states routinely treated men and women differently in family matters; state governments set different standards for the duties of citizenship; and sexual violence against women was routinely tolerated. Florida exempted women from jury duty, leaving women defendants to be tried by a jury of their all-male peers. Oklahoma set the legal drinking age for women at 18 and men at 21, so as not to inconvenience the young wives out on a date with their older husbands. Michigan deemed it improper and illegal for a woman to be a bartender, unless she was the wife or daughter of the bar’s owner. Ohio compelled pregnant teachers to go on unpaid leave. North Carolina only allowed virgins to file rape charges, and Maryland had no provision in its laws to allow a wife to sue the husband who had beaten her to a pulp.

As men in power continued to make sport of women’s equality, veterans of the battles over equal employment decided women needed a civil rights organization of their own. In 1966, they founded the National Organization for Women (NOW). Its statement of purpose declared that “the time has come for a new movement toward true equality for all women in America, and toward a fully equal partnership of the sexes.” Between 1966 and 1976, NOW and its allies won campaigns to enforce the laws against wage and employment discrimination; to outlaw discrimination against pregnant women; to end discrimination against women in education; to provide equal  funding for women in public education; to reform divorce law; to prohibit sexual harassment in the workplace; and—almost—to ratify the Equal Rights Amendment.

Today, equal rights, protected by laws banning discrimination on the basis of sex, are so ingrained that most Americans under the age of 50 hardly know it was ever any different. So, if self-declared feminists were the ones who achieved these gains for all American women, why and how did feminism get such an awful reputation? It did so because, at the very moment NOW and its allies tackled legal institutional discrimination, a new kind of activist entered the scene, proposing a more provocative theory about how women were kept down. Women’s liberation offered Americans a new way to look at themselves in the world, wrapped up nicely in a four word slogan: The personal is political.

How was it that personal issues, private matters, had anything to do with politics? At its core, politics is about power, about who rules whom. A nation born in revolution well understood the script of protest and resistance. According to the logic of American politics, one that activists of every shade and opinion share, the oppressed eventually rise up to claim their rights, their interests, and their due. Indeed the two women who first turned the women’s movement onto the women’s liberation track were American Christian reformers, not angry man-hating radicals so prominent in the antifeminist imagination. Mary King was the daughter of a southern Methodist minister who came to politics via the YWCA; Sandra “Casey” Cason Hayden was a Texan, the daughter of a single mother, who had also gotten her initiation into activism in the YWCA. After several years working in the civil rights movement in the South with other student activists, King and Hayden simply asked, who was exercising power over women? Their answer, explained in a widely circulated memo written in the fall of 1965, would send shock waves through American society for the next decade. Of course, distant politicians and presumptuous bosses kept women down, but that was the least of their troubles. Nearer to home, Hayden and King suggested, women met their oppressors—fathers, husbands, lovers, brothers, and male friends—face-to-face. Intimacy and oppression, all wrapped into one. Their memo went viral among women under the age of 30.

The idea that the personal is political soon got even more personal. The budding feminists in the student and radical movements of the 1960s were also the advance guard of the sexual revolution. They quickly came to see that they could apply their new consciousness not only to politics and the workplace, not only to family relationships, but also to sex itself. Although there has always existed a strain of sexual radicalism in America—from the Free Love movement of the 1860s to the Greenwich Village Bohemians of the 1910s—it had always been held in check by the failure rate of birth control. (Sex for sex’s sake simply doesn’t mix well with pregnancy and the care of infants.) Feminists doubted that women could ever attain full equality, or the practical ability to realize their individual potential, if they were not free to decide if they wanted to have children.

While the Pill was more effective than other forms of birth control, women remained at the mercy of biology as long as abortion was illegal. These young women activists joined the movement for abortion law reform and reframed the issue. They declared abortion to be an issue of a woman’s right to control her body on her own, with no man, church, or state having the power to tell her what she ought to do in such private matters of conscience. Feminists held public speak-outs in which they recounted their ordeals of illegal abortions in unsafe conditions. Men might have been able to take heart that at least they were needed by the newly sexually liberated women, except that these women had also redefined sex, or at least good sex. In 1970, in an influential essay, “The Myth of the Vaginal Orgasm,” a founder of New York Radical Feminists claimed men had sold women a bill of goods about their own desires and biology. She declared women’s right to sexual pleasure, told men they had been doing it wrong forever, and pronounced that women actually didn’t need men for sex at all.

An even more radical challenge to sexual norms was emerging in the nascent gay liberation movement. On Friday night, June 27, 1969, the New York City police raided the Stonewall Inn, a gay and lesbian bar in Manhattan. Police raids of gay bars were common, but that night, a lesbian refused to go peacefully, and as crowds gathered in the streets of Greenwich Village, the patrons of Stonewall fought  back. That night and throughout the weekend, New York gays and lesbians battled the NYPD in the streets. The Stonewall Riot, coming at the height of the antiwar movement, the black power movement, and a radical turn in the women’s movement, immediately sparked a new social movement of gays and lesbians. Within a few weeks the Gay Liberation Front had been founded and spread quickly throughout the nation’s thriving gay urban communities. The GLF quickly transformed the existing gay rights movement, previously focused on mounting legal challenges to discriminatory laws, much as the young feminists had redirected the women’s movement from legal reform to cultural change. The GLF’s manifesto declared, “We are a revolutionary homosexual group of men and women formed with the realization that complete sexual liberation for all people cannot come about unless existing social institutions are abolished.” Influenced by all the radical identity movements of the time to take a “revolutionary” stand, the GLF had the greatest kinship with radical feminism. The two groups shared the belief that the proscribed gender roles of American society were oppressive to individuals, and they also shared a visceral suspicion of the nuclear family. “The family is the primary means by which this restricted sexuality is created and enforced,” one GLF member wrote. “In a free society everyone will be gay.”

Lesbians and gays claiming heterosexuality wasn’t just optional but tyrannical and women talking openly about the pleasures of sex and the graphic details of illegal abortion made a lot of Americans queasy. Women asserting their right to all the perks previously enjoyed only by men alerted men that their own privileges would likely get renegotiated in the coming era. Many Americans were angered on a gut level by these feminists and gays, by their rejection of convention, by their disdain for classic femininity and masculinity, by their political radicalism and sexual experimentation.

But this phase of “liberation” lasted only a few years. It involved at most a couple tens of thousands of women and men in a nation of 205 million people. So, although it is easy to grasp why “women’s lib” and gays coming out of the closet might have ticked off a lot of people, it is hard to imagine how it could have sparked the delirium that has consumed American politics for four decades.

But that is what feminism and, to a lesser extent, gay liberation did. Not because a handful of women refused to shave or put on makeup or associate with men. Or even because some men and women retreated into a gay subculture removed from mainstream society. The two social movements sparked resistance because their proponents claimed to have exposed the family as a petty tyranny, a site of sexual repression, gender inequality, and cultural oppression, the place where our ambitions and our desires went to die.

Such a notion of the false promise of family life set itself against fundamental assumptions about American culture. That the nation was sustained by the selfless domestic labors of wives and mothers, that the goodness of the nation was secured by their superior virtue, that men needed to assume their natural role at the head of the family and serve as its representative in the public world. Dating as it did from pre–Civil War America, the ideal bore an exceedingly remote relation to present reality. American womanhood was like the insect trapped in the amber gem, precious when preserved in its ancient casement, ugly and disturbingly menacing in its liberated form. The creation of a politically polarized America, of a nation divided between enraged Republicans and beleaguered Democrats, can never be understood without first acknowledging that many people interpreted sexual self-determination, economic self-sufficiency, and political power for living women as a lethal attack on the American way.
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 THE MORNING AFTER

SIX WEEKS BEFORE the 1972 presidential election, the man who was thought to control the votes of the Democratic Party’s largest constituency stood before a roomful of steelworkers in a Las Vegas hotel and informed them that their party had been taken over by “abortionists,” boys who want to marry boys, and “people who look like Jacks, acted like Jills, and had the odors of Johns about them.”

George Meany, the president of the 13-million–member AFL-CIO, America’s national labor federation, had actively supported every Democratic presidential candidate since 1936. In 1972, the 78-year-old, white-haired, cigar-chomping union boss spent election season golfing with Republican President Richard Nixon and ordering unionized working men and women to cease and desist campaigning for George McGovern, the Democratic candidate for president of the United States.

When McGovern went down to a landslide defeat, Meany and other Democratic leaders pinned the blame on young men and women, newly empowered in the Democratic Party, who were known to exhibit countercultural tendencies. Elitist cultural extremists, their  logic went, had hijacked the party from its rightful owners. The exotic enthusiasms of the few had alienated mainstream America.

Meany and his comrades in fact knew better, for they themselves had thrown the election. After they failed to defeat McGovern in the primaries, a small group of Democratic powerbrokers connived to deprive McGovern of the presidential nomination. Among the conspirators were Meany, the elected leader of the unionized working class, the backbone of the Democratic electoral coalition; Hubert Humphrey, an eminent liberal and the party’s 1968 nominee; and one future president, Jimmy Carter.

Despite the well reported existence of their plot and ample evidence disproving their theory of McGovern’s defeat, their allegation that feminists, gays, and other cultural radicals were to blame for the Democratic Party’s collapse acquired the status of unquestioned truth. This death-by-McGovernik theory would reverberate through the years, to be invoked each time Democrats lost an election. And thus the sexual counterrevolution within the Democratic Party was born.

 

 

ON NOVEMBER 7, 1972, Americans reelected President Richard M. Nixon. Nixon’s 23-point margin of victory over McGovern surpassed even that of Democrat Lyndon B. Johnson’s 1964 annihilation of the ultraconservative Republican candidate, Arizona Senator Barry Goldwater. Indeed, only three presidential candidates in all of American history had fared worse in an election than McGovern. It was a humiliating defeat for the Democratic Party. A catastrophe.

