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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION: INVENTING A NEW POLITICS OF ―FAMILY VALUES‖
IN NEW YORK STATE AND THE NATION, 1970-1980

One day in 1970, a group of women in Merrick, Long Island gathered together in
a well-kept suburban home for their weekly meeting. The women had started getting
together a couple of years earlier when a priest at the nearby Curé of Ars Roman Catholic
Church formed a ―dialogue group‖ to discuss current events, good books, religion, or
whatever came to mind. While all parishioners were welcome to join, only women ended
up attending the weekly meetings at the rectory—many of them housewives with young
children who enjoyed getting out of the house to learn new things and converse with
other adults. Most of the women were friends and neighbors, and although none were
particularly political, they were civic-minded people involved in groups such as the local
PTA. When the priest left the parish, the women continued the dialogue group and moved
the meetings from the rectory‘s basement to the comfort of their homes.1
On that day in 1970, the women were gathered at Dianne Arrigan‘s house to
discuss the shocking news that Republican Governor Nelson Rockefeller had just signed
a law legalizing abortion in New York State. The law was the result of years of hard work
by a coalition of liberal Republicans in Governor Rockefeller‘s mold, Democrats outside
of heavily Catholic districts, and feminists inside and outside of the power structure in
Albany. It was by far the nation‘s most expansive abortion reform to date. Jane Gilroy,
one of the dialogue group members, later said, ―It just seemed inconceivable that people
would say it was okay to destroy a child in the womb.‖ The group‘s opposition mirrored
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―Response to S. Taranto‘s Questions,‖ email message to author, 30 October 2007.

1

the teachings of the Catholic Church in which they had grown up. Sexuality should be
contained within marriage, those teachings emphasized, and motherhood was a woman‘s
highest calling in life, regardless of the circumstances surrounding her pregnancy.2
The dialogue group decided to fight back by entering the political arena. They
studied New York State election laws and ran their own candidates against politicians
who supported legal abortion. Anybody in the community or dialogue group would do:
the candidate was far less important to them than the cause. By 1976, they had generated
enough support to run Ellen McCormick, one of the original dialogue group members, for
president of the United States. Two years later, another dialogue group member, Mary
Jane Tobin, ran for governor of New York and received 120,000 votes. This impressive
tally qualified her Right to Life Party for third-party status in New York—making it the
only officially-sanctioned anti-abortion political party in the country. More important, the
women compelled political opponents to articulate their views on abortion, which helped
to transform this previously private matter into an intensely public issue that factored into
every election cycle.3
In 1980, a decade after the dialogue group‘s decision to become politically active,
anti-abortion Republican Al D‘Amato won one of New York‘s two U.S. Senate seats,
while conservative Ronald Reagan carried the state (and virtually the entire Northeast) in
his victory over President Jimmy Carter. A more conservative political culture had been
on the rise in recent years, and the 1980 election results were a resounding reflection of
2
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that fact. Conservative Republicans were elected in large numbers across the country, and
Nelson Rockefeller‘s liberal wing of the GOP, with its stronghold in New York, had been
routed—both locally and nationally. The women from the Long Island dialogue group,
and thousands more like them, had played a crucial role in shifting the political culture of
New York State to the right by re-framing politics around a conservative notion of
―family values‖ that included outlawing abortion. The seventies, which the United
Nations declared the ―Decade of Women,‖ are often remembered as the most prolific
period of the modern women‘s liberation movement—a time when feminists rallied to
defend legal abortion, the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA), and countless new laws and
cultural initiatives aimed at offering women more equality within the family and society.
But like the dialogue group members, not all women agreed with these changes.4
This dissertation examines how a conservative definition of ―family values‖
became ascendant in American politics by 1980. The project focuses on New York State
in the decade between 1970 and 1980, when feminists and an emerging conservative
―pro-family‖ movement competed side-by-side to define the family and women‘s
―proper‖ roles within it. The dissertation illustrates how conservative activists on the state
and local level, led by suburban women, mobilized against issues such as legal abortion,
the ERA, and state-subsidized daycare. In doing so, they defeated a state-level ERA
referendum in New York in 1975 and created the nation‘s most robust Right to Life

4
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Party. More broadly, they created a grassroots politics in which mostly Catholic middleclass white women defended nuclear families, heterosexual marriage, and traditional
gender roles.
In addition to examining the worldviews and organizing tactics of these women,
the dissertation underscores how their conservative family values movement became
incorporated within the Republican Party by 1980. Their activism enabled conservative,
anti-feminist Republicans with suburban appeal to usurp power from more liberal, New
York City-based Republicans who, like Governor Rockefeller, supported the goals of the
feminist movement. At the same time, many voters—including a sizable number of
Catholics like the dialogue group members—left the Democratic Party once it embraced
abortion rights and other feminist goals. These trends occurred across America, but were
particularly pronounced in New York, which makes the state an excellent case study to
relate local events to national political realignment.
Based on archival research, interviews, and never-before-seen documents culled
from basements and attics across New York State, the dissertation describes how a small
but incredibly vocal group of ordinary women working at the grassroots level helped to
redirect American conservatism in the seventies. It is a story about women like Annette
Stern, a homemaker from Westchester County, who, as she recalled, was once ―so shy
[she] couldn‘t even ask a question at a PTA meeting. But, when you feel you‘re right,
you get the might.‖ In Stern‘s case, the ―might‖ to create and lead the organization most
responsible for defeating a state-level ERA in New York—something her group did by
presenting the one-line amendment calling for legal equality for men and women as a

4

threat that would ―bring about the restructuring of family life in America.‖5 It is the story
of women like Ellen McCormack, who ran for president on an anti-abortion platform
because, as she wrote, ―women who support traditional values must express themselves
in order to neutralize what the feminists are doing in our name.‖ Working from kitchen
tables, marching on the state capital, and organizing political campaigns, these selfdeclared average ―housewives‖ were more than conservative shock troops. They were
inventing—from the ground up—a new conservative politics centered on women and the
family.6

Feminism Versus ―Family Values‖: The Tumultuous Seventies in New York State
The project is rooted in the lives of women who were members of the growing
postwar white suburban middle class. Like those from the dialogue group, on average, the
women were in their thirties and forties by 1970. They lived across New York State, but
most had grown up in New York City and moved to the surrounding suburbs after getting
married—to places such as Long Island to the east of the city and Westchester County
just north of the Bronx. Very few of the women came from privileged backgrounds.
Some had married World War II veterans who had benefitted from the ―GI Bill‖ and
subsidized federal home loans that made suburban life easier to obtain for white families

5
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like theirs. Other women were ten to fifteen years younger, but they too were mostly
first-generation suburbanites.7
Few of the women were college-educated, and many cherished the fact that they,
unlike some of their mothers, were able to stay at home full time with their children. A
small percentage of the women worked outside of the home, typically as secretaries,
teachers, and nurses. But most were supported by husbands who had various levels of
education and worked in a broad range of professions: they were machinists, police
detectives, mid-level accountants, professors, small business owners, and even uppermiddle-class corporate executives and attorneys. Depending on their economic
circumstances, the women‘s homes ranged from newer, more modest ranches and split
levels to older, more comfortable colonials and Victorians. The women generally raised
large families, with anywhere from three to ten children. Prior to becoming politically
active in the seventies, they spent nearly all of their days tending to housework,
volunteering in local schools, and watching Little League games.8
Their political views, much like their everyday pursuits, were shaped by family
and community life. Many of the women had grown up in Democratic families that
revered President Franklin Roosevelt and his New Deal programs that had helped them
7

