Phyllis Schlafly Saved the
Conservative Movement

It probably seems like ancient history or some obscure chapter
of a long-forgotten college textbook to today’s young
conservatives, but Phyllis Schlafly, who passed away Monday
could be ranked, perhaps even on equal footing with Ronald
Reagan, as the savior of the modern conservative movement.

The year was 1972, the month March, just three short months
before the Watergate break-in that eventually brought down
Richard Nixon, Congress passed the Equal Rights Amendment
(ERA) with substantial Republican support.

Only a handful of conservative congressional Republicans and
Democrats opposed the ERA and, upon its passage by the 92nd
Congress, President Nixon immediately endorsed the ERA’s
approval.

It looked like ERA’s passage in the state legislatures was a
foregone conclusion until one principled conservative voice
stood up and said “No!”

And that lone voice was Phyllis Schlafly.

Schlafly was one of the first, if not the first, to organize
opposition to the ERA and in so doing to define a new kind of
anti-feminist conservatism that recognized traditional western
values and the nuclear family as central to a successful
society—those ideas ultimately became core principles in the
conservative agenda.

She also gave conservatives a much-needed organizing principle
and boost in morale as the Nixon presidency imploded in the
Watergate scandal and President Ford, long accustomed to going
along with Democrats on Capitol Hill was swept along in a
river of Big Government legislation and spending.
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Conservatives had never embraced Nixon, and Bill Buckley'’s
dicta that conservatives should support him as someone open to
conservative ideas soon proved a disaster. However, John
Ashbrook’s 1insurgent conservative primary challenge went
nowhere and conservatives who had hitched their wagon to
Nixon, and the Big Government Republican party he led, were
brought down in the collapse of his presidency.

But in opposition to the ERA, conservatives now had a
principle that was outside of the Republican Party-indeed that
was in total opposition to the policies of the establishment
Republican Party—around which to organize and rebuild.

Phyllis organized women across the country to stand-up and
speak in favor of traditional values and the nuclear family
and in opposition to the ERA.

She eventually grew these ad hoc groups into one of the
largest and most effective conservative organizations in the
country: the Eagle Forum.

And she used her legal training and skills to define a legal
case against the ERA, making it clear that millions of country
class women would lose benefits they currently enjoyed were
the ERA to pass.

With Phyllis Schlafly’s organizing skills, media savvy and
indefatigable energy conservatives, women and men, did begin
to organize and rebuild the conservative movement around what
were then called “the social issues” and what we now think of
as the cultural agenda.

Many of Phyllis Schlafly’s early successes against the ERA
were built upon bringing women’s church organizations and
leaders out in opposition to the ERA and this opened the door
to bringing Evangelical Christians and conservative Catholics
into the larger conservative coalition.

It would not be unreasonable to say that in organizing



opposition to the ERA Phyllis Schlafly introduced conservative
Christians to the idea that they must take political action to
maintain a society that respected their values and beliefs,
and in so doing she opened the door to the creation of the
Moral Majority and helped facilitate the addition of social
conservatives to the Reagan coalition.

The mid-to-late 1970s, as Nixon was battered into resignation
and Ford floundered from defeat to defeat, were dark days for
the Republican Party and for conservatives. And in those dark
times the most important thing Phyllis Schlafly did was to
give conservatives much-needed victories on a conservative
agenda that was separate from that of the establishment
Republican Party.

No matter how bad things looked on Capitol Hill during the
1970s, hope and encouragement came from Phyllis Schlafly and
her legions of women who defeated the ERA state-by-state and
in so doing showed conservatives what effective political
organizing and bare-knuckle politics could accomplish when it
was separated from the drag of the Republican establishment.

In that very real sense, through her battle to defeat the ERA,
Phyllis Schlafly saved the conservative movement and
reinvigorated it by adding traditional values and protecting
the nuclear family to the conservative agenda. Phyllis, you
will always be No. 1 with us. May God receive you kindly and
may he continue to watch over the America you loved so deeply.
{eoa}

Richard Viguerie transformed American politics in the 1960s
and '70s by pioneering the use of direct mail fundraising 1in
the political and ideological spheres. He used computerized
direct mail fundraising to help build the conservative
movement, which then elected Ronald Reagan as the first
conservative president of the modern era. As the “Funding
Father of the conservative movement,” Viguerie motivated
millions of Americans to participate in politics for the first



time, greatly expanding the base of active citizenship. He 1is
our era’s equivalent of Tom Paine, using a direct mail letter
rather than a pamphlet to deliver his call to arms.