Post-election spin quickly and decisively concluded that McGovern “lost the election at Miami,” where the Democrats had held their party convention in July. As one of these veterans saw it, “The American people made an association between McGovern and gay lib, and welfare rights, and pot-smoking, and black militants, and women’s lib, and wise college kids, and everything else that they saw as threatening their value systems.” The televised proceedings of the extremists’ antics, so the theory went, inspired lifelong Democrats to vote against McGovern. The verdict was nearly unanimous that the convention carryings-on of these “kooks” and “freaks” had appalled the American people. Regular Americans, watching the  convention from their living rooms, were repulsed by the cultural extremism of McGovern’s supporters.

This death-by-McGovernik notion was first floated in the days after the November election, when the Democratic candidates McGovern had crushed in the primaries earlier that year were pleased to share their sage analysis with any journalist who asked. Former vice president Humphrey, a four-time loser in the presidential contest, pronounced, “unless we become acceptable to middle America, we’ve had it.” Another 1972 contender, Washington Senator Henry “Scoop” Jackson, whose positions on the Vietnam War and America’s nuclear arsenal were slightly to the right of Nixon’s, scolded McGovern for ignoring the sentiments of the Democratic base. His ally, the intrepid Governor Carter, had already appointed himself the chief of party reconstruction; Carter assured worried voters that McGovern’s people would not be “in charge of the invitation lists.” George Wallace, the onetime segregationist and 1972’s white backlash candidate, predicted the Democratic Party’s future lay with “the average man,” whom he represented, “not with the elitist group that took over in Miami.”

In many ways, these Democrats were parroting their Republican opponents. At the GOP convention, held in August 1972, party leaders predicted Americans would spurn McGovern’s extremist fellow travelers. California governor and future president Ronald Reagan had joked about the funny smell wafting out of the Democrats’ “smoke-filled rooms.” Goldwater, who famously claimed that “extremism in the defense of liberty is no vice [and] moderation in the pursuit of justice is no virtue,” likened Democratic radicals to the bloodthirsty coyotes of his native Arizona, who lay in wait for the moment when they could “tear something down or destroy part of America.” Future Indiana Senator Richard Lugar invited the “millions of Democrats deserted by McGovern and his extremists” into the GOP. Time approvingly quoted Republican strategist Kevin Phillips for his foresight in predicting the outcome. “The Democratic Party is going to pay heavily,” wrote Phillips, “for having become the party of affluent professionals, knowledgeable industry executives, social-cause activists and minorities of various sexual, racial, chronological and other hues.” Sexual and chronological hues? He apparently meant women, young people, and gays and lesbians.

These Republican talking points, recycled by resentful Democrats, soon hardened into conventional wisdom. Years later, even McGovern’s chief campaign strategists confessed that they too had been seduced and led astray by their far-out supporters. Gary Hart, whose own 1984 presidential bid would be derailed by an old-school sex scandal, blamed the extremists for the fact that McGovern, the laconic South Dakota populist, became vilified as a radical. Their behavior, he recounted, “was just bizarre. The more we responded to their demands, the more extreme the campaign looked.”

The notion that McGovern lost the election because cultural extremists alienated real Democrats eventually became enshrined in Democratic Party lore and fixed in the historical record. The idea was so pervasive that even the talented author Rick Perlstein interpreted the behavior of the McGoverniks at the Miami convention as a pivotal moment in Democratic decline. Men kissed men in the aisles of Miami, Perlstein wrote in his best-selling Nixonland. Braless women publicly debated abortion on national television. With the license of a novelist, Perlstein filled in the thought bubbles of the TV watching voters. “All of these people had given the Democrats a landslide in 1964. They had trusted the Democratic Party. In the interim they had seen America plunged into chaos. And then they looked at this convention and thought, ‘Here are the people who are responsible for this chaos.’”

 

 

BUT WAS IT really the optics of flamboyant radicalism that killed the Democratic Party and drove voters away from McGovern? Did the American people recoil in horror after witnessing the takeover of the Democratic convention by cultural radicals? The historical record does not support the myths that have accumulated around the McGovern campaign.

“The speculations were for a ranting mob, an ‘unruly zoo’ one prognosticator called them. If there was, television did not show it,” Cecil Smith, the Los Angeles Times television critic, wrote in July while the convention was airing on national television. “It showed the young, the eager, the blacks, the Chicanos, the women. It showed a lot of frustrated elders. But it mostly showed order and attention  and dignity.” Given that past conventions were primarily occasions to reward party operatives with free vacations and free booze, that was the telltale sign that the delegates “must be amateurs.” Smith did observe one freakish-looking character on the convention floor: a woman dressed as Alice in Wonderland. She was an NBC reporter.

What had prompted the speculations of anarchy in the first place? Of the 3,100 delegates elected to the Democratic convention, over 2,700 had never attended a party nominating convention before. In the party’s first-ever open and free primary election, more than 1,200 women won election as delegates to the Democratic convention—three times as many as had ever been chosen before. African Americans, young people, Hispanics, Native Americans, and gays were also present in record numbers. Twenty percent of the delegates in 1972 were under the age of 30. In 1968, the last presidential election in which 21 had been the minimum legal voting age, hardly any young people had been delegates. The percentage of African American delegates had increased from 6 percent in 1968 to 16 percent. For the first time ever in the party’s history, women, young adults, African Americans, and other minorities outnumbered party officials, politicians, and union men by nine to one. For these delegates and the people who had elected them, such an opening of the political process was a cause to celebrate.

Veteran journalists and political commentators agreed that the anticipated circus had failed to materialize. The rookies weren’t kooks and freaks, they observed, but savvy pragmatists. “McGovern’s legions,” according to Time, “are some of the soberest and most serious practitioners of politics in the U.S. today.” The convention “struck many onlookers as unusually serious,” observed R. W. Apple of the New York Times, “as unusually courteous and nondisruptive.” Reports were consistent that women, the group of delegates with the least experience of insider party politics, had massed the most disciplined and effective caucus of the year. “Those who muttered about wild-haired ‘freaks’ and ‘kooks’ taking over this convention have been dumfounded. It is, almost everybody says, the freshest, most attractive, most diverse national political convention they have seen,” wrote a rare female reporter for the New York Times, Nan Robertson. She had been sent to cover fashion but instead turned in an  analysis of women’s political ascension. Yes, some women wore pants suits, miniskirts, and bell bottoms—prompting one male delegate to declare he had never seen so many beautiful women under one roof—but no one “doubted the women’s seriousness of purpose and goals.” They were there to put women’s concerns on the party’s front burner. Catherine Duggan, a white, 24-year-old, stay-at-home mother, came to the convention to fight for comprehensive child care—not for herself, but for the poor, single mothers in her neighborhood. Duggan had saved up her food stamps in order to hold a spaghetti dinner fundraiser to pay her way to Miami. Gloria Steinem, the editor of Ms. magazine and an elected Democratic delegate, encouraged women to play hardball politics. Steinem reminded women delegates that their work would not be done until they were “in those smoke-filled rooms where the decisions are going to be made.”

Was there other evidence that some Americans perceived McGovern to be too radical? One influential group apparently did. “We’re scared to death of him,” a senior partner at Goldman Sachs told the New York Times. “We don’t think he knows what he’s talking about.” Wall Street, convinced that McGovern had radical economic ideas, withheld campaign contributions. The stock market fell every single day of the Democratic convention.

It was the case that McGovern’s platform, even when compared to those of Democratic liberals such as Franklin Delano Roosevelt, Harry Truman, John F. Kennedy, and Lyndon Johnson, was extraordinarily liberal on economic issues. When McGovern’s Democratic critics charged the candidate and his progressive supporters with excessive radicalism, however, they weren’t referring to his support for labor rights and guaranteed jobs and incomes for the poor. They had women’s rights, feminism, abortion, and gay rights on their mind.

Women did score some victories at the convention, ones that would have been inconceivable just four years earlier. They won the party’s renewed endorsement of the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA)—a commitment that had been dropped in 1956 at the behest of conservatives and organized labor. Since Congress had finally passed the ERA and sent it to the states for ratification that March, this was a fight that mattered. In two firsts for the Democratic Party, the rookie delegates negotiated a 15-point statement on women’s  rights to be included in the party’s platform and elected a woman to head the Democratic National Committee. More controversially, feminists and gays made an unsuccessful bid to commit the party to gay civil rights and legal abortion.

Abortion was still illegal in two-thirds of the states in 1972, and abortion law reform was one of the highest political priorities for the women’s movement. (Roe v. Wade was issued by the Supreme Court the following January. The decision surprised both sides.) On the platform committee, feminists had introduced a plank that stated, “in matters relating to human reproduction, each person’s right to privacy, freedom of choice and individual conscience should be fully respected consistent with relevant Supreme Court decisions.” The plank was defeated in committee, but it won enough votes to allow it to be brought to a floor vote before the full convention.

On the second night of the Democratic convention, live, on television, Democrats debated the question of abortion. Some people thought that was suicidal. “It was madness to confront the country with it at the convention,” according to David Riesman, an eminent sociologist. It is “an issue of great importance to liberated women—and others of course—but think of the unliberated women. For many of them the right to get an abortion simply means that they have no way of holding on to their men when they get pregnant.”

Riesman’s expert ruminations, however, were contradicted by a Gallup poll on the subject. “It may be that both candidates—whatever their moral scruples—are miscalculating the issue’s political reverberations,” a Time report of the poll observed. Gallup’s August survey “found that 64 percent of all Americans are actually in favor of legalized abortions, with Republicans more in favor (68 percent) than independents (67 percent) or Democrats (59 percent). Even Catholics in the sample approved by 56 percent.”