Jane Gilroy, interview by author, 27 October 2007, New York, NY, tape recording; Theresa Anselmi,
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weather the Depression. Some women, such as anti-ERA activist Annette Stern, were
Jewish, while others were Protestant. The vast majority, however, were Catholic—
women who, like the dialogue group members, attended mass regularly, raised money for
cash-strapped parish groups, and socialized through the church. Some of the Catholics
had attended parochial schools, where they began identifying with the church‘s
Christopher Movement. This theologically-based public service movement promoted
civil rights and social justice measures—causes that the Democratic Party also had
embraced in recent years. Most of the women professed to support the Civil Rights Act of
1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965. But few of these concerns touched their lives
directly. The women lived in virtually all-white suburbs. School desegregation and courtordered busing, for instance, did not affect people living in the distant Long Island and
Westchester suburbs.9
In general, the women paid very little attention to political issues before the
seventies. They voted indiscriminately for both parties; some simply mimicked what their
husbands did in the voting booth. Politics in those years seemed wholly disconnected
from their everyday concerns. Whether the women were able to stay at home full time or
not, they were, as local leader Annette Stern noted, ―interested primarily in husband,
children, and home.‖10
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Even the advent of modern feminism in the sixties did not initially engage women
like Stern in a meaningful political way. Despite a flurry of activity during World War II,
in the years after suffrage was won in 1920, feminists had retreated to various
government, labor, political, and peace organizations where they worked—largely under
the radar—to address issues of women‘s inequality. Some date the origins of the feminist
movement that followed this less prolific period to the publication of Betty Friedan‘s The
Feminine Mystique in 1963—a book geared toward educated women who, like its author,
found the homemaking role to be stifling. Friedan was not, however, simply a dissatisfied
housewife: she had roots in the labor movement.11
Labor feminists had tried for decades to create a presidential-level national
commission on women that could gather employment statistics to inform policy
recommendations. President John F. Kennedy, who hoped to bolster his support from
women, finally established the commission in 1961. The 1963 Equal Pay Act, which
made it illegal to offer women lower compensation than men for the same work, soon
followed—as did Title VII of the 1964 Civil Rights Act, which set up the Equal
2007, New York, NY, tape recording; Theresa Anselmi, interview by author, 4 December 2007, Pearl
River, NY, tape recording.
11
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Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) to monitor sex discrimination in the
workplace. In fact, Betty Friedan and others formed the National Organization for
Women in 1966 after a meeting of EEOC members. NOW, as it was known, became the
leading feminist organization to advocate for new laws to benefit women, many of them
related to employment.12
Although groups such as NOW were based in New York, the women that this
study focuses on did not yet oppose the feminist movement that was beginning to flourish
around them in the sixties. Jane Gilroy, one of the dialogue group members, remembered
reading about NOW‘s initial activities and applauding them: ―We said ‗yes‘ for equal
work and equal pay.‖13 Gilroy and many others were full-time homemakers when these
reforms came about, but given their modest upbringings, they were sensitive to the fact
that, as Annette Stern argued, ―many women have to go to work, and that is why … equal
pay is so essential.‖ Even after she later lost faith in the modern women‘s movement,
Stern felt that it was important to acknowledge ―those positive things‖ that feminists had
done, including ―making the public aware that it‘s only right to have equal pay for equal
work.‖ By addressing gender inequities in job duties and pay scales—as well as in areas
unrelated to employment such as university admissions—NOW and their allies were
trying to replicate what the civil rights movement had done for African Americans. They
sought a liberal avenue of reform that literally inserted civil (or legal) rights for women
into the legal code where before none had existed. New Yorkers such as Annette Stern
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and Jane Gilroy had little objection to (or genuine interest in) these political pursuits
that—although they pertained explicitly to women, as opposed to earlier political
reforms—again seemed disconnected from their everyday domestic concerns.14
But from the beginning, NOW and other feminist groups also promoted issues
such as legal abortion and the ERA—interests that only deepened with time, and ones
that would eventually awaken the political consciousness of women like Gilroy and
Stern. Friedan‘s cohort of older, liberal feminists were encouraged to embrace these
issues more forcefully by a younger, radical group of feminists that emerged from the
Southern civil rights movement and student New Left. Unlike NOW, this self-proclaimed
radical cohort of ―women‘s liberationists‖ did not simply want to insert women‘s rights
into the existing legal code: as their popular slogan proclaimed, they wanted to ―make the
personal political.‖ Liberationists developed ―consciousness-raising groups,‖ where
women came together to discuss the sexual double standards they encountered in daily
life. In doing so, they articulated some of the earliest and most effective critiques of
feminism, family, marriage, love, normative heterosexuality, and rape.15
Although Friedan faulted radical feminists for engaging in ―sexual fantasy‖ and
avoiding ―real‖ issues such as employment and education, she encouraged NOW to
―form a power bloc or alliance‖ with women‘s liberation groups. Notably, NOW joined
with radical feminist groups on August 26, 1970 for ―Women Strike for Equality,‖ a

14
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national day of protest. From that point on, liberal and radical feminists formed a more
united women‘s liberation movement in the early seventies that demanded twenty-fourhour childcare centers, legal abortion, equal employment, expanded educational
opportunities, and eventually lesbian rights, among other goals. Their efforts were aided
by liberal feminists who ran for political office in greater numbers and pushed their
legislators to enact reforms to address their objectives.16
The feminist political agenda was based on the notion of choice, where women
would no longer be funneled into ―the feminine mystique‖ that Friedan‘s groundbreaking
book had described. Feminists sought to create a world in which women could aspire to
become more than wives and homemakers, if they chose to do so. Reforms such as the
Small Business and the Equal Credit Opportunity Acts of 1974, for example, provided
more legal and economic parity for the sexes, giving women the choice to seek avenues
previously only open to men. Yet, feminists recognized that some women would choose
more traditional roles in the home, and they wanted legal and economic protections in
place for those who did so. Reforms such as displaced homemaker bills provided a safety
net in case circumstances like divorce or death disrupted domestic arrangements.
Feminists encouraged men to help out more at home and parents and schools to teach
young girls that they can be anything they want, including but not limited to becoming
wives and mothers. In other words, the women‘s liberation movement that flourished by

16
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the early seventies was predicated on a simple idea: a woman‘s gender should not dictate
that she marry and stay at home with children, these were choices.17
Not all women agreed with this notion, however, and a female-led ―pro-family‖
movement soon mobilized to defend nuclear families, heterosexual marriage, and a
traditional breakdown of labor within the home. Pro-family advocates—or family values
advocates, as they were called from 1980 on in American politics—saw gender as a
fixed, biologically-based distinction that God had divined. Men were breadwinners and
women took care of children in the home. Women in New York such as Annette Stern
and Jane Gilroy believed that transgressing these firmly-established gender roles in the
absence of dire economic need would ruin the family—and possibly even harm
America‘s standing in the Cold War. They believed that if feminists passed their agenda,
the U.S. could start resembling the Soviet Union, where most women were forced to
work outside of the home and the government provided daycare to compensate for this
fact. Clearly-defined roles for men and women were not just good for the family: the
survival of capitalist America depended on them.18
In essence, as historian Allan Lichtman writes, the pro-family Right ―put a
positive spin on anti-pluralist morality.‖ Instead of merely being a reactive force against
feminist goals, pro-family activists, including Annette Stern and her allies in New York,
forged a more positive politics that allowed their followers to be for something. They
17
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opposed legal abortion by being ―pro-life‖ for fetuses, not against reproductive rights for
women. They rejected legal rights for gays and lesbians by purporting to protect children.
They embraced heteronormative sex roles and rejected new legal rights for women by
being ―pro-family.‖ Feminists had framed their goals as progress for women, and this
formulation allowed opponents to avoid impeding progress and rally around a very
popular institution: the family.19
These appeals were particularly salient in the seventies, when many Americans
were trying to hold onto the real or imagined past amid a sea of great change. In recent
years, the nightly news had been filled with images of civil rights unrest and scenes from
social movements for Black Power and Chicano, Asian American, Native American, and
gay and lesbian rights. Demonstrations against the increasingly violent and unpopular
Vietnam War had become commonplace. College campuses were erupting in protest, and
drug use and sexuality had become less taboo. Political uncertainty spread when
President Richard Nixon resigned over the Watergate scandal in 1974. Gas prices were
sky high, and the Middle East was at war. A recession was ripping through the American
economy—and was compounded in New York by the statewide fiscal crisis that resulted
from New York City‘s near bankruptcy in 1975. The economic downturn
disproportionately affected men, making it harder than ever to maintain the traditional
male/breadwinner, female/homemaker paradigm. By the mid-seventies, fewer than half
of all American households were headed by a husband and wife, and only a fourth had a
sole male breadwinner. In the midst of these developments, feminists advocated for more
sexual freedom, legal abortion, and new rights for women. These calls, as historian
19
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Rickie Solinger argues, became ―key flash points of resistance for those who surveyed
the economic and cultural upheaval and longed for the family past,‖ regardless of
whether or not a tranquil ―traditional‖ family life had ever existed for them.20
New York‘s Annette Stern likewise declared, ―I think now [feminists] have gone
too far, and they need to be stopped.‖ Politics and legislation, areas that before had
mattered little to women like Stern, had by the early seventies converged upon what
mattered most to them: their heterosexual nuclear families and middle-class suburban
lifestyles. Stern and many of her allies were homemakers who depended on their
husbands economically. When feminists called for legal and cultural changes in the
seventies that would support other possibilities for women, they felt that their life‘s
work—homemaking—was being insulted. They worried that feminists were trying to
undermine, possibly even eliminate, the male breadwinner role that they relied on for
income. Others, especially those who had to work outside of the home for financial
reasons, resented what they viewed as feminists encouraging women to work solely for
pleasure and personal fulfillment. Women saw their children rebel against the suburban
nuclear family existence that they had sometimes struggled to provide for them. Thus, a
new politics was created by a group of women who spoke out and organized against
modern feminism—ironically protesting the very movement that had made public roles
for ordinary women like them more acceptable in the first place.21
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This battle between feminists and family values advocates played out nationally,
but it was particularly rich in New York. The state was home to Betty Friedan and other
prominent liberal feminist leaders concerned with legislative policy and electoral politics.
The organizations that these feminists commanded often were based in New York, or had
some of their largest branches there, especially in New York City. Groups such as NOW
pushed the state legislature to enact their policy goals, including New York‘s leading
abortion reform law in 1970. The visibility of feminism in the state ignited a strong
grassroots response from women who entered the political arena to subvert feminist
goals. The presence of a very strong feminist movement alongside one of the country‘s
largest Catholic populations (36% of people in New York State) made these battles
particularly acute since both church leaders and parishioners—including the women from
the dialogue group and Right to Life Party—mobilized against legal abortion and related
goals. A case study of New York therefore provides abundant evidence of feminists and
pro-family conservatives competing in the political arena to define the family and
women‘s ―proper‖ roles within it and society more broadly.22
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Part of what gave the national family values movement lasting resonance was its
alignment with the Republican Party by Ronald Reagan‘s election in 1980—and New
York State also provides a vibrant local example of how the GOP shifted rightward to
embrace pro-family conservatives. In the early seventies, versus at the end of the decade,
Governor Nelson Rockefeller‘s liberal, pro-feminist Republican politics prevailed in New
York. Malcolm Wilson, Rockefeller‘s lieutenant governor, defined so-called ―Rockefeller
Republicans‖ as being, like the governor himself, ―conservative in fiscal matters,‖ but
liberal ―in terms of what you would call human rights.‖ The goals of the feminist
movement, as well as other civil rights movements, fell under this ―human rights‖
umbrella. Rockefeller and his allies often derived their support for human rights from
their embrace of core Republican ideology. They argued, for example, that a woman‘s
right to choose a legal abortion was consistent with the GOP‘s historic embrace of
individual rights and personal freedom. As a result, Rockefeller Republicans often joined
with Democrats living outside of heavily Catholic areas and groups such as NOW to
support feminist goals, including New York‘s abortion reform law of 1970.23
Much like his predecessor, Governor Thomas Dewey, Rockefeller exercised very
tight control over New York‘s GOP, which enabled his political views to prevail in the
state Republican Party for decades. The GOP under Rockefeller was a top-down
organization with very few strong county-level organizations. Rockefeller oversaw every
aspect of party operations, and often doled out money from his personal family fortune to
23
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local GOP clubs and candidates. After assuming office in 1959, Rockefeller and his
cronies discouraged Republicans in the state from competing in primary elections; they
feared that doing so would weaken their party‘s candidate in the general election. Instead,
the state party was more or less run as a patronage system. Rockefeller‘s base of support
was in New York City and the surrounding suburbs—in places such as wealthy
Westchester County, where his family estate was located. There was an opposing bloc of
conservative Republican leaders upstate led by State Senate Majority Leader Warren
Anderson, but during Rockefeller‘s tenure, their influence in the state party was minimal.
When President Gerald Ford assumed office in the wake of the Watergate scandal, he
tapped Rockefeller to be his vice president. The governor accepted, and even while he
was vice president from 1974 through 1976, little changed: Rockefeller‘s key allies in
New York ensured that the state party remained under his influence.24
After Rockefeller retired from public life in 1977, previously-marginalized
conservative Republicans wrested control away from their party‘s more liberal wing. This
outcome resulted from a confluence of factors. First, suburban areas downstate—Nassau
and Suffolk Counties on Long Island and Rockland and Westchester Counties just north
of New York City—had been growing rapidly in the postwar period. By 1980, a quarter
of all votes in the state came from these four counties. Meanwhile, as New York (and the
nation) experienced an economic downturn, marginalized conservative Republicans in
the state took advantage of the economic climate to gain power; they blamed the
downturn on liberals in both major parties who had presided over the financial collapse
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and called for measures such as lower taxes. These calls were particularly popular in
suburbs across the state where property taxes had skyrocketed—as opposed to in New
York City, where taxes did not increase as much. The conservatives who came to power
in suburbs outside of New York City formed a downstate counterweight to the
conservative bloc that long had been in place upstate—and, in fact, became more
powerful than their allies upstate, and some of the most important leaders in all of New
York, as the downstate suburbs grew in size and political stature.25
Conservative Republicans looked to the female-led pro-family movement to
expand their new power in the state. Groups such as the Right to Life Party (RTLP) had
built strong networks upstate and especially in the downstate suburbs: the exact areas
where conservative Republican leaders were coming to power and hoped to create local
organizations from the ground up after decades under Rockefeller‘s thumb. Conservative
Republicans in New York—much like Ronald Reagan and other allies across the
nation—agreed with the goals of the pro-family movement, but they also were seeking
electoral advantage. They had witnessed the success of various local female-led
grassroots campaigns against measures such as the state ERA and abortion, which proved
to them that a conservative pro-family stance could win votes at the polls.26
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The rules governing third parties in New York State facilitated this alliance
between conservative Republicans and pro-family advocates from the RTLP. In addition
to running on either the Democratic or Republican Party lines in New York, candidates in
the state can be cross-endorsed by one or more independent political parties. New York‘s
Liberal Party, for instance, was formed in 1944 to try and shift state politics to the left.
Democrats and Rockefeller Republicans were sometimes cross-endorsed by the Liberal
Party. In contrast, the state‘s Conservative Party was formed in 1962 by disaffected
Republicans hoping to shift Rockefeller‘s Republican Party to the right; they had limited
success in doing so, however, during Rockefeller‘s rule. As noted, the RTLP was formed
in 1970, and by the end of the decade, conservative Republicans were vying for their
cross-endorsement in order to tap into the grassroots support that they had amassed in
recent years. With the help of the broader pro-family movement, the state‘s GOP went
from being pro-feminist and New York City-based in 1970 to decidedly anti-feminist and
suburban-based ten years later. Thus, a clear division between the conservative and more
liberal factions of the state‘s GOP—along with evidence of both feminist and antifeminist campaigns—make the state ideal ground on which to assess how the family
values movement shifted the politics of the Republican Party to the right by 1980.27
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The project joins a growing literature on the rise of political conservatism in postWorld War II America. This body of work began to appear in the early nineties when, as
historian Darren Dochuk writes, scholars started probing ―how longstanding local and
regional political battles over race, space, and place‖ ignited a national movement that,
―by the early [seventies], identified itself as the New Right.‖ Prior to that time, historians
mostly trivialized or ignored conservatives. Mid-century scholars painted them as
provincial and politically impotent, sometimes even as hysterical, for straying from the
dominant liberal consensus. Dochuk notes that when historians who came of age in the
sixties—a time when plurality and non-conformity prevailed—later joined the academy
in the seventies and eighties, they ―rejected the elitism and triumphalism‖ of these
consensus scholars. Still, they too ignored conservatives. This newer cohort‘s gross
dismissal of the Right was influenced by the fact that many of these historians had been
members of New Left student groups in the sixties.28 This led to a flurry of histories
about organizations such as Students for a Democratic Society and the Student
Nonviolent Coordinating Committee, with little attention to the New Right that was
beginning to coalesce in those years.29
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The academy began studying the New Right with greater seriousness in the early
nineties, in part due to methodological changes in the field of political history itself. The
creation and growth of social and cultural history in the seventies and eighties changed
the field of political history, with its traditional emphasis on top-down presidential
studies and white (largely male) elite figures. This ―new political history‖ supported the
growth of conservative historiography in two key ways. First, scholars began studying the
institutional structures of government, which were a middle ground of sorts between high
politics and bottom-up interest group studies. Second, this new socio-cultural emphasis
prompted political historians to focus on non-elite figures and other groups, cultures, and
values that existed outside of the power structure in Washington, DC—all places where
the marginalized Right could be found in the era of postwar liberal consensus.30
In addition to these methodological changes, two influential articles in The
American Historical Review by political historians Michael Kazin and Alan Brinkley led
to more studies of the Right. The articles, both written in the early nineties, urged
historians to go beyond studying the intellectual origins of conservatism, as most related
works did. They implored scholars to instead examine the movement‘s social, cultural,
and political dimensions. A plethora of notable histories followed in the next decade or
more. This body of scholarship illustrates how anti-communist appeals and race-, class-,
and ethnic-based concerns contributed to a powerful New Right that was based in the
suburbs of America‘s Sunbelt region.31
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Very few of these histories examine women and gender, especially in locales
outside of the Sunbelt. This dissertation, first and foremost, joins some of the latest
scholarship on the New Right by putting women‘s grassroots activism and gendered
concerns at the center of the rightward turn in American politics. Yet, instead of covering
the immediate postwar period in the fifties and sixties, as these newer works on women
and gender have done, the dissertation analyzes the New Right in the seventies—a critical
decade when the modern feminist movement spurred newly politicized women like those
from the RTLP in New York to mobilize in opposition. The fact that New York‘s femaleled family values movement was anchored in the suburbs further underscores how the
growth of postwar suburbs contributed to the rise of the New Right. Finally, the
dissertation‘s geographic focus expands the scope of related historiography beyond the
Sunbelt and into New York, a state that although Reagan won it twice, has long been
considered a site of unmitigated liberalism.
Existent scholarship, for example, offers a vivid portrait of postwar anticommunist campaigns uniting the disparate factions of the Right in the fifties and early
sixties—thereby positioning conservatives to gain political power. Traditional
conservatives, because of their strong religious beliefs, rejected communism‘s atheist
tenets; free-market conservatives rejected communism on economic terms because of
their dedication to capitalism. The presidential election of 1964, when conservatives
captured control of the Republican Party with Barry Goldwater‘s presidential nomination,
was a turning point in that transition. Goldwater and his conservative allies were backed
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by grassroots support from several organizations, including the virulently anti-communist
John Birch Society, the student-based Young Americans for Freedom, and a scattering of
local religious and civic groups. In addition, as the Sunbelt region of the country assumed
greater national economic importance, its leaders—notably Goldwater, Richard Nixon,
and, above all, Ronald Reagan—gained greater influence, which helped introduce
conservatism into mainstream American politics.32
Scholars also have connected the rise of conservatism to backlash along racial,
class, and ethnic lines in the late sixties and seventies. Thomas and Mary Edsall‘s Chain
Reaction (1991) was one of the earliest works to claim that Southern whites and Northern
working- and middle-class ―white ethnics‖ (i.e., those not of a white Anglo-Saxon
Protestant background) abandoned the Democratic Party after it passed the 1964 Civil
Rights and the 1965 Voting Rights Acts. These groups had benefited the most from
President Roosevelt‘s New Deal programs, which provided them with jobs and federallybacked mortgages, among other perks, and they wondered why the modern incarnation of
liberalism seemingly had bypassed them. This sense of neglect was heightened during the
fiscal crisis of the seventies, when whites worried that their hard-earned tax dollars were
being funneled into government welfare programs that disproportionately aided African
Americans. These feelings fueled the sometimes violent battle to end de facto segregation
32
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in the seventies when, for example, white ethnic working-class parents protested the
court-ordered busing of their children into predominantly African American school
districts in Northern cities such as Boston.33
Several historians have expanded the timeframe and geographic scope of this
backlash thesis. Thomas Sugrue‘s The Origins of the Urban Crisis (1996) pointed out
that before many of these trends surfaced on the national level in the sixties and
seventies, they were evident on the local level in Northern Rustbelt cities like Detroit
during the immediate postwar housing boom. Recent scholarship has analyzed backlash
in the suburbs of the Sunbelt, where postwar economic and housing opportunities
attracted urban whites and ushered them into the middle class. Once they lived in the
suburbs, these transplanted whites fought to preserve their racial and class privilege by
gaining control of local resources; they engineered tax revolts, created tuition vouchers,
and privatized public services, among other pursuits.34
Dan Carter‘s From George Wallace to Newt Gingrich (1996) argues that such
backlash led to a ―southernization‖ of American political culture from the late sixties
onward. Carter underscores that certain Republican politicians—George Wallace,
Richard Nixon, Ronald Reagan, George Bush, Sr., and Newt Gingrich—have attracted
33
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white voters by using racialized rhetoric that is disguised in language about states‘ rights,
anti-welfare reforms, and ―law and order‖ platforms. These appeals, not surprisingly,
worked best with rural Southern whites who opposed to the fall of Jim Crow and
Northern and Midwestern voters who felt that the postwar reforms championed by
Democrats disproportionately had helped African Americans.35
But while race, class, and ethnicity have been analyzed extensively in the political
backlash of the seventies, far fewer historians have considered gender. Sociologists,
political scientists, and journalists have done a far more thorough job of doing so,
especially by analyzing single-issue campaigns against legal abortion and the ERA.36 To
be sure, women have appeared in several histories of the time period. Historians have
described, for example, how both white and African American mothers fought over the
merits of school busing in the seventies in locations from Boston to Atlanta. Donald
Critchlow‘s social biography, Phyllis Schlafly and Grassroots Conservatism (2005),
depicts Schlafly and her female followers successfully organizing against the ERA.
Schlafly, an author and Republican activist, became perhaps the most visible proponent
of conservative family values in the seventies and, as a result, was a mentor for many of
the dissertation‘s protagonists in New York. Yet, as Critchlow admits, his ―is not a study
of gender politics,‖ per se. Critchlow, like others, is more concerned with, as he writes,
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―the political effects of grassroots conservatism on American politics in general,‖ a
narrative in which women‘s important participation is mentioned, though not deeply
analyzed from a historical perspective.37
As opposed to this dearth of work on the crucial decade of the seventies,
historians have more closely assessed the gendered implications of women‘s political
conservatism at the beginning of the twentieth century. Their work has shown how a
subset of upper-class white women opposed their own suffrage to preserve their gendered
and racial class interests in the decades leading up to 1920. Many anti-suffragists were
the wives and daughters of the male ruling elite; as a result, they often received political
appointments in state and local government agencies. They feared that these
appointments would be undercut by inferior women‘s suffrage, which threatened to
create a more democratic female polity. Many anti-suffragists impelled the subsequent
Red Scare in the twenties by linking feminism in general and feminist social reforms in
particular to radical gender upheaval and a communist-backed takeover of government.
Like these predecessors, pro-family activists in New York in the seventies also opposed
new rights for their sex to protect—whether consciously or not— their gendered and
racial class interests as a group largely composed of homemakers from middle-class
white suburbs.38
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In recent years, a handful of studies have moved beyond the twenties to place
women and gender at the center of the New Right; most of this scholarship covers anticommunists appeals in the fifties and sixties. Scholars have shown, for example, how
middle- and upper-middle class white women in the fifties and early sixties assumed a
maternal, home-centered identity as they, ironically, entered the traditionally male public
sphere to rid America of an alleged communist menace.39 Writing about conservatives in
Los Angeles, California, historian Michelle Nickerson shows that other activist women in
those years did not assume an explicitly gendered, maternal identity. Nickerson‘s female
subjects often expressed their conservatism in ―the same terms as men‖ by worrying
about concerns such as big government; still, she notes, they ―experienced politics
differently than men.‖ Many homemakers concentrated on the communist threat to
children in schools and took advantage of free time during the week—while men in the
conservative movement were at the office—to organize grassroots events such as coffee
klatches. Building on this growing body of work on the fifties and early sixties, this
dissertation offers a comparable gender analysis of the New Right in the seventies—a
time when some of these prior concerns about communism, smaller government, and
taxes intersected with new worries provoked by the rise of modern feminism.40
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Other scholarship has focused on family values campaigns in the seventies, but
these works typically describe the growth of large national organizations run by
Evangelical men. The Reverend Jerry Falwell‘s Moral Majority Coalition and James
Dobson‘s Focus on the Family organization are most often mentioned since both
crucially mobilized family values voters in advance of the 1980 election—as many as
fifty million such voters by Falwell‘s own count. Scholars acknowledge that the union of
Evangelical and Catholic voters was crucial to Reagan‘s election in 1980, but much of
the spotlight has been on Evangelical politics and groups such as the Moral Majority.
When women are discussed, Phyllis Schlafly, who has received deserved but unbalanced
coverage, is almost always the focal point. Schlafly is Catholic, and her organizations,
StopERA and Eagle Forum, united Catholic and Evangelical women, but most existent
scholarship discusses how her top-down leadership merged the two factions, with very
little attention to the grassroots.41
Much like feminism, the politics of family values was the product of a complex
interaction among grassroots activists and elite political leaders in the seventies. The
mostly Catholic women who led the pro-family movement in New York were not simply
pawns organized by national leaders like Schlafly. They identified issues on their own
and took their beliefs to the political arena—by, among other pursuits, running antiabortion candidates for office and defeating a state ERA referendum in 1975. After
seeing their success in the state, marginalized conservative Republican politicians in New
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York decided to adopt a pro-family stance as a means to get votes—a fact that
complicates the standard ―silent majority‖ narrative.
Republican political strategists Ben Wattenberg and Richard Scammon likewise
predicted in The Real Majority (1970) that the politics of the seventies would be
determined by the votes of middle-aged, middle-class, white, suburban housewives from
electorally rich states like California and those in the industrial Midwest and Northeast.
Political success, they argued, hinged on understanding ―what [was] bothering that lady
in Dayton [Ohio],‖ whether it was increasing crime, opposition to the Vietnam War, or
discomfort with changing social mores. In other words, Republican politicians would
identify issues that would motivate the silent majority of Americans to go to the polls,
especially married women aged forty-five to sixty-four who voted in high numbers.42
Most of the women in this dissertation fit the silent majority profile that
Wattenberg and Scammon described, but they participated in politics beyond simply
voting on election day. Pro-family women in New York identified and promoted issues
that seemed at odds with their belief in traditional gender roles and the heterosexual
nuclear family. They shaped political discourse, organized and proselytized at the
grassroots, and helped invent a new conservatism—and the issues and political strategies
that would animate it. More accurately, they were an un-silent minority, or a relatively
small but vocal group of women whose activism helped to redirect American
conservatism in the seventies by showing conservative Republicans that a pro-family
stance had a proven grassroots constituency willing to go to the polls.
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The dissertation shows that similar grassroots pro-family activism emerged from
within the Democratic Party, too. Many Democrats—especially blue-collar, middle-class,
and Catholic ones—supported the social welfare measures of the New Deal and Great
Society, but rejected the party‘s embrace of abortion rights for women and other tenets of
the new feminism. The dissertation documents how the founders of the New York State
Right to Life Party, many of them Democrats, ran in local and even national races,
including Ellen McCormack‘s 1976 anti-abortion campaign within the Democratic
presidential primary. In doing so, they tried to push the Democratic Party to the right on
issues related to women and the family by illustrating that feminists did not speak for all
women, nor even all Democrats. When the party‘s leaders did not respond and seemingly
moved further to embrace feminists, many of these Democrats began voting for
Republicans by 1980. These voters became known as ―Reagan Democrats,‖ but more
scholarly attention has been paid to their departure from the Democratic Party than to
how an un-silent minority—like those women depicted in this dissertation—first spoke
out and mobilized politically.43
Finally, the dissertation shifts the focus away from the Goldwater and Reagan
forces of Sunbelt conservatism, and returns Northern suburbanites to their rightful place
in the conservative movement. Conservatism was not simply a Sunbelt phenomenon, but
one that resonated in suburban areas of the North as well—a fact recognized by
Wattenberg and Scammon, as well as other contemporary conservative strategists like
Kevin Phillips. To date, historians have not analyzed the rise of conservatism in the
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Northern suburbs. Instead, most studies about the North are racial backlash narratives set
in urban areas such as Boston, Philadelphia, and Brooklyn, New York.44 The dissertation
illustrates that just as America‘s political center shifted in the postwar era from the urban
Northeast to the more suburban Sunbelt, a microcosm of this urban to suburban shift took
place on the state level in New York. The activism of pro-family women in the seventies
hastened the decline of a pro-feminist, New York City-based politics with ties to big
capital (pioneered by Rockefeller Republicans) and the rise of a more conservative, antifeminist Republican politics based in suburban locations like Long Island.45