Of course few voters even knew Democrats had spent two emotional hours of their convention arguing about abortion. McGovern’s floor managers ensured that most viewers would be asleep when it happened, and the plank was defeated. The debate about gay civil rights, which candidate McGovern had promised to support, was shunted even farther into the predawn hours. That plank was defeated with a resounding voice vote—usefully leaving no record  of an individual opinion to follow the ambitious delegates through their political careers. Few print outlets gave the two controversial debates more than a few-words mention in their voluminous convention coverage. That was because most reporters understood the more significant fault lines in the Democratic Party. Could McGovern’s lieutenants assuage business if they fended off planks in favor of a guaranteed income for all Americans? Would McGovern’s belated support for a strong pro-Israel plank win back skeptical Jewish voters? Would George Wallace’s last stand for the white Right over busing in northern cities split the Democratic Party? He had, after all, won 13.5 percent of the popular vote running as a third-party candidate in 1968. Bitter conflicts over school busing to achieve racial desegregation, Israel, and taxes were all viewed by Americans in prime time. That the Michigan delegation joined the South in support of Wallace’s anti-busing plank was probably the most ominous indicator of McGovern’s prospects in the general election.

Did Americans see McGovern as a radical because of his association at the Miami convention with feminists, the counterculture, or gay sexual radicals? Public opinion surveys and the eyewitness reports of experienced journalists are not exact sciences, but together the evidence from these two sources powerfully indicate that the answer is no. Back in the spring, most voters had seen McGovern as a strong liberal. (This was considered a compliment in 1972.) Between the opening of the Democratic convention on July 10 and late August, on the eve of the Republican convention, the percentage of Democrats who viewed McGovern as a radical rose from 10 percent to 14 percent. This was an uptick surely, but hardly career shattering in a nation in which more than a third of white conservatives identified themselves as Democrats.

Eventually almost a third of Americans came to view McGovern as a radical. The radical label finally stuck to McGovern not because he cavorted with feminists, abortionists, and gays but primarily because voters associated him with the antiwar movement and its lack of patriotism. And, importantly, voters didn’t come to this conclusion based on the Democratic convention, but only after the August Republican convention. In a September poll conducted by Daniel Yankelovich for Time, which showed that almost a third of  voters viewed McGovern as a radical, 75 percent said yes to the question, are you “sick and tired of hearing people attack patriotism and American values?” Even 59 percent of voters who intended to vote for McGovern felt so.

That one-third of voters perceived McGovern as a radical was a relatively minor matter, considering what the majority felt about him: three-quarters of all voters viewed McGovern as weak and indecisive. A majority rated Nixon best able to end the Vietnam War and fix the economy, their two top issues. They felt Nixon cared more than McGovern for “the little man.” By two to one, voters thought Nixon would run a more open and trustworthy administration.

The Democrats had not produced such an economically progressive platform since the New Deal, but Nixon was rated better on the economy. The nation had turned overwhelmingly against the Vietnam War, and McGovern had led Senate efforts to curtail Nixon’s ability to wage the war. But Nixon was thought to be more likely to end the war. The young Washington Post reporters Bob Woodward and Carl Bernstein were already starting to trace the break-in at Democratic Party headquarters in the Watergate Hotel back to top officials in the Nixon administration, but voters didn’t trust McGovern. “Such results seem to fly in the face of logic,” Time couldn’t help marveling.

McGovern had turned the election into a popularity contest, and against the notorious Tricky Dick, he was losing. How could this have happened? Granted, Nixon ruthlessly (and illegally) exploited the power of the presidency and manipulated public opinion, but McGovern had a hand in his own unmaking. Although nearly everyone thought McGovern was a good man with integrity, the heartland senator alienated a lot of regular folk. “He comes on like a soft-spoken preacher from South Dakota,” worried Barbara Mikulski, a pro-McGovern Polish American councilwoman from Baltimore (who would go on to become the first woman elected in her own right to the U.S. Senate as a Democrat). “That style is hard to comprehend in a working-class neighborhood.” There was an obstinacy there too. In the important New York primary, on a televised campaign stop to a Jewish deli to shore up his flagging support among Jewish voters, McGovern insisted on ordering milk with his chopped liver sandwich, even though the waitress kindly warned him that wasn’t kosher. 

Things got much worse for McGovern in the fall, as Nixon opened up a 39-point lead in the polls. The soft-spoken preacher-like politician began to channel his father, the strict fundamentalist minister of the harsh South Dakota plains. Young George had been forbidden to dance or listen to music, and he had long ago rejected his fundamentalist upbringing for a more broad-minded religiosity. But something about Nixon’s impunity and the public’s apathy summoned in him the lapsed absolutist. McGovern lacerated Americans for allowing the slaughter of innocents in Vietnam and for turning a blind eye to America’s poor and oppressed. He lost his temper on the campaign trail and told a voter to kiss his ass. Meanwhile Nixon, one of the most troubled souls to have ever occupied the oval office, beguiled Americans with a soaring vision of American benevolence and peace—through strength—on earth.

By the end of the campaign, Americans perceived McGovern to be self-righteous, weak, and unpatriotic—a fatal combination of traits for any politician at any time in the history of the United States. Some voters by the end of the campaign also saw him as a radical for his opposition to the war. But there is little evidence for the election postmortem that McGovern earned that title because he empowered the cultural radicals—the women, the blacks, the young, and the gays—who had provided him with the votes to win the Democratic nomination and had made up the majority of elected delegates to the Democratic convention.

So where did the story of death-by-cultural-radicalism originate? With the Democratic Party’s own leaders, kingmakers, and operatives, who had been defeated by McGovern in the party’s first open, democratic, and fair presidential primary and who had tried to overturn that election through tried-and-tested tricks of machine politics. “We lost the election at Miami,” turned out to be true, just not exactly according to the story that has been passed down by conventional wisdom.

 

 

A FEW HOURS before McGovern’s plane touched down in Miami for the Democratic convention, George Meany held his own press conference on the tarmac. “We’ve made it quite plain we don’t like McGovern.”

In the thirty-four days between the decisive California primary and the Democratic convention, the defeated Democratic candidates and their old-guard allies schemed to strip McGovern of the presidential nomination. In those weeks, McGovern should have been selecting a running mate. He should have been planning his general election campaign against Nixon, whose popularity ratings had risen from a pre-primary low of 40 percent to a nearly invincible 61 percent. Instead, he and his staff were consumed with fending off a widely reported but secretive conspiracy to derail his candidacy.

Meany was widely recognized as the mastermind of the Stop McGovern operation, in close association with Chicago Mayor Richard Daley. Joining them were McGovern’s defeated rivals: Humphrey, Scoop Jackson, Edmund Muskie, George Wallace, and the political allies and campaign aides they brought in. Also in on the attempted fix were a handful of powerful southern senators. The scheme involved preventing McGovern from winning the nomination during the first two rounds of delegate voting, and thus tarring him with the unelectable label. They would then step in with a consensus candidate who would save the party from disaster. Meany, Daley, and their lieutenants were plotting for Humphrey. Muskie, who had been anointed the frontrunner by the pundits before the primaries and who hadn’t broken into double digits in the primary vote, inexplicably seemed to have thought he would emerge as the nominee. “It was the old politics of sheer political power: changing the rules after the game had been played,” Time explained in its report on the machinations.

The Stop-McGovernites no doubt expected that it would be easy to foil the naïve political rookies massed by McGovern. They were mistaken. On the first night of the convention, July 10, the pro-McGovern delegation from Illinois led by the Reverend Jesse Jackson bested Daley’s own delegation. Although McGovern and Jackson had offered a compromise that would have seated part of the Daley delegation, Daley demanded all or nothing. He got nothing. (His slate had violated the rules for holding delegate elections.) McGovern survived a potentially fatal challenge to his California delegation through brilliant parliamentary maneuvering orchestrated by the twenty somethings in his inner circle. The first all-night session of the convention  ended at 5:20 am the next morning, with McGovern’s nomination assured. At that point Muskie conceded and pledged his support for McGovern, but Humphrey and others threw their delegates to Scoop Jackson. Wallace stayed in the race for himself. (In the finale of the failed plot, Jimmy Carter made the speech putting Jackson’s name in nomination.) Even after McGovern won the presidential nomination two days later on the first ballot, a few Stop-McGovern conspirators refused to accept reality and immediately set to work plotting their post-election moves against McGovern and his allies. The New York Times columnist Tom Wicker spotted “the barons of labor” in the hotel lobby bar after McGovern’s triumph, “mumbling threats and recriminations around their fraying cigars—elephants on the way to the boneyard, determined to take their party with them.”

 

 

MCGOVERN’S TROUBLES WITH the Democratic Party establishment were the paradoxical result of the advantage they had unwittingly handed him four years earlier. Before 1972, Democrats anointed their nominee through closed caucuses, secret meetings, and backroom deals. Through a particularly adroit manipulation of this system, in 1968, Meany and Daley had delivered the Democratic presidential nomination to Humphrey, even though he had won only 2 percent of the primary vote. Then at the Chicago Democratic convention that year, Daley sanctioned a police riot against antiwar protesters and assorted establishment Democrats. When delegates elected to support the antiwar candidates, the late Robert F. Kennedy and Eugene McCarthy, protested against the heavy-handed tactics, Daley ordered the convention center crew to cut power to their microphones and his cops to expel them from the hall. In a paltry effort to heal party divisions, the convention voted to create a commission to review the presidential nomination process. McGovern was chosen to head the effort because he had ties to the regulars and the insurgents alike.

Supporters of the reform commission looked to it to democratize the party and make it more inclusive. But experienced politicians know that commissions are created to evade inconvenient problems, not to solve them, and the party regulars quickly stopped paying  attention. Imagine their surprise when they discovered the reform commission chaired by McGovern had stripped them of power simply by rewriting the rules for choosing the party’s nominee. Thanks to the commission, from 1972 on, Democratic presidential hopefuls were required to compete for actual voters in open and transparent elections. Today’s system of primaries and caucuses, with modest changes, is the product of these reforms.

In the old clubby system, McGovern had been unelectable. He was the junior senator of a tiny, rural, Republican-leaning state, where few members of the Democrats’ traditional base lived. In the new system, a candidate could circumvent the old established party apparatus—controlled by labor leaders, big-city mayors, party officials, and senior politicians—and go directly to the people. McGovern, with aides hired directly from the reform commission staff, planned to wring every possible advantage out of the new nomination process, especially in states using the poorly understood caucus system. Not until Barack Obama felled the House of Clinton would a long-shot again run the primary horse race so brilliantly.