The Project
To underscore these points, the dissertation is divided into five main chapters
connected by common terminology and organizing principles. The term ―New York‖ is
used throughout to refer to New York State, not New York City, which is labeled as such.
Derivations of the terms ―feminist‖ and ―pro-family‖—or ―family values,‖ which became
more common after 1980—are used throughout the dissertation for convenience. Neither
of these movements nor their participants, however, were as homogenous as these blanket
terms imply. Unless otherwise noted, references to ―feminists‖ relate to liberal, as
opposed to radical, feminism because liberal feminists engaged more directly in the
political arena that the dissertation covers. The dissertation tries, whenever possible, to
analyze race and class along with gender. Most feminists and pro-family activists who
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intervened in New York politics in the seventies were white and middle-class, and this
fact shapes the project‘s narrative.
The dissertation describes how abortion became an emotionally-charged and
highly politicized issue; the terms used to describe advocates and opponents of legal
abortion were therefore chosen carefully and consciously. Opponents of legal abortion
are described throughout as being ―anti-abortion.‖ This term was chosen as a shorthand
reference; it is not meant to imply that, conversely, advocates of legal abortion were ―proabortion.‖ Proponents of legal abortion, as they are called throughout the dissertation,
were advocating abortion‘s legality, not praising the actual procedure. Although it is hard
to divorce a history of abortion from one‘s personal opinion, choosing these terms was an
attempt to do so to the extent that it is possible—as opposed to using the ―pro-life‖ and
―pro-choice‖ labels that political activists prefer. These more politicized terms appear
only in the words of the activists who are quoted in the dissertation. Opponents of legal
abortion chose the term ―pro-life‖ to reflect their belief that unborn fetuses were akin to,
and thus should be afforded the same legal rights as, children or adults living
independently of their mothers‘ wombs. Proponents of legal abortion, particularly
feminists, described legal abortion as a fundamental woman‘s right—a decision about
motherhood that a woman, not the state, should make, as their preferred term, ―prochoice,‖ denotes. These more politicized terms reflect two vastly different outlooks on
abortion, and investigating the historical origins of these contrasting views is one of the
dissertation‘s principal concerns.
The dissertation begins with Chapter Two, which examines a key question: how
did New York pass a pioneering abortion reform law in 1970, three years before the
32