McGovern’s route to the nomination, mapped by his aides and dubbed the “left-centrist” strategy, called for him to run as the candidate of the Left in the early primaries. Formulated with the new competitive primary system in mind, it was as much the result of political calculation as of principle. With no incumbent or obvious Democratic leader in the race, many ambitious but unremarkable men would be game to enter. McGovern first had to knock out all the other liberal antiwar candidates by, in the words of Gary Hart, his campaign manager “co-opt[ing] the left.” After winning sufficient delegates to clinch the nomination, McGovern would tack back to the center to bring the party leaders on board. The go-left step of the strategy fit the times. The Twenty-sixth Amendment had given 18-to-21-year-olds the right to vote, and the Vietnam War, and the antiwar protests, continued. McGovern’s antiwar bona fides were as strong as anyone’s, but opposition to the Vietnam War was no longer enough. RFK had charmed the Left in 1968 by denouncing the war, praising the civil rights movement, and lending the Kennedy stamp of approval to the United Farm Workers. But he never had to state his opinion about women’s rights, abortion, or gays, because no one  was asking. In 1972, any Democratic candidate who pursued the vote of the young and the Left had to answer new questions about women, sex, and culture. Still, victory would hinge on step two.

Co-opting the Left, as Hart cynically put it, therefore called for a nimble touch, particularly because those who formerly did not have a seat at the table had taken advantage of the opportunity presented by party reform. Exactly one year before the 1972 Democratic convention was scheduled to begin, several hundred women gathered to form the bipartisan National Women’s Political Caucus (NWPC). Convened by Gloria Steinem, Betty Friedan (author of The Feminine Mystique), Republicans such as the feminist head of the Republican Federation of Women, and three of the twelve women representatives in the U.S. Congress—Patsy Mink, Bella Abzug, and Shirley Chisholm—the NWPC decided their first goal would be to gain proportional representation of women at presidential conventions. They had not been impressed when the Democratic reform commission announced it would require state delegations to include African Americans, people under the age of thirty, and women “in reasonable relation to their presence in the state as a whole.” That language seemed to depend too much on the kindness of men. Democratic women lobbied the commission and won new language specifying a target of 40 percent female representation. (Republican women in the NWPC extracted a similar commitment from their party.)

With this deft move, women suddenly became the most important of the Left constituencies to be won by a non-establishment candidate. Not only would women potentially constitute the largest single bloc of voters at the convention, but the women’s movement was also the only movement on the Left that could still mount effective political campaigns. (The antiwar movement and the black civil rights movement had both by 1972 been weakened by infighting.) Thus when Shirley Chisholm, a New York Congresswoman, a feminist, an African American, and a civil rights veteran, announced she was running for president, McGovern scrambled to steal her thunder with women. In the fall of 1971, McGovern’s team at headquarters told local campaign staffers to send word to state chapters of the NWPC expressing McGovern’s “full support for their goal of political equality” and asking for their endorsement. In a bid for women’s  votes, McGovern publicly threatened to participate in the boycott of an airline for its “tasteless and suggestive ‘I’m Cheryl, fly me to Miami’” ad campaign. He forced his Illinois supporters to change their slate of delegates when he discovered it was disproportionately composed of older white men.

Step one, go left, worked. Although many women activists felt a sentimental kinship with Chisholm, most decided to fall in for McGovern, the candidate they thought was electable, even though he continued to resist their requests to support abortion law reform. McGovern had similar success wooing antiwar voters, no doubt because he was in fact the strongest antiwar candidate in the field. (His only real challenge would have come from Senator Edward M. Kennedy, who took himself out of contention in 1969 when he drove off a Chappaquiddick bridge.) McGovern also became the first Democratic candidate ever to pledge his support for making discrimination against homosexuals illegal (albeit, his pledge was issued privately in evasive language). By early April, just a little more than a month into the primaries, McGovern had indeed locked down the Left and was surging ahead in the delegate count. According to plan, the moment to pivot from left to center had arrived. With a commanding lead, surely the old party warhorses would come around, unwilling to repeat the split between the grassroots movements and the party regulars that had cost Democrats the presidency in 1968. The moment of inevitability was here.

That was when McGovern discovered he had no exit from his go-left strategy.

In early April, the influential Washington Post columnists Rowland Evans and Robert Novak labeled McGovern “the Barry Goldwater of the Left,” and quoted an unnamed Democratic senator on McGovern’s secret liabilities: “McGovern is for amnesty, abortion, and legalization of pot . . . Once middle America—Catholic middle America in particular—finds this out, he’s dead.” (Thus originated the GOP’s infamous general election slogan labeling McGovern “the candidate of the three A’s: amnesty, abortion, and acid.”) Humphrey, the last remaining viable candidate in the race, decided to borrow a page from Evans and Novak. Although he and McGovern were old friends whose children had grown up together in the capital, this was  his fourth and probably last shot at the presidency, and this was politics. In Omaha, Nebraska, home to a large population of Catholic Democrats, Humphrey placed an ad in a Catholic newspaper recycling Evans and Novak’s charge. As the candidates headed into the home stretch for the California primary, Humphrey’s radical-baiting, in the words of a reporter for Time magazine, became “sulfurous.”

The attacks misfired, and on June 6, 1972, McGovern wrapped up the Democratic Party presidential nomination with a victory in California. With delegates gained in the few remaining contests that month, McGovern was poised to enter the Democratic convention with a commanding lead, controlling more than 1,300 of the 1,509 delegates needed to win the nomination.

Democratic voters had spoken. McGovern’s opponents in the Democratic Party decided that was irrelevant. With no chance left to win the nomination honestly, Humphrey, Meany, and Daley reverted to their old ways. They would attempt through intrigue what they had accomplished openly and brazenly in 1968: fix the delegate vote so as to deliver the nomination to one of their own, the voters be damned.

The true casualty of that failed gambit was the Democratic Party itself. Conventions typically give the nominee a boost in the polls, but McGovern ended his with only a 2 percent bump, and he trailed Nixon badly, as he had since the end of the primary campaign. Immediately after the convention, Meany engineered a vote in the AFL-CIO to prevent a McGovern endorsement, over the strenuous objections of many other heads of national labor unions. Formally, the federation remained neutral, but Meany stacked the deck. He very publicly refused to even talk to McGovern, while he showed up in public with Nixon over and over again. Daley and Humphrey did campaign for McGovern, but with a notable lack of enthusiasm. Carter, with Daley, Meany, Jackson, and some of Humphrey’s aides, looked to the future. They spent their time during the height of election season plotting the ouster of McGovern’s choice for party chair, the first woman ever elected to the post; their preferred candidate was a close ally of John Connally, the Texas Democrat running the Democrats for Nixon campaign. Party officials “didn’t do squat” to help elect their party’s nominee, one McGovern staffer remembered.  It was hard to imagine how McGovern had any chance against Nixon when so many party leaders continued to scheme against him.

 

 

WHY DID THEY do it? The Stop-McGovern conspirators undoubtedly would have retorted, Who, really, betrayed whom? If you were to take their word for it, they had valiantly strived to save the Democratic Party from itself.

The McGovernik extremists, in their view, were so consumed by their own far-out cultural obsessions that they ignored the Democratic Party’s most loyal voters and neglected the party’s traditional bread-and-butter issues. “How could any one candidate alienate labor, the religious groups, the South and others in one election?” Scoop Jackson asked rhetorically. “Nixon would have been beaten,” he insisted, by someone who could have held the party together. In Humphrey’s estimation, working and middle-class voters who had favored Democrats since the New Deal felt ignored, disgusted, and abandoned. The Democratic “leadership must be closely related by word and deed to the working people, to the small town, Main Street people and the man in the shops,” Humphrey warned. “Unless we become acceptable to this middle America, we’ve had it.” And Wallace spelled it out bluntly: the party had been taken over by “elitists.” The McGoverniks had to be stopped, or they would lead the party into extinction.

Let’s look then at the real-Democrats-betrayed theory. The most convincing evidence seems to be the scope of the landslide itself. After all, in 1968, Humphrey had come within 1 percent of Nixon in the popular vote. The 1972 election is difficult to compare to any normal presidential election, however, as it was the only time in American history that the sitting president masterminded a criminal conspiracy in an attempt to fix an election. Nevertheless, the change in the Democratic vote over the two elections does reveal deeper shifts that had little to do with the Watergate conspiracy. In 1972, support for McGovern among traditional Democratic groups collapsed. In 1968, Humphrey had won a majority from Catholics, union families, urban residents, African Americans, and Jews. Only white southerners among the historic Democratic constituencies did  not give Humphrey more than 50 percent of their votes. McGovern, however, lost not only southerners, but also Catholics and union families.

Humphrey’s image of strength, however, was a mirage of Wallace’s making. When Johnson signed the 1964 Civil Rights Act, he remarked, “We have lost the South for a generation.” By 1968 Johnson’s prediction had already come true. Humphrey won only 39 percent of white southerners—19 points less than Johnson had and only 3 points more than McGovern would win in 1972. This was no small concern, given that white southerners had historically voted for Democrats by a 10-point margin and provided, on average, about a quarter of all Democratic votes. In 1968, Wallace had won five southern states, including two by more than 60 percent. Had Wallace not run in 1968, the overwhelming majority of his supporters would have voted for Nixon, just as they did in 1972. Absent Wallace, Nixon’s margin of victory over Humphrey could have been as large as 15 points, rather than merely one point. Without Wallace in the race, it is likely Nixon, not Humphrey, would have won Michigan. In short, Democrats lost the South well before the so-called cultural elitists captured the Democratic party and allegedly betrayed ordinary Democrats.