Supreme Court legalized abortion at the federal level, only to see it repealed two years
later? The chapter highlights that in 1970, the state Republican Party was dominated by
Rockefeller Republicans; they worked with Democrats outside of heavily Catholic
districts and feminist political groups and legislators to lobby for legal abortion and other
feminist goals. But almost as soon as the abortion reform law passed, the women in the
dialogue group discussed at the beginning of this chapter mobilized to form the New
York State Right to Life Party. This and other grassroots activism led by white, suburban
Catholic women, most of whom had no prior political experience, convinced the
legislature to repeal the abortion reform law in 1972. Governor Rockefeller preserved
legal abortion in the state by vetoing their actions—a fact that disheartened the antiabortion women. Yet, at the same time, these developments convinced the RTLP women
and their allies that the route to political change was through grassroots organizing.
Chapter Three examines how women mobilized to defeat a state-level ERA
referendum in 1975. Many women transitioned from anti-abortion to anti-ERA activism.
For women who believed that gender was a fixed, biologically-based distinction—and
that, consequently, men should be breadwinners and women should take care of children
in the home—both legal abortion and the ERA were threats to the ―traditional family.‖
Legal abortion threatened to disconnect women from motherhood, while the ERA, they
feared, would eliminate difference between the sexes. As the women built a statewide
anti-ERA group, dubbed Operation Wakeup, they laid the groundwork for future political
campaigns. When New Yorkers went to the polls in 1975, the state ERA lost by 400,000
votes. The defeat united voters in the downstate suburbs with those in counties upstate
against the ERA—two areas of the state where conservative Republicans would come to
33

power and try to tap into these networks for electoral support. The win led pro-family
advocates to believe that they, not feminists, had a majority of support in the state.
Chapter Four discusses how the ERA victory led Wakeup to expand its activism
in the state. Wakeup went on to oppose the federally-funded 1977 International Women‘s
Year activities and several other ideas that feminists championed to strengthen the
family, including: subsidized childcare, non-sexist childrearing techniques, sex education,
and an expanded definition of the family beyond its traditional nuclear form, which the
1980 White House Conference on Families promoted. The chapter also describes how
many women began to view calls for lower taxes, smaller government, and individual
rights through the lens of traditional family rights—illuminating a path for the pro-family
movement eventually to align with the GOP‘s conservative wing. Messages about issues
such as taxation—that before had appealed primarily to wealthy businessmen—soon had
new meaning for mostly middle-class women who began connecting these topics to the
viability of the so-called ―traditional‖ family.46
Chapter Five begins the process of examining how some of these battles over
women and the family influenced political party realignment in the seventies. The chapter
describes the aforementioned Ellen McCormack‘s anti-abortion Democratic presidential
primary campaign in 1976. Remarkably, she appeared on the ballot in twenty-one states
and was the first woman to qualify for federal matching funds and Secret Service
protection. McCormack was upset that the Democratic Party had embraced abortion
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rights and other feminist goals. She hoped to win enough votes to compel legislators to
support a constitutional amendment to outlaw abortion. She did not succeed, but she
issued a warning to party leaders—accurately predicting the departure of many
Democrats like her from the party on account of legal abortion and related issues.
Chapter Six illustrates how Nelson Rockefeller‘s wing of the state GOP was
eclipsed by 1980 by a growing conservative bloc anchored in the surrounding suburban
counties. The chapter‘s narrative is shaped by the 1978 gubernatorial race in New York
in which Mary Jane Tobin, as noted, won enough votes to quality the Right to Life Party
for third-party status. This meant that the party would automatically appear on all state
ballots for the next four years—as opposed to in the past when the women had to spend a
large portion of their time gathering signatures to get their candidates on the ballot. This
feat allowed the RTLP to more easily cross-endorse major party candidates, and
conservative Republicans hoped to take advantage of this fact to consolidate their power
over more liberal members of their party who were aligned with Nelson Rockefeller,
particularly around issues related to women and the family.
The RTLP‘s regular status became a consideration when Ronald Reagan set his
sights on winning New York State in 1980 in his quest to reclaim the Northeast for the
Republican Party. Reagan‘s strategists felt that the best way to do so was to cut down the
middle, courting both moderates and conservatives in the party. But the RTLP women
and the previously marginalized conservative wing of the GOP, led by county chairmen
in places like Long Island, felt emboldened by their success in recent years. They were
not about to listen to high-level GOP strategists in Reagan‘s campaign who hoped to
include pro-feminist Rockefeller Republicans within the fold. The RTLP refused to cross35

endorse Reagan, and while most conservatives backed him in his successful quest to win
New York, they sent him a message by helping a conservative anti-abortion candidate—
Al D‘Amato of Long Island—defeat long-serving liberal Republican U.S. Senator Jacob
Javits. Reagan disagreed with Javits on almost every issue, especially abortion and the
ERA, but he had courted him out of a sense that doing so was necessary. D‘Amato‘s win
and strong pro-family grassroots support showed Reagan‘s team that placating
Rockefeller Republicans was no longer as crucial by 1980.
The grassroots activism of women from groups like the RTLP and Wakeup had
helped to change the face of the GOP by 1980. Rockefeller‘s Republican Party that had
promoted New York‘s leading abortion reform law in 1970 was vastly different than the
party that, in 1980, rejected feminist-backed Republican Senator Jacob Javits in favor of
Al D‘Amato, a little-known candidate backed by the Conservative and Right to Life
Parties. The following chapters describe that shift over the course of ten years by
emphasizing how newly politicized women—and a newly politicized concept of the
family—forged a new conservative political consensus in the seventies. In those ten
years, as one of Wakeup‘s flyers announced, ―The grassroots, pro-family, ‗anti-lib‘
movement [came] alive in New York State and [would] not be silenced!‖47
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CHAPTER 2
WOMEN, ABORTION, AND FEMALE
POLITICAL MOBILIZATION, 1970-1973

By the late sixties, a broad cross-section of women in New York were becoming
politically active, including those who opposed efforts to legalize abortion in the state.
Margie Fitton was a housewife living in Rockland County outside of New York City
when the state legislature began considering legal abortion. Proponents, especially
feminists, increasingly argued that legal abortion was a core woman‘s right. Fitton read
what they had to say in the news, but she saw it differently. Much like the leaders of the
Catholic Church to which she belonged, Fitton equated abortion with murder. She also
considered it an attempt to undermine motherhood. The fact that feminists had framed
abortion as a woman‘s right drove Fitton and others to enter the political arena for the
first time in their lives—to prove that not all women agreed with that assessment or
appreciated being represented in that way.1
Yet, for every woman like Margie Fitton, there were countless others pushing for
reform in the years before New York legalized abortion in 1970. Indeed, anti-abortion
activists—many of them housewives, like Fitton, going about their daily lives—were
barely organized before New York passed its landmark reform law. On the other hand,
women lobbying for legal abortion were very vocal in the state in the years before 1970.
Some of these women were self-consciously feminist, others were not. But they were
united by a common belief: abortion had to be legal because deciding whether or not to
become a mother was every woman‘s right. Sylvia Fields, for example, was a nursing
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professor from Long Island; like other medical professionals, she had seen desperate
women arrive at the hospital fighting for their lives after botched illegal abortions. By
1969, she had lost patience with the overwhelmingly male state legislature‘s slow pace of
change. When an abortion reform law failed for a second year in a row that April—this
time after her assemblyman, Martin Ginsberg, gave a last-minute speech about how his
fight with polio had convinced him to let every fetus live—Fields organized 350 local
citizens, most of them women, into the Nassau Committee for Abortion Law Repeal. The
group lobbied the legislature aggressively, helping to produce nearly 2,500 signatures
that moved Assemblyman Ginsberg into their camp and paved the way for legalizing
abortion in the state.2
The abortion reform bill that Governor Nelson Rockefeller signed the following
year, 1970, was the most expansive law of its kind. Abortion had been illegal in almost
all circumstances since the nineteenth century, but in the early sixties, a series of
reformers—most of them men from the legal, medical, and certain progressive religious
communities—began to lobby for liberalization. The growing feminist movement and the
efforts of women such as Sylvia Fields quickened reform efforts by the end of the decade.
Between 1967 and 1970, sixteen states legalized abortion in some form, either through
legislation or judicial review. New York‘s law went the furthest by legalizing abortion for
any reason until the twenty-fourth week of pregnancy; the procedure had to be performed
by a doctor, with the woman‘s permission, but, crucially, there was no residency
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requirement. The law was a model for groups pressing for liberalization elsewhere, and
the state became a haven for those seeking safe and legal abortions. Roughly 60% of
abortions performed in New York from 1970 through 1972 were for non-resident women
from other states.3
As the number of legal abortions in the state increased, mounting pressure to
recriminalize the procedure grew—led by the efforts of middle-class Catholic suburban
women with little prior political experience like Margie Fitton. This chapter focuses on
such women and traces their initial efforts to repeal New York‘s pioneering abortion law.
Fitton and her allies pursued a multi-faceted strategy. First, they helped form the Right to
Life Committee (RTLC) that lobbied state legislators in Albany to overturn the law—all
the while working to weaken the law with restrictive ordinances until it could be
overturned outright. Other women created the aforementioned New York State Right to
Life Party (RTLP). The RTL Party was a separate vehicle for running anti-abortion
advocates for political office, while the RTL Committee, for tax-purposes, was exempt
from endorsing or promoting candidates. The ―right to life‖ moniker in both groups
reflected their focus on the unborn fetus‘s right to live over the opposing side‘s belief that
abortion was a fundamental right of the expectant woman. To build their movement, the
RTLC and RTLP relied on the infrastructure of the Catholic Church to recruit and
channel parishioners into local anti-abortion groups. Their efforts pushed the state
3