But perhaps the groups in the Democratic coalition most affected by McGovern’s out-of-the-mainstream cultural radicalism were religious and ethnic voters. Although McGovern won a majority of African Americans, Jews, and secular Americans, and Catholics voted relatively pro-Democratic, each group voted less Democratic than they had in 1968. Yet these groups encompass the most culturally progressive voters—Jews and nonreligious Americans—and some of the most culturally conservative ones—black Protestants and white Catholics. What these groups shared was neither values nor cultural beliefs but the fact that they were all minorities within America’s white Protestant majority. McGovern’s poor showing with each of these groups suggests that many lifelong Democrats, as scores of anecdotes during the campaign attested, were indeed alienated by McGovern’s rural, fundamentalist Protestant cultural style. His weakness was aggravated by the fact that, as the senator of North Dakota, he had no preexisting political ties to these constituencies.  Moreover, from the perspective of the many fiercely patriotic descendants of immigrants in these groups, McGovern’s principled stance against the Vietnam War suggested he was insufficiently patriotic.

It becomes difficult to credit the Stop-McGovernites’ charge that Democrats abandoned McGovern because they felt betrayed by the McGovernik cultural extremists, when voters had such an abundance of reasons to reject McGovern. The 1972 election was a perfect storm for McGovern and the Democratic Party. Nixon’s criminal manipulation of the electoral system, his savvy and perfectly legal priming of the economy to mask its structural weakness, the continuing white backlash, Democratic divisions about the war and the meaning of patriotism, and the inclusion of women and other new political actors in the party, all came together to drive traditionally Democratic voters into the arms of the GOP or away from the voting booth altogether. Overshadowing all was the negative perception of the Democratic party candidate. Voters felt more negative toward McGovern than toward any other Democratic candidate since pollsters began asking Americans their opinions on the subject; they believed Nixon could better handle the war and the economy, the two issues that mattered most to them. With all these factors, it is not surprising the election was a rout.

 

 

WHETHER OR NOT there was a Democratic candidate who could have won in these circumstances, the question remains, why were McGovern’s opponents willing to essentially throw the election to Nixon rather than work with Democratic women, young people, and cultural progressives to put their own troubled party back in power? As is true for most betrayals, self-interest and principle commingled. Humphrey, Muskie, and Scoop Jackson wanted to be president, the cost be damned. Many other politicians surely felt their pain. Rookies had defeated 249 Democratic representatives and senators in the open delegate elections. Among the losers were the Democratic majority whip, Thomas P. (Tip) O’Neill, six current and former governors, and countless lower-level elected officials and party hands. Meany, who spent the convention in his hotel room, complained that his men were treated like “second-class citizens” in Miami. The New  York Times editorial postmortem captured the bigger picture: “Men accustomed to viewing politics as a masculine game rather like professional football do not like to be told they have to allot half of the delegation to women. Dominant factions do not like to share their power with blacks or Chicanos . . . There is no such thing as a painless revolution.”

“To the victors go the spoils” is one of the oldest unwritten rules in American democracy. When women, in the wake of the feminist movement, finally claimed an independent role for themselves in the Democratic Party, it became impossible to ignore that their demands threatened the privileges that powerful Democratic men had long taken for granted. Politics offers perks to those in power, and it is typically a zero-sum game.

Yet, as much as thwarted ambition and crass self-interest motivated those colluding in McGovern’s demise, there was also something deeper going on. New York Times columnist Anthony Lewis pinpointed the dilemma from his front-row seat at the Stop-McGovern conspiracy. “The Democratic Party has no historic choice but to be the instrument of change, and there is no place on earth changing as fast as America today.”

And nothing was changing as fast in America as relations between the sexes, sex, and gender roles. So fast, in fact, that the word “gender” was not even yet in use.

Feminism, at its self-confident peak in 1972, presented an especially acute challenge for the Democratic Party and to the principles for which it stood. The party was still proud to call itself liberal, but during their several decades-long run as the dominant political party in the United States, Democrats had done precious little to open opportunities to women or to bring American sex laws out of the dark ages. The most powerful party constituency, namely organized labor, had put up the biggest roadblocks to women attaining parity at work. The AFL-CIO opposed equal pay legislation until the early 1960s; it only passed after they finally signed on. The federation formally opposed the Equal Rights Amendment until 1973—a year after it had passed Congress and seemed on its way to swift ratification. The laws of the land finally changed, not because Democratic  leaders realized that discrimination against women and prying into people’s sex lives contradicted the party’s liberal values but because two mass social movements compelled the federal and state governments to rewrite their laws. Many men joined women and gays in these movements for civil rights and equality; the Democratic Party establishment, not so much.

Most feminists and cultural progressives viewed the Democratic Party, which claimed to be the party of fairness, justice, equality, and cultural tolerance, as their natural political home. They were the ones who forced Democrats to take their first giant step toward recognizing women’s rights in the party’s core principles. They were the ones who tried (without success) to put the Democratic Party on record against legally sanctioned discrimination against individuals on the basis of whom they liked to have sex with. It was these people who, again unsuccessfully, hoped the Democratic Party would sign on to the idea that having a child is a decision best left to the individual, not to the government, acting to impose the particular morality of one religion or another.

To be blunt, the Democratic Party before 1972 was astonishingly retrograde on many matters that the majority of Americans today consider no-brainers. It would be no simple matter to merge the post-sixties new progressivism of women’s rights, youth empowerment, sexual liberalism, multiculturalism, and cultural openness with the conventional New Deal liberalism of economic populism. Not because of the new cultural progressives—opinion surveys from then up to the present tend to show these new groups, especially women, to be the most supportive of traditional New Deal Democratic liberalism. Rather, it was difficult because it required men like Meany, Daley, and Humphrey to surrender some of their power, share it with others, and reach agreement with women, gays, and blacks on a common party agenda.

How difficult that would be brings us back to Las Vegas on a hot September day and Meany’s fulminations about how his party had been hijacked that summer in Miami.

“We listened for three days to the speakers who were approved to speak by the powers-that-be at the convention,” Meany detailed in  his deep Bronx accent.

“We listened to the gay lib people—you know, the people who want to legalize marriages between boys and boys and legalize marriages between girls and girls . . . We heard from the abortionists, and we heard from the people who look like Jacks, acted like Jills, and had the odors of Johns about them.”

Meany’s delirious reaction to the idea of sharing his Democratic Party is a good place to start if we want to understand how some Americans reacted to the changes ushered in by the sexual revolution. Abortion, gay marriage, and the other concerns of feminists, gays, and young cultural progressives were utterly alien to a man like Meany. The 78-year-old devout Irish Catholic had entered adulthood as a 16-year-old high school dropout and plumber, nine years before American women had even won the right to vote. In the year he turned his back on the Democratic Party, Meany had run the most powerful group of working Americans ever organized in the history of the nation for nearly two decades, and the AFL-CIO still had hardly any women members.

What did the sexual revolution, feminism, and gay liberation have to offer men like Meany? Sexual liberation for their granddaughters? Sharing housework with their wives? Affirmative action for women in union jobs in a shrinking economy? As Meany conjured terrifying images of abortionists and sexual freaks, just 47 percent of Americans believed women should have an equal role in society. Among men and women Meany’s age, two-thirds believed a woman’s place was in the home.

The irony, however, was that Meany was a quintessential liberal—at least in the way that was understood before the sexual revolution changed everything. As much as anyone, he could claim credit for many liberal achievements. Without him, Medicare might never have passed in 1965. He was an early supporter of black civil rights, and he lavished AFL-CIO resources on the fight to pass the Civil Rights and the Voting Rights Acts. And he had even helped FDR win reelection in 1936, the year corporate America first tried to undo the work of a Democratic president trying to right a broken economy and make change.

This is what real change looks like from the other side, the side that didn’t ask for it and didn’t want it. It looks like George Meany, kingmaker of twentieth-century American liberalism, suddenly stripped of power, place, and influence, seething in anger in a hotel room as he watches a political convention that he can no longer control.

Within a few years, Meany would be dead, the Democratic Party would write abortion rights into its platform, and long hair would be a badge of manly cool, sported by politicians, corporate executives, and blue-collar union men alike. But the first draft of history belonged to Meany and his generation. The Democratic Party, so it went, had been taken over by cultural elitists, who had betrayed real Democrats, diverted attention from what really mattered, and led the party down the road to ruin. But women, feminists, gays, cultural progressives, and young people, contrary to the charges leveled against them, did not deserve the primary blame for McGovern’s defeat. There were many determinants of McGovern’s loss, not least the conspiracy against him by those most responsible for peddling the death-by-McGovernik narrative. No matter. Democratic men would pick up Meany’s loaded charge of cultural extremism and hurl it back at their fellow party members for the next forty years.
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 THE RISE OF THE SEXUAL FUNDAMENTALISTS

THREE DAYS BEFORE Democrats arrived in Miami to enlist in their inner civil war, Phyllis Schlafly and a handful of Republican women met in a hotel room at Chicago’s O’Hare Airport to plot how to stop women’s equality from being written into the U.S. Constitution.

Earlier that year, in March 1972, the Equal Rights Amendment had been passed out of Congress, more than half a century after it was first introduced. The amendment read, “Equality of rights under the law shall not be denied or abridged by the United States or by any State on account of sex.” Twenty-five minutes after the U.S. Senate voted 84 to 8 to pass the ERA, the Hawaii state Senate voted unanimously to ratify the amendment. During the next 72 hours, Delaware, Nebraska, New Hampshire, Idaho, and Iowa unanimously ratified the ERA. Among the states that considered the ERA in these first weeks, only Oklahoma had hesitated. Ann Patterson, a Sunday school teacher and wife of a defeated Republican Senate candidate, was in Chicago to tell Schlafly’s allies how she had stopped the Oklahoma legislature from voting, as it intended, to ratify the ERA.

Schlafly, a trim, 47-year-old with a square-set jaw and hard, unsmiling eyes, was notorious in Republican circles. An orthodox Catholic, mother of six, and wife of a well-to-do St. Louis corporate lawyer fifteen years her senior, Schlafly had been active in rightwing politics since the 1940s. By the mid-1960s, she had founded a Catholic anti-communist foundation with her husband, Fred, run for Congress as an ordinary “housewife,” and self-published a book that had helped to shatter the Republican Party.