Fred P. Graham, ―Abortions: Moves to Abolish All Legal Restraints,‖ The New York Times, 16 November
1969, Folder 267, Box 26, Counsel‘s Office—Subseries 4, Record Group (hereafter: RG) 15 Nelson A.
Rockefeller Gubernatorial Papers (hereafter: NARGP), Rockefeller Family Archives, The Rockefeller
Archive Center, Sleepy Hollow, NY (hereafter: RFA, RAC); ―Abortion,‖ Memorandum, September 1974,
p. 3, Folder 51, Box 6, New York Office Vice Presidential Series 1974-1977—Vice Presidential
Confirmation Hearings 1974, RG 26 Nelson A. Rockefeller Vice Presidential Papers (hereafter: NARVP),
Ibid; Jane E. Brody, ―Abortion: Once a Whispered Problem, Now a Public Debate,‖ The New York Times, 8
January 1968, p. 28.

39

legislature to repeal the 1970 abortion law in May of 1972. Governor Rockefeller vetoed
their actions: abortion remained legal, but it had become a very polarizing political issue.
The chapter examines how and why New York passed a landmark abortion
reform law in 1970, only to see it overturned two years later. Similar developments were
evident in other states, but New York offers a particularly rich example of how women,
specifically, advocated both for and against legal abortion. Despite some assistance from
large institutions—above all, the Catholic Church that helped anti-abortion groups—both
sides formed large grassroots contingents. The chapter documents how the political
process in Albany came under the influence of these new activists: groups both for and
against legal abortion that were run by mostly middle- and upper-middle class white
women who had time to organize. Both groups of women pursued traditional tactics such
as lobbying and running for higher office, along with non-traditional ones such as making
gendered political claims about home, motherhood, and family.
These events in New York from 1970 through 1972 foreshadowed the political
strategies anti-abortion activists embraced at the national level after the U.S. Supreme
Court legalized abortion in 1973. New York‘s 1970 reform law was the product of a
collaborative effort between Republicans and Democrats outside of heavily Catholic
districts. Like Governor Nelson Rockefeller, these ―Rockefeller Republicans‖ supported
abortion reform and other feminist goals. In fact, Rockefeller Republicans took a leading
role in the process since their party was in the majority and enjoyed wider representation
across the state. Yet, this support also made their wing of the party vulnerable. The antiabortion efforts of women such as Margie Fitton created a grassroots constituency that
conservative Republicans later seized upon by the end of the seventies to triumph over
40

Rockefeller‘s wing of the state party—with many Catholic voters leaving the Democratic
Party to vote for these more conservative, anti-abortion Republicans. Women and gender
politics, the chapter stresses, were at the center of these political shifts.4