That short book was the 1964 pro-Goldwater tract A Choice, Not an Echo, in which Schlafly accused establishment Republicans of betrayal and called for a virtual electoral insurrection by the Right to “take back” the GOP. A master publicist from the heartland in the golden age of Mad Men, Schlafly had placed her book into the hands of every GOP delegate and just about every right-wing activist in the nation. She had not been shy about taking credit for Goldwater’s nomination to be the Republican standard-bearer in the 1964 presidential election. Goldwater lost by one of the largest margins ever in U.S. history.

The Republican Party establishment agreed with Schlafly’s estimation of her own influence. To them, she was one of the reckless, out-of-the-mainstream agitators who had foisted on the party an unelectable extremist—one of those right-wingers the eminent historian Richard Hofstadter called pseudo-conservatives in his classic essay on the paranoid style in American politics. Looking to stop Schlafly from doing any more damage, the Republican Party tried to oust her from her base of power in the National Federation of Republican Women, the volunteer women’s auxiliary that performed much of the grunt work of fundraising and envelope stuffing for the party. Schlafly was president of the Illinois chapter, a national vice president, and the beloved leader of the far-right minority faction among the rank and file.

Schlafly struck back. In 1967, she declared she would run for the Federation presidency, in defiance of the party leadership. She would be going up against Gladys O’Donnell, a pioneering aviator, a feminist, and the favored candidate of the majority of the Federation’s members and the party’s large contingent of feminists. Before the election, the outgoing Federation leader warned Republican Party leaders, “The nut fringe is beautifully organized.”

Despite the Republican Party’s considerable effort to defeat Schlafly, she lost by only a few hundred votes. She refused to accept the vote count and accused her fellow Republicans of sexism, fraud, and conspiracy. She marched a thousand of her supporters out of the room and threatened to bolt the Federation, take her followers with her, and create her own “grass-roots organization made up of just plain old American women and mothers who believe in the cause of constitutional government and freedom.”

Thus wrapping her far-right mission in the mantle of motherhood, freedom, and the Constitution, Schlafly asked her supporters “to think about it, pray about it, and then write me what you want to do.” After a few days cooling off, Schlafly thought better of a total break with the Republican Party and instead set up parallel institutions through which she could cultivate her women supporters for future action. She began writing and publishing a monthly newsletter, the Phyllis Schlafly Report. She established the Eagle Trust Fund, a way of circumventing the Republican Party to raise money directly from her supporters to be dedicated to the uses she determined. She began to convene a yearly gathering, where she trained those “plain old American women and mothers” in the basics of political organizing, communications, and lobbying.

The women who met with Schlafly in the summer of 1972 were leaders in the network of about two to three thousand conservative Republican women Schlafly had forged since starting her own political enterprise four years earlier. In September 1972, they convened a larger meeting, for a few hundred women, and formally chartered the organization “Stop Taking Our Privileges,” otherwise known as STOP ERA. Stopping the ERA seemed a fool’s errand, given that the amendment was sailing through ratification. One year after it was sent to the states, thirty states had ratified it, just eight shy of the three-fourths required to ratify a constitutional amendment. Two years later, when Gallup asked Americans if they had the chance, would they vote in favor of the ERA, 74 percent said they would, and three more states ratified the amendment that year.

Schlafly would likely have remained an obscure political agitator had it not been for the opportunity the ERA offered for a profitable  alliance between her tiny faction of right-wing Republican women and America’s vast reservoir of apolitical Protestant fundamentalist women. If it had not been for the right-wing women’s movement to defeat the ERA, the U.S. Constitution would now in all likelihood include a guarantee of equal rights for women.

 

 

SCHLAFLY’S CLOSEST FUNDAMENTALIST ally was Lottie Beth Hobbs. One of ten children raised on a farm in Texas, Hobbs had worked in an arms plant during World War II and graduated from Abilene Christian College. She had never married, and she supported herself by working as a secretary in her church in Forth Worth, teaching ladies’ Bible study classes, writing inspirational books for fundamentalist women, and traveling around the South speaking exclusively to ladies’ groups. Hobbs was giving a talk to a group of church ladies one day when she noticed a leaflet about the ERA that changed her life. That ERA pamphlet sent her to the library to check out books about feminism and the women’s movement. “They were all so awful,” she recounted twenty-five years later, “that I put them under the bed so my nieces and nephews wouldn’t see them.”

“The feminists weren’t proud to be women,” Hobbs believed. “They put down women and wanted to be equal with men.” She soon began working with her friend Becky Tilotta to alert other fundamentalist women about the horrors of the ERA. This was a matter of principle for Hobbs and Tilotta, both of whom were members of the Fort Worth Church of Christ. Like all fundamentalist churches, the Churches of Christ hold that the Bible contains only the literal truth, and that God ordained women to submit to their husbands and male authority. The Churches of Christ went further than many fundamentalist churches. They prohibited mixed-sex Bible study, taking to heart the New Testament passage, “I suffer not a woman to teach, nor to usurp authority over the man, but to be in silence.” Hobbs and Tilotta named their new group “Women Who Want to Be Women.”

Hobbs was too modest to put her own name on her organization, so it is probably not surprising that her role as one of the foremothers of the Christian Right and a key leader of the anti-ERA movement  is rarely credited. Her signature contribution to the anti-ERA campaign was the so called Pink Sheet, a hand-typed, mimeographed pamphlet printed on pink paper, which circulated widely in the South and inspired many fundamentalist women to become politically active to kill the ERA.

“God created you and gave you a beautiful and exalted place to fill,” the Pink Sheet began. That idea, to start with God, was Hobbs’s own. Most of the rest of the pamphlet she adapted from Schlafly’s essays against the ERA.

The ERA is “THE MOST DRASTIC MEASURE,” ever passed by the U.S. Senate, Hobbs declared, because it “strikes at the very foundation of family life, and the home is the foundation of our nation.” She asked rhetorically, “Do you want to lose your right not to work?” Because the ERA would force you to support your husband and “put your children in a federal day care center.” Wives and children would not be “required to wear the name of husband and father.” In all caps, Hobbs asked the wives of soldiers and firemen, “DO YOU WANT YOUR HUSBAND TO SLEEP IN THE BARRACKS WITH WOMEN?” Point for point, the Pink Sheet rejected the very idea of women’s equality, not to mention every single measure the majority of American women believed was necessary to make equality a reality.

“The pink sheet is something that I never would have been able to write,” Ann Patterson of STOP ERA said later. “I wouldn’t have done it, and Phyllis would not have done it.” Many of the claims were untrue, but that wasn’t why Patterson balked. The pamphlet was simply too emotional and incendiary for these veteran Republican ladies from the suburban upper-middle class. Yet they were pleased to reap what the Pink Sheet sowed.

Although all the ERA said was that “equality of rights under the law shall not be denied or abridged by the United States or by any State on account of sex,” Hobbs’s claims that the ERA would destroy the God-given natural order of husbands over wives, of parents over children, of the trinity of Family-Church-Nation, echoed throughout the Antis’ literature. (Anti-ERA activists became known as Antis, pro-ERA activists as Pros.) Many Antis included a copy of the Pink Sheet with their letters to state legislators asking them to  oppose the ERA. Although the Pink Sheet reflected the particular theology of Hobbs’s Church of Christ, an exceedingly conservative outpost of the fundamentalist world, the fears resonated across religious divides. Feminists were “a well-financed and vocal minority wishing to reconstruct the American family,” the Alabama chapter of STOP ERA wrote to state legislators. “I want [my three daughters] to have the same freedoms I have,” Gerry Lowe, a Mormon housewife active in the Illinois anti-ERA campaign, explained. “Freedom to be a homemaker, and the freedom not to join the military if there was a draft.” In Ohio, where conservative Catholic women were active, Antis urged, “We, the wives and working women, need you, dear Senators and Representatives to protect us. We think this is the man’s responsibility, and we are dearly hoping you will vote NO on ERA.” A pamphlet circulating in Illinois titled “A Christian View of the ERA” warned, “Jesus cautioned us about wolves in sheep’s clothing . . . of Satan coming as an angel of light so even the elect will be deceived.” Its author, Rosemary Thomson, was a fundamentalist who was close to Schlafly.

Wild claims that the ERA would unleash a bacchanalia of sexual depravity kept the Antis in a heightened state of agitation. At meetings of Women Who Want to Be Women, they would pass around copies of Our Bodies, Ourselves, a popular women’s health guide, to show how pro-ERA feminists were pornographers. One petition, in the course of reeling off a litany of moral horrors, warned that the ERA would legalize prostitution. Bunny Chambers, who was inspired to join the movement by the Pink Sheet and who became the head of Oklahoma’s Women Who Want to be Women chapter, admitted that she deliberately used homophobia to recruit women into the anti-ERA movement.

“You can’t get people to listen by talking about states’ rights,” the one-time John Bircher explained, “so I begin with the emotional issues.”

What were those? She was asked.

“Homosexuality. I really do believe the ERA will legalize homosexual marriages, and that upsets people.”
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THE ERA HAD broad bipartisan support. Both political parties included endorsements of the amendment in their official party platforms. Roughly six out of ten Americans favored the ERA. Yet by mid-1975, ratification of the ERA had stalled.

Public opinion surveys showed that, on average, 32 percent of Americans opposed the ERA. How did this small minority triumph over the large pro-ERA majority? By taking advantage of the dirty little secret of American democracy. The minority can rule the majority, if it knows how to work the system. Political scientists call these points of leverage “veto points,” and our complicated federalist system of checks and balances is lousy with them. When Patterson met with friendly Oklahoma lawmakers the week the ERA passed the U.S. Senate and asked them to call for hearings instead of taking a vote, she was expertly exploiting one of those veto points. Talking a measure to death in hearings is as good as voting it down—even better, if it’s something that the majority wants. In a system purposely designed to make it difficult to pass even simple legislation, amending the U.S. Constitution is a nearly insuperable task. More than 3,000 amendments have been introduced in Congress. Only 33 have made it out of Congress, and of those, six have failed to win ratification by the necessary two-thirds of the states. The minority that opposed the ERA simply had to prevent 13 states from ratifying the ERA to accomplish their goal. To enshrine equal rights for women in the Constitution, ERA supporters needed to secure majorities or super-majorities in 38 states. The Antis had, in addition, won a huge advantage when Congress passed the amendment. Conservative congressman had tacked on a seven-year deadline for ratification when they passed it—a condition very rarely placed on ratifying a constitutional amendment.