Women and the Abortion Reform Law of 1970
Republican Assemblywoman Constance Cook, who became Albany‘s most vocal
advocate for legal abortion, later claimed that the 1970 bill only passed because of its
strong support from women across the state. Cook had worked for over two years to build
a coalition of liberal Democrats, predominately from the New York City area, and fellow
Rockefeller Republicans from across the state. But the real heroes, she said, were the
―miscellaneous nameless group‖ of women outside of the legislature who had advocated
for reform. As someone whose own feminist consciousness was raised after joining the
National Organization for Women (NOW) in the late sixties, Cook was proud that she
had taught Betty Friedan and her allies how to lobby the state legislature. Women joined
the cause from good government and social welfare groups as well. ―Even unorganized
women, miscellaneous Republican women, particularly,‖ Cook argued, had helped pass
the 1970 reform law by positioning abortion as a woman‘s issue and basic right.5
Women were not always at the forefront of the abortion debates. Abortion had
been illegal in New York and across America since the nineteenth century, except when
it was necessary to save the life of a pregnant woman. By the fifties, medicine had
4
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advanced to the point where pregnant women faced death far less often. Yet, women
continued to seek abortions, forcing doctors to invent psychiatric reasons to justify the
procedure. Many doctors became uncomfortable with this dishonesty, and began pushing
the legal community to revise state abortion laws. In 1959, the American Law Institute
developed the Model Penal Code (the ―ALI plan‖), which proposed legalizing abortion in
a broader range of circumstances: to protect the life or physical or mental health of the
expectant woman; in cases where the fetus would be born deformed; or when the
pregnancy resulted from rape or incest. Doctors, lawyers, and liberal clergy—nearly all
of them men—soon began promoting the ALI plan.6
When abortion reform first surfaced in the New York State Legislature, this line
of thinking prevailed, albeit unsuccessfully. In 1966 and 1967, liberal Democrats in the
Assembly—first Percy Sutton, a member of the so-called Harlem Clubhouse of
influential African American leadership in New York City, and then Al Blumenthal of
Manhattan‘s Upper Westside—proposed bills based on the ALI plan. Hearings were held,
with mostly professional male reformers testifying, but the bills never made it out of
committee. This was especially true once the Catholic Church spoke out against abortion.
On February 12, 1967, for example, a pastoral letter equating legal abortion with murder
was read at every Catholic mass across the state. Parishioners were urged to write to their
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legislators to oppose the bill, and some church bulletins even provided their addresses in
Albany.7
The unsuccessful 1966 and 1967 bills made it clear that liberal Democrats like
Blumenthal, as Assemblywoman Cook later observed, ―couldn‘t get beyond the West
Side of the City of New York for [the] support‖ needed to get an ALI reform bill out of
committee. Democrats were the minority party in both houses of the legislature, with
little representation upstate. Their base was concentrated downstate, and even there it was
split: Jewish and African American districts supported legal abortion; Democratic
Catholic enclaves in places like Brooklyn and Queens did not. Given these political
realities, an abortion bill would have to be guided through the legislature by liberal
Republicans who, like Governor Nelson Rockefeller himself, supported reform and
enjoyed majority party status and greater representation across the state.8
In 1967, one such Republican, Assemblywoman Constance Cook, attended her
first NOW meeting at Betty Friedan‘s apartment in Manhattan—a move that set her on a
path to take up the cause in Albany. NOW wanted Cook, the only Republican woman in
the GOP-controlled Assembly, to sponsor an abortion repeal law. Rather than reform the
legal code to make abortion permissible in certain circumstances, as prior ALI bills had
proposed, NOW wanted repeal (i.e., removing abortion from the legal code entirely).
Repeal, they argued, would save women‘s lives, while reform would do little to dissuade
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women from seeking illegal, and often deadly, abortions: from 1967 onward, when
several states had abortion law reforms, there were around 8,000 legal abortions in the
United States each year, compared to an estimated 800,000 to one million illegal ones.
Cook explained the legislative process to the NOW members, but did not offer to sponsor
a repeal bill because she did not think it would pass. Still, she left the meeting changed.
After being excluded from the old boys‘ network in Albany, she was fascinated to be in a
group wholly committed to women‘s issues, including abortion. Cook joined NOW and
later started a chapter in Ithaca, New York, her hometown.9
Over the course of 1968, Cook moved toward sponsoring a repeal bill after sitting
through what she increasingly saw as male-dominated abortion debates. When the
Assembly held hearings on Blumenthal‘s reform bill that year, which finally made it to
the floor only to fall four votes short, Cook remembered feeling like she was in a room
full of men dictating ―what women‘s lives shall be.‖ Similar sentiments arose when
Governor Rockefeller convened a blue ribbon commission on abortion reform that only
included two women among its ten members. When the commission held public hearings
in February of 1968, people from a range of civic and feminist groups testified about the
need to include women in the debates; abortion, they said, was a fundamental woman‘s
right. Cook, who was becoming more active in NOW, agreed; she also realized that only
repeal, not abortion reform, would inspire women to lobby their legislators for change.
She felt that women were ―never going to get … aroused politically‖ about reform bills
9
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that ―required them to go to a committee of doctors, then to go to a committee of hospital
administrators, and then to have consultations with psychiatrists or social workers or
priests.‖10
When Dr. Ruth Cusack, a member of NOW from Long Island, asked Cook to
sponsor a repeal measure, she agreed, and in turn, feminists and abortion rights advocates
lobbied for the bill. Cusack had been a repeal activist since the mid-sixties when she was
a doctoral student in nutrition at the University of California at Berkeley. Drawing on her
prior experience, Cusack led other NOW members in trying to line up support for Cook‘s
repeal bill, which was introduced in 1969 and co-sponsored by Franz Leichter, a
Democrat from Manhattan. Their efforts were aided by a new national repeal group that
was formed in February of 1969, the National Association for the Repeal of Abortion
Laws (NARAL). Most of NARAL‘s leadership came from New York, and they agreed to
focus on Cook‘s bill, which, if approved, would be a boon for passing similar repeal
measures across the country. This decision underscored New York‘s immense influence
in the national movement to legalize abortion, particularly because of the strength of
feminism in the state. New York‘s Betty Friedan likewise spoke at NARAL‘s inaugural
meeting, where she remarked that it was ―the first … decent conference‖ on abortion
because ―women‘s voices [were] heard and heard strongly.‖ Women, especially on the
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grassroots level, had enormous influence in NARAL and New York‘s abortion repeal
movement more generally.11
Despite NOW and NARAL‘s efforts, the Cook-Leichter repeal bill remained
bottled in committee in 1969, while Blumenthal‘s reform bill went forward—a fact that
only spurred more female-led grassroots support for repeal. As noted, the vote on
Blumenthal‘s 1969 reform bill failed that April when Assemblyman Martin Ginsberg, a
Republican from Long Island, gave a surprising last-minute anti-abortion speech about
his fight with polio. Many women, including Cook, were outraged: what should have
been a debate about their reproductive rights turned into a well-televised sound bite about
how Ginsberg coped with a debilitating disease. Sylvia Fields responded by organizing
350 of Ginsberg‘s constituents into the Nassau Committee for Abortion Law Repeal. She
was joined by Ruth Cusack, who created a similar group of 150 people in neighboring
Suffolk County. Together, they gathered 2,500 signatures from across Long Island in
support of repeal; Ginsberg was in their camp by August. One NARAL affiliate group
called New Yorkers for Abortion Law Repeal, which was based in Manhattan, helped the
effort by gathering 6,000 signatures in Al Blumenthal‘s district—moving the stalwart
reform advocate to embrace repeal as well.12
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As these liberal feminist groups became versed in traditional political lobbying
tactics, a younger, radical cohort of women pioneered new forms of activism. Most
members of radical women‘s liberation groups came from New Left student groups
active in the civil rights and anti-Vietnam War movements. Drawing on previously-honed
protest tactics, in February of 1969, radical feminists from two Manhattan-based groups,
Redstockings and New York Radical Women, interrupted legislative hearings on the
Blumenthal reform bill. The women burst into the chamber shouting various slogans,
such as ―every woman resents having our bodies controlled by men‖ and ―no more male
legislators!‖ They quickly were ushered out of the room, but a month later, the
Redstockings held their own abortion hearings at the Washington Square Methodist
Church in Manhattan. Using the consciousness-raising technique that they had pioneered
to politicize personal grievances and experiences, the only experts who testified were
twelve women who spoke about their own abortions before a diverse audience of 300
people of both sexes.13
These actions marked a new phase in New York‘s abortion movement. Radical
feminists were not the first abortion advocates to rely on confrontational protest tactics.
Bill Baird, a birth control and abortion activist from Long Island, for example, had
practiced civil disobedience for years, even going to jail in Boston for handing out birth
control to unmarried college students. But the mere act of women claiming public space
and expertise in the matter—due to their reproductive capabilities and, often, intimate
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experience with illegal abortion—was unique. Radical tactics, combined with traditional
forms of lobbying that those such as Cusack and Fields focused on, placed both women‘s
activism and repeal at center of the abortion debates by 1970.14
Cook led the repeal effort in 1970, but as a pragmatic politician, she was forced to
make concessions that weakened her broad feminist support. First, Cook and her allies
decided to introduce a repeal bill in the State Senate as opposed to the Assembly where
she served: its passage seemed more certain there, which they hoped would provide
momentum in the less-than-certain Assembly. Second, to secure enough Senate votes,
Cook agreed to insert a requirement mandating that only physicians could perform
abortions. This provision caused some radical feminist groups, notably New Yorkers for
Abortion Law Repeal, to recant their support for the bill and campaign against it. They
charged that this provision made it a reform, as opposed to repeal, measure because
instead of removing abortion from the legal code, it introduced a new restriction into it.
Cook felt that this was a moot point because she saw abortion as a medical procedure;
besides, she was concerned with securing enough votes in the Senate to pass the bill.15
Those who supported the physician requirement formed a separate statewide
umbrella group called the Committee for Cook-Leichter, which helped move the bill
through the Senate. The Committee persuaded the New York Post to do a full story on the
14
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bill, sent telegrams to all non-sponsors, held press conferences, and circulated
instructions on how and who to lobby in Albany. Downstate in the New York City area,
the Committee was dominated by NOW and NARAL chapters as well as grassroots
repeal groups, including those run by Ruth Cusack and Sylvia Fields on Long Island.
Upstate, Cook relied on women‘s civic and feminist groups, the Unitarian Universalist
Church, and individual members of Planned Parenthood who had run statewide
campaigns before. In contrast to Planned Parenthood members, feminist groups did not
have the infrastructure or political acumen to sustain a statewide effort. Whenever
possible, Cook tried to assist them by, for example, giving Betty Friedan a list of the
leaders in every women‘s group in the state. These collective efforts pushed the State
Senate to pass the amended bill on March 18, 1970 by thirty-one to twenty-six votes.
Thirteen Republicans and eighteen Democrats, led by Rockefeller moderates and
downstate liberals, voted for the bill; twenty Republicans and six Democrats voted
against it.16
The Senate victory awoke Catholic leaders in the state, which led to an
unsuccessful vote in the Assembly. During the Senate deliberations on abortion, the
church had been preoccupied with another legislative matter that would have enabled
cash-strapped Catholic parochial schools to receive state funding. Catholic leaders were
caught off-guard when the abortion bill passed the Senate and immediately began
lobbying the Assembly, where Cook had scheduled a vote for March 30, 1970. Church
16
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leaders, for example, had parochial school students send anti-abortion letters to Albany.
Cook remembered being a particular target: ―Nuns would stand in the halls of the Capitol
and cross themselves when I‘d go by.‖ The day before the vote, an anti-abortion letter
from the church bishops was read at every Catholic mass in New York State. Newlyelected Democratic Assemblywoman Mary Ann Krupsak of Schenectady, a Catholic and
an original sponsor of the abortion bill, publicly was called a murderer by a bishop. The
pressure got to her, and Krupsak, a feminist and supporter of abortion rights, voted
against the bill, which fell three legislators short of victory in the Assembly.17
Cook went back to the drawing board, and with help from the Committee for
Cook-Leichter, she was able to get an abortion bill signed into law. Cook kept careful
tabs on who was supporting the bill. After local groups such as Ruth Cusack‘s visited
legislators in the Assembly, they would report back to Cook‘s office; her team would
then follow up with those legislators. Cook maintained that this was how laws were
passed: all the hard work takes place before the vote. Along with the physicians‘
requirement, two changes were added. First, abortion would only be legal through the
first twenty-four weeks of pregnancy, and after that time, only if it were necessary to save
the life of the expectant woman. Second, a woman had to consent to having an abortion
before the procedure could be performed. The final bill was therefore a reform measure—
albeit a far less restrictive one than those that were proposed before Cook and other
women got involved, and still the most progressive bill of its kind in the nation. These
changes secured additional support for the bill; Assemblywoman Krupsak, who had been
17
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targeted by Catholic leaders before the previous vote, was among those who switched
sides. The Assembly‘s final tally was seventy-six to seventy-three votes in favor of legal
abortion. Governor Rockefeller signed the bill the next day on April 11, 1970.18
Cook‘s involvement in NOW had helped her to see legal abortion as a core
woman‘s right, and she, in turn, showed fellow feminists and everyday women how to
turn their goals into legislation. She and her allies united Rockefeller Republicans from
across the state with liberal Democrats downstate in a movement that made abortion a
public issue and, significantly, a women‘s issue. Yet, their coalition left out whole
segments of the Democratic Party and eventually enabled conservative Republicans to
gain power—politicizing, in the process, women who opposed legal abortion.19