The anti-ERA women won their victories through hard-nosed, brass-tacks obstructionism. Yet they had a knack for prettying that up with homespun touches, playing off bipartisan assumptions about how women should act. Every year, on the day the state legislature opened its session, Antis delivered home-baked bread to individual lawmakers, each loaf containing a handwritten card with a poem written by Beverly Findley of Women Who Want to Be Women.

It’s an honor to be a homemaker, 
And this right we want to remain, 
But the ERA would take away our choice 
And have laws read: Men, Women, Same.



The closing line archly warned,So enjoy your bread, appreciate it too, 
Cause Unless the ERA is stopped, 
The Homemaker May be YOU!





Such feminine wiles charmed at least a few legislators to vote their way, even if that vote went against the values of their constituents. Illinois Representative John Edward Porter, who represented a liberal Republican district in the Chicago suburbs, wrote Schlafly that he had received a lot of mail in favor of ERA, “some being very shrill and even threatening.” Your letter “was without question the nicest one that I have received.” He voted against the ERA.

As the public face of the national anti-ERA campaign, Schlafly traveled widely to give speeches and participate in televised debates. She churned out pamphlets and offered up her deliciously provocative sound bites to an eager media. She met with ordinary women in their churches and kitchens and caucused behind closed doors with the up-and-coming men of the Republican Right. In the midst of it, she enrolled in law school, graduated near the top of her class, and was admitted to the Bar. She drove feminists into delirious fits of invective. Such a hypocrite, they charged. Here she was traveling the country to say a woman’s role was to be a wife and mother, while her own children were home with the help. Betty Friedan, NOW co-founder and author of The Feminine Mystique, called her a traitor to her sex and said she should be burned at the stake. Schlafly, with two decades of political combat against the GOP establishment under her belt, relished the fight.

ERA supporters and the national press gave Schlafly outsized credit for what was looking to be the imminent demise of the ERA. Schlafly indeed was a brilliant strategist. She devised the legislative  and media strategy for the Antis, funded the campaign by tapping her donors, and mentored wives and mothers new to activism in the dark arts of political combat. Yet the real power of the anti-ERA campaign resided with the ordinary fundamentalist women, and Schlafly knew it. After all, circulation for her monthly report was just 3,000 before she started working against the ERA. It spiked to 35,000 afterward. In August 1975, when she had founded the Eagle Forum, “the alternative to women’s lib,” she named three women from the Church of Christ to her board of directors, including Lottie Beth Hobbs.

Public opinion surveys confirm the preponderance of religious traditionalists in the anti-ERA movement. One national survey showed that 98 percent of anti-ERA activists were church members, disproportionately from the nation’s most conservative denominations. The few available state-level surveys reveal that members of the Churches of Christ made up 60 percent of Antis in Texas, 43 percent in Oklahoma, and 45 percent in North Carolina, while making up at most 5 percent of those states’ populations. In Oklahoma, 9 percent of anti-ERA activists were Mormon, even though Mormons were only 0.5 percent of the state’s population. (Conservative Catholics like Schlafly were heavily represented in northern chapters of STOP ERA, but all northern states, except Schlafly’s native Illinois, ratified the ERA.) In a survey conducted by political scientist Ruth Brown, issues that dominated the national debate, such as that the ERA would require unisex restrooms or allow women to be drafted into the military, were far down the list of priorities for these activists. A large majority of Antis gave as their main reasons for opposing the ERA that “it was against God’s plan,” it would “weaken families,” or it would “encourage an unbiblical relationship between men and women.”

The right-wing sexual counterrevolution was born in the movement of these traditionalist women against the feminist vision of winning constitutional recognition of and protection for women’s equality. In their campaign against the ERA, they developed the necessary tools to move beyond this single issue to forge a broad social movement: a coherent ideology; a communications network; a mass base of committed activists led by charismatic leaders with  political know-how; and a viable political strategy to stop their enemies. It was a grassroots movement initiated, led, and prosecuted by ordinary women, who were compelled to act by their belief that the American Way, true religion, and civilization itself all stood on the foundation of the traditional family and its biblically ordained submission of women. As one anti-ERA activist told a reporter at an anti-ERA protest, “I believe God made us different. My religion strictly says women should submit to their husbands. It says so in the Bible, and you can’t believe part of the Bible but not all.” And they were resolved that the U.S. Constitution should reflect their particular view of the Bible.

 

 

A HOST OF new cultural issues revolving around sex, family, gender roles, and sexual identity seemed to confirm the connection the anti-ERA activists saw between attacks on the Christian traditional family, feminism, and the sexual revolution. In the mid-1970s, while the national media focused its attention on northern cities, where whites were protesting against busing designed to desegregate public schools, the white South and border South became consumed with battles against sex education, pornography, gay civil rights, and federally funded child care.

With mothers streaming into the labor force, in 1971 Congress passed a bill sponsored by Minnesota Democratic Senator Walter Mondale to make federally subsidized early education programs and after-school care universally available. As Mondale put it, the bill put “real money” into child care. Despite a large bipartisan vote passing the bill, President Richard Nixon vetoed it, declaring it to be the session’s most “radical” legislation. Speaking informally, he echoed a talking point by a right-wing columnist and said it would “sovietize” the American family.

Still, government aid to parents to help them pay for child care retained strong bipartisan support. Republican feminists pushed for federally controlled child care at the 1972 convention and won the party’s commitment to various child care measures, short of federal control. Child care bills were introduced in Congress in each year after Nixon’s veto of Mondale’s legislation. (Another again passed  the Senate to die in the House in 1973.) In 1975, Mondale’s revised child care bill gained momentum and seemed likely to pass. Until, that is, fundamentalists got word of it. An anonymous flyer began circulating through church networks, attacking Congress for undermining the family and parental authority. (Among the false claims in the flyer was that the bill would remove parents’ right to make their kids take out the garbage.) Oklahoma’s fledgling chapter of Women Who Want to Be Women targeted the bill as their first major campaign. They recruited their STOP ERA allies to help defeat it and persuaded the Oklahoma PTA council to oppose the child care bill. Similar local efforts produced an avalanche of angry letters from every state to Congress. The bill again passed the Senate but died in the House. Mondale, who would go on to become Jimmy Carter’s vice president and the Democratic Party’s 1984 presidential nominee, reflected on the child care battles in his 2010 autobiography, The Good Fight. “Because most journalists in Washington did not cover children’s issues at that time, and because Americans were still just coming to understand the changes in the American family,” Mondale wrote, “I think the importance of that episode has widely been overlooked.”

When a related bill was floated in 1976, Schlafly pounced, with her characteristic blend of mockery and delirium. The “anti-family women’s lib movement” demanded “state nurseries for all children,” she wrote, because they believe “it is so unfair for society to expect mothers to care for their babies, and mothers must be relieved of this unequal burden in order to achieve their full equality (by working in more fulfilling paid employment, such as coal mines, construction work, etc.)” Three out of five mothers were in the workforce already, but according to Schlafly, child care for working mothers was a feminist plot to destroy the family.

Child care had passed under the radar of the national press and the majority of the American public, which had no idea that their representatives were being deluged by those who opposed women working. The issue that next galvanized the women fundamentalists into action, by contrast, gained wall-to-wall coverage in the media and remains a central feature of our national political delirium: the right of gay Americans to be free from discrimination.

In early 1977, the Miami City Council passed an ordinance prohibiting discrimination against gays and lesbians in employment, public facilities, and housing. The singer, former beauty queen, and Florida orange juice spokeswoman Anita Bryant emerged as the spokeswoman for a campaign to repeal the law. Bryant, a born-again Southern Baptist, claimed divine mandate for her effort to reinstate lawful discrimination by majority rule. “When the law requires you to let an admitted homosexual teach your children and serve as a model for them, it’s time to stop being so tolerant,” she explained. “The Bible clearly says homosexuality is an abomination.” When pressed, Bryant insisted she was not intolerant, since God hated gays because “The male homosexual eats another man’s sperm. Sperm is the most concentrated form of blood. The homosexual is eating life.”

A couple weeks before the Dade County referendum, Bryant took time out from the so-called Save Our Children campaign to testify in the Florida Legislature against the ERA. Florida came up one vote short of ratification. In June, Dade County citizens voted by a two-to-one margin to repeal their anti-discrimination law. On election night, Bryant kissed her husband for the television cameras. “This is what heterosexuals do, fellows,” he told reporters. She proclaimed, “The ‘normal majority’ have said, ‘Enough! Enough! Enough!’” The leaders of Save Our Children took their campaign on the road to California, where they introduced the Briggs Initiative, an ultimately unsuccessful attempt to ban gays and lesbians from teaching in public schools.

Sexual fundamentalism was the common denominator of these early women’s crusades: to defeat the ERA and federal child care legislation; to banish offending textbooks, sex education, and gay teachers from the public schools; to deny gay individuals and nontraditional families legal rights and cultural approval; not only to oppose women’s equality but to denigrate working mothers. Members of religious denominations that were most invested in women’s traditional subordinate role in the family were those who were most devoted to the sexual counterrevolution. The Mormon Church, for example, discouraged the use of birth control, counseled women to forgo careers and devote themselves to motherhood, and tirelessly condemned homosexuality. It was the only formal religious body  in the nation to officially oppose the ERA. The church went so far as to excommunicate members who supported the ERA. Protestant fundamentalists, orthodox Catholics, and Mormons might disagree vehemently about prayer in schools, evolution, and the fine points of theology, such as how literally to read the Bible. Often enough their prejudice against each other caused them to keep their organizations separate. Yet their shared beliefs in women’s subordinate role in the traditional family and the horrors of sexual liberation allowed them to look beyond their past hostilities to unite in sexual counterrevolution.

 

 

DESPITE THE AGITATION among the newly aroused sexual fundamentalists, feminism and women’s rights continued to enjoy broad bipartisan support. Republican President Gerald Ford, who had risen to the presidency following Nixon’s resignation in 1974, shared in the national consensus. He was a moderate Republican who supported the ERA; his wife, Betty, was a straight-talking Republican feminist, who once said in an interview that it would be fine with her if their daughter had an abortion and didn’t find pot terrible. The Watergate scandal had severely damaged the Republican Party—liberal Democrats had swept the 1974 midterm elections. Ford hoped to restore the reputation of the GOP, as well as shore up the moderate wing of the party in order to win back centrist voters. Supporting women’s rights was a key element of that strategy.

In 1976, the year Ford would face the voters for the first time in a presidential contest, Congress passed a bill creating the National Women’s Conference. The United Nations had declared the seventies the Women’s Decade and 1975 International Women’s Year (IWY), and many countries were commemorating the event with conferences on women’s status. A bipartisan group of feminist congresswomen, Republican Margaret Heckler and Democrats Patsy Mink and Bella Abzug, sponsored the bill to hold such a conference in the United States. It passed on a bipartisan vote with Ford’s strong support. Congress appropriated $5 million for the National Women’s Conference and mandated democratic participation. At preliminary state and territorial conferences in the summer of 1977, delegates  were to be elected by their peers and to be representative of all races, ethnicities, and income groups. Congress even subsidized the cost of attendance for low-income women. The commission started work under Ford in 1976, but Ford narrowly lost the election to Jimmy Carter. Carter and First Lady Rosalynn Carter were also both strong supporters of the ERA. When President Carter inherited the project, he appointed Bella Abzug, who had just lost her House seat, to head the IWY Commission.

Schlafly snapped into action as soon as the bipartisan group of congresswomen introduced the women’s conference bill. Feminists were about to receive the government seal of approval if they didn’t act quickly. “We must take over the conferences,” Schlafly wrote. “It is your job to make sure that (1) our Federal money is NOT spent to project radical lib, anti-family, anti-homemaker, pro-ERA propaganda, and (2) that the libs do NOT use [the conferences] to make the taxpayers provide them with a free babysitting service so they can go out agitating to destroy homemakers’ rights.” Schlafly formed a watchdog group, the Citizens’ Review Committee, its very name insinuating that something nefarious would transpire when a group of democratically elected women met to discuss the status of American women. She put Rosemary Thomson, a fundamentalist author who likened the ERA to a satanic plot, in charge. Audiotapes mailed out by the Citizens’ Review Committee helpfully informed listeners that their children would be corrupted by sex education and homosexual teachers if the IWY went on as planned. The fact that IWY Chairwoman Abzug had introduced the first gay civil rights bill in the U.S.Congress was grist for their mill and the subject of one of the tapes.

On November 18, 1977, 2,000 delegates representing every state, along with about 18,000 alternate delegates, observers, and members of the press gathered in the Houston Coliseum for the National Women’s Conference. The conference was opened by three pro-ERA First Ladies: Betty Ford, Rosalynn Carter, and Lady Bird Johnson. The delegates were a remarkably diverse group. A third were non-white, and a fifth were low income. Democrats and Republicans were both well represented, as were Protestants, Catholics, and Jews. Some feminist leaders had been elected to the state delegations, but  the majority of delegates were ordinary women who were not movement activists. Men were not eligible to serve as elected participants.

After debating what measures were required to end the remaining gender inequities in American society, the delegates voted in favor of a 25-point National Plan of Action. It called for federal support for child care, equal pay, equal access to credit, the end to sexism in school curricula and the media, aid to displaced homemakers and battered women, and many other measures to support women’s political, economic, and social equality. The plank in favor of ERA ratification won handily by a large margin. Planks supporting the right to abortion and lesbian civil rights won too, but by smaller margins. Coretta Scott King, the widow of Martin Luther King, Jr., captured the dominant spirit of the gathering when she said, “Let the message go forth from Houston and spread all over this land. There is a new force, a new understanding, a new sisterhood against all injustice that has been born here. We will not be divided and defeated again.”

As King spoke, members of the minority who voted against the National Plan sat among the delegates in the Coliseum with “Majority” streamers pinned to their blouses and suit jackets, printed in letters legible on even the smallest TV screen. Antifeminists had organized to try to win control of the state delegations. They had succeeded in a few states: Mormon women controlled the Utah delegation, and conservative fundamentalists also had a majority in the Bible Belt states of Indiana and Mississippi. Yet, in total, in the open process chartered by Congress, only 20 percent of the delegates elected to attend the Houston conference were antifeminist conservatives.

 

 

ACROSS TOWN ON that Saturday morning, about 15,000 mostly middle-aged women, with children and grandchildren in tow, filled Houston’s Astro Arena. More than 200 buses from nearly every state in the nation waited in the parking lot, ready to drive through the night to get the women back home in time for church the next morning.

The National Pro-Family Rally was Lottie Beth Hobbs’s brainchild. By 1977, Hobbs had changed the name of her Texas chapter  of Women Who Want to Be Women to the Pro-Family Forum, and she was participating in a Pro-Family Coalition, which included Schlafly’s Eagle Forum. Hobbs had tried to win control of the Texas IWY delegation, but her slate was voted down. She then decided they should hold a counter-demonstration and convinced Schlafly to help publicize it across the nation. (People close to Schlafly cautioned her not to, worried the demonstration would be a flop.) Hobbs invited the speakers, wrote the petition, and organized through her church and the Pro-Family Coalition to make sure they would fill the venue. Schlafly reprinted Hobbs’s petition in her Report in September and tasked Thomson with producing an audiotape urging supporters to attend. Thomson’s tape drummed up support for Hobbs’s protest by claiming there had been “a workshop on witches, conducted by witches” at the Virginia IWY conference. At Hawaii’s, it went on, there had been “a dance showing how lesbians make love in a pay toilet.”

Hobbs opened the rally by pointing to boxes she asserted contained 300,000 signatures for their pro-family resolutions against the “ERA, Abortion, Federally-controlled Early Child Development Programs, and the Teaching or Glorification of Homosexuality, Lesbianism, or Prostitution.” First-term Republican Congressman Robert Dornan called the delegates at the formal National Women’s Conference “sick, anti-God, pro-lesbian, and unpatriotic.” To wild applause from the throngs of women gathered, Schlafly opened her speech by saying, “I want to thank my husband Fred, for letting me come—I always like to say that, because it makes the libs so mad!” Anita Bryant delivered a supportive message by videotape. One formerly gay man testified that Jesus Christ “can deliver you from homosexuality.” Hobbs and her allies were sensitive to perceptions they were an all-white group, and they gave black speakers and church choirs prominent billing on the program. African American Texas state legislator Clay Smothers, who had introduced a bill to bar gays and lesbians from attending Texas colleges, was one of the day’s speakers. “I have enough civil rights to choke a hungry goat,” he declared. “I ask for public rights Mr. Carter . . . I want the right to segregate my family from these misfits and perverts.”

[image: 003]

THREE YEARS AFTER Hobbs’s Pro-Family Rally, the Reverend Jerry Falwell and other male evangelicals would be given credit for awakening fundamentalists from their long political slumber, severing their historic ties to the Democratic Party, forging them into a potent force within the Republican Party, and electing the conservative Ronald Reagan president of the United States. In truth, it was ordinary fundamentalist women, acting to reverse the sexual revolution, feminism, and the gay liberation movement, who deserve that credit. Lottie Beth Hobbs’s Pink Sheet, with its delirious warnings to the innocent victims of feminism, turned out to be one of the founding charters of the Christian Right, her Pro-Family Rally the first mass demonstration of the sexual counterrevolution.

Before the sexual revolution of the 1960s, most American institutions, by one means or another, had enforced the sectarian moral code of Christian traditionalists and long-dead Victorians. By the late seventies, Congress, state governments, and the Supreme Court had put a stop to the special favor once accorded to the most culturally reactionary segment of America’s Christians. Pornography and obscenity laws were found to violate the right to free speech. Laws criminalizing birth control and abortion were ruled to violate the individual’s constitutional right to privacy. In just a few short years, scores of laws based on the conviction that women were inferior and naturally dependent on men were overturned on the principle that those notions were no more than rank prejudice. Abortion became legal, twenty-five states changed their laws to allow no-fault divorce, and public schools started teaching scientifically accurate sex education. In 1970, sodomy was illegal in every state; by the end of the decade, nearly half the states had stricken sodomy laws from the books, thus decriminalizing homosexuality. The U.S. Civil Service Commission had ended its ban on hiring gays and lesbians, and at the federal level, employment discrimination against gays and lesbians remained legal only in the U.S. military. Dozens of cities had passed laws prohibiting discrimination against gay citizens in employment, public facilities, and housing.

Religious traditionalists, orthodox Catholics, Mormons, and, most important, Protestant fundamentalists were incensed by these changes. For four decades, fundamentalists had largely abstained from voting, in an effort to separate themselves from what they perceived to be the morally polluted secular world. Although evangelical entrepreneurs had tried to lead their fold back into politics in the 1960s over the Supreme Court’s ruling against prayer in public school, the people would not be moved. In 1972, the last national election to take place before the birth of the sexual counterrevolution, only 61 percent of white evangelicals voted, a turnout 28 percent less than that of whites overall.

Only when the ERA came before them, triggering as it did anxieties about women’s sexual freedom and the threat posed to the family and the nation by working women, did fundamentalists return to the political arena. Political separation was a luxury fundamentalists could no longer indulge. In 1976, sixty-six percent of evangelicals voted, cutting their turnout gap in half. Before the sexual revolution, their strict and repressive values had been the law of the land. After it, other traditional American values—privacy, individual liberty, freedom of conscience, and pluralism—set the standard for laws concerning sex, family, and relations between men and women.

The sexual fundamentalists of the Christian Right got political, not to level the playing field but to restore the power they had lost to impose their values on the rest of America. Soon global geopolitics, the business cycle, and the disarray of the Democratic Party would converge to give the sexual counterrevolutionaries an accidental victory and their first taste of real political power.
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