―Church Ladies‖ and the Right to Life Committee
Margie Fitton was among those women who were politicized by the abortion bill.
It began for her with a forum held at her church sometime around 1968 when abortion
reform was being debated in Albany. Fitton, a parishioner at St. Anthony‘s Roman
Catholic Church in Nanuet, decided to attend the church‘s annual ―candidates‘ night.‖
The forum showcased where people running for elective office stood on the issues.
Fitton, a woman in her thirties who eventually had ten children, was then a housewife
from neighboring West Nyack—a small, heavily Irish-Catholic town that, like Nanuet
where the church was located, was in Rockland County, roughly twenty miles northwest
18
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of New York City. Fitton had always been interested in politics, but never particularly
active. Like many women in her generation, she was uncomfortable speaking out. As she
recalled, ―for us to do anything public was an alien thing.‖20
But Fitton had been following the abortion bill in the news, and when Republican
Eugene Levy, a local contender for the State Senate, showed up at her church for
candidates‘ night, she did the unthinkable for her: she stood up and asked him about his
views on legal abortion, which offended her as a Catholic and a mother. Few people
talked about abortion in private then, let alone public, but she could not let the
opportunity pass by; she felt that the press was not asking enough about it. Standing up to
pose her question, Fitton recalled, ―I just felt so isolated. I felt the tension in the room,
and my voice was trembling. Even after I sat down … I felt like a crazy lady from West
Nyack.‖ Levy gave a meandering answer, avoiding the question. After entering the State
Senate in 1969, he voted consistently for legal abortion before changing course in the
mid-seventies—in response to anti-abortion pressure from women like Margie Fitton.21
Fitton soon became involved at the local level in New York‘s fledgling antiabortion movement. After seeing her interest in the topic at the candidates‘ night, her
pastor, Father Ed Netter—who led St. Anthony‘s to become a hotbed of anti-abortion
activism in Rockland County—asked Fitton to join him at a local roadhouse for a
meeting with people from upstate associated with Ed Golden. In 1967, Golden had
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started an umbrella organization aimed at uniting local anti-abortion efforts across the
state; in 1972, the group was officially incorporated as the New York State Right to Life
Committee (RTLC). Golden‘s effort to centralize disparate anti-abortion groups allowed
them to share best practices and adopt uniform messages and tactics—all of which
strengthened their bargaining power in Albany, and proved instrumental in overturning
the abortion law in the 1972 legislative session.22
Both Fitton‘s biography and her route into the state‘s anti-abortion movement
were typical of other women‘s experiences in New York. Just as Fitton‘s priest took her
to a RTLC meeting, most women were introduced to the movement by people they knew.
Local anti-abortion groups often formed from already-existing networks and
organizations, especially Catholic ones since parishioners often shared the anti-abortion
views of their church. Men such as Ed Golden and Fitton‘s priest played important roles,
but women sustained the movement at the grassroots level: many had schedules that
allowed time for organizing, but, crucially, they rejected how feminists had framed legal
abortion as a woman‘s right. Their opposition was strong enough to motivate Fitton and
other women to speak out for the first time—an ironic development since they used their
platform to criticize the feminist movement that had made women‘s public roles more
acceptable in society. Fitton and her allies often conflated legal abortion with other
feminist goals, viewing them as a singular threat to family life and the homemaker role.
To fix the situation, she and others in New York‘s RTLC lobbied state legislators to
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overturn the 1970 law—while simultaneously passing local restrictions that weakened the
law until they had enough anti-abortion votes in Albany to overturn it altogether.
The example of Claire and John Middleton of West Chazy, near Plattsburgh,
illustrates how the RTLC grew as friends and neighbors came together to lobby
legislators. The Middletons moved to upstate New York in the late sixties after John
completed a Ph.D. at Florida State University in ―family life,‖ a field combining
psychology and sociology. Upon arriving, they learned of the abortion debates in Albany.
Abortion, John felt, was ―a direct assault to the family,‖ and motivated by his academic
studies and the couple‘s Catholic faith, he and Claire decided to get involved. Claire
heard about a rally in Albany through her church; she went and became committed to the
cause. ―I had never been involved in anything before,‖ she later noted, but soon she and
others in the Plattsburgh area were attending rallies and contacting their legislators. In the
process, the Middletons met Ed Golden, and in 1971, they formed Champlain Valley
Right to Life, which became a local RTLC affiliate and was run out of their home.23
Groups such as this one in Champlain Valley increased their ranks through
personal contacts and advertisement—all aided by existing networks, often affiliated with
the Catholic Church. A parish bulletin might advertise a rally in Albany, or perhaps a
church would charter a bus there. Local groups also took out ads and created brochures to
increase their membership. One ad for the Mount Vernon Committee for Life in
Westchester County, just outside of the Bronx, posed the following question in The New
York Times: ―Can you be a murderer? You could be if you believed in legalized
abortion.‖ Meanwhile, a Mr. and Mrs. William Green of the Buffalo Right to Life
23
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Committee created a brochure that argued that a fetus is a person and urged readers to
lobby the New York State Legislature to re-criminalize abortion. In these ways,
neighbors got together and joined with others across the state to fight legal abortion.24
As groups formed, women like Margie Fitton, each with similar stories, were at
the forefront of New York‘s anti-abortion movement. Terry Anselmi of Pearl River—a
mother of eight whom Fitton befriended through her activism in Rockland County—also
was nervous to speak out, until the abortion debates compelled her to do so. Anselmi‘s
brother-in-law first alerted her to the possibility that abortion could be legalized in New
York; she soon became active in the local anti-abortion movement that was growing out
of St. Anthony‘s parish, where Fitton had attended candidates‘ night. As Anselmi
remembered, she first became ―involved but not entrenched‖ in the fight: she simply
wanted to be another body urging legislators to rethink their positions on abortion.25
Anselmi‘s involvement increased dramatically, however, after the 1970 abortion
bill passed and a nurse from Planned Parenthood spoke to her sixteen-year-old daughter‘s
psychology class at the public high school. Or, as Anselmi phrased it in a way that
reflected her overarching concern for the rights of fetuses, ―What I did [in the antiabortion movement] wasn‘t big until Planned Parenthood came into my daughter‘s class
and wanted to kill my grandchildren without my having any knowledge of it.‖ Planned
Parenthood positioned itself as a place that pregnant teenagers could go for guidance,
including information on how to obtain a newly legalized abortion. Anselmi was
24
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particularly troubled by the fact that her daughter seemed confused: ―She said, mom, they
[Planned Parenthood] sound so right, and when you speak you sound so right.‖ About
this time, the psychology class handed out a questionnaire that measured one‘s sexual
awareness and activity; the teacher reportedly obtained it from a Master‘s level education
course he was enrolled in, and Anselmi remembers it addressing subjects such as sexual
orgasm. This, along with the Planned Parenthood visit, inspired her to get involved.
Anselmi reasoned that if her daughter, who had grown up in a home with a ―reverence for
life,‖ could be swayed, so too could others, perhaps to an even greater extent.26
Anselmi contacted her daughter‘s school and, although it was difficult for her at
first, began giving presentations that counseled young girls not to seek abortions under
any circumstance. She initially presented in her daughter‘s class, and then, working with
another mother, she did so more regularly at that public high school and at others in the
area. ―Honestly,‖ she later said, ―the only reason I stood up in the beginning, because I
was terrified to speak, was for my children … it‘s like I was defending my children.‖
Anselmi had always considered herself progressive because she taught her children about
―sex and where babies come from.‖ But speaking out publicly was entirely different. ―All
of a sudden, you‘re at school meetings, and there are representatives from organizations
and Planned Parenthood, and you have to say all these words [related to sex and
conception] that I could say to my kids at home, but I couldn‘t say in public. … It was
such an unfair advantage.‖ To cope, Anselmi tried to gain as much reproductive
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knowledge as she could, even using slides showing the aftermath of abortion and models
of fetal development that she obtained from the local RTLC.27
Most anti-abortion activists saw legal abortion as a threat to the family, and by
extension, to their own roles as wives and mothers. Terry Anselmi got involved for her
children‘s sake, she said, when outside forces (a sexual questionnaire and Planned
Parenthood) came in, as she put it, ―under the radar with radical things for these kids.‖
Outside forces, she felt, were conspiring to take discussions about sex and pregnancy—
matters she had addressed with her children in her own way—and shift them from the
purview of the family to the public domain. As middle-class women who were financially
able to stay at home full time and focus on motherhood, this loss of authority was very
troubling; in standing up to fight these so-called radical forces, Anselmi and other women
were fighting to retain traditional female authority over children and the home. Anselmi
described the situation as ―an impossible thing. I just thought, how could this happen?‖28
A related concern for many RTLC women was that legal abortion would
encourage sexual promiscuity. Anselmi linked the questionnaire the psychology teacher
had passed out to the nurse‘s visit from Planned Parenthood: the former measuring
students‘ knowledge of sexual activity and the latter seeking to educate them. To Anselmi
and other women in the RTLC, sex education invited unwanted sexual activity among
teenagers, especially when the learning took place away from home and included
information about legal abortion alternatives. Conflating the questionnaire and the
Planned Parenthood presentation into one external threat, Anselmi was compelled to
27
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enter the public domain to protect her daughter and other children from these forces—to
step outside of her home and bring a maternal perspective to the public domain.
As a consequence of rejecting legal abortion, many women like Anselmi also
eschewed the modern women‘s movement with which it was linked. The movement to
legalize abortion in New York escalated once it was aligned with women‘s groups,
especially feminist ones, which framed abortion as a woman‘s right. Women like
Anselmi interpreted this to mean that feminists rejected motherhood altogether. She and a
friend, for example, once tried attending a NOW meeting. But while there, their
opposition to legal abortion overshadowed everything else on the agenda. The ―general
gist‖ of the NOW meeting, as Anselmi saw it, ―was that in order to break the glass
ceiling, women should not have children. To me, a goal achieved that way was not worth
achieving.‖ Thus, women joined the RTLC due to a combination of factors: religious
conviction, enhanced by the Catholic Church‘s involvement, and an abiding concern that
legal abortion, even feminism, undermined family life in general and their roles as
homemakers and mothers in particular.29
Driven by these feelings, the women in the RTLC were on the front lines of
lobbying the state legislature to overturn the 1970 abortion reform law. They wrote letters
to the editor, made trips to Albany, and protested in the streets. One of their most
successful efforts was a march on November 20, 1971, in New York City, which
attracted an estimated 1,500 to 2,000 women. Dubbed the ―Women‘s March for Life,‖ it
took place on the same day that feminists—in the largest gatherings held since the
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woman‘s suffrage campaign over fifty years before—held rallies in New York City, San
Francisco, and Washington, DC, to encourage legal abortion nationwide. The Women‘s
March for Life attracted attention when New York‘s Cardinal Cooke publicly praised the
women who turned out, especially those from Catholic Daughters of America. Around
that time, an anti-abortion march of equal proportion was held in Rockland County where
Margie Fitton and Terry Anselmi lived, making it the biggest public gathering in the
county since Senator Robert Kennedy of New York had held a rally in this heavily IrishCatholic area as part of his 1968 presidential campaign.30
Protesting publicly and dealing with the attendant possibility of conflict was
entirely new and often unsettling for most RTLC women. As Margie Fitton remarked,
―You didn‘t do that … you didn‘t make scenes and go picketing. That was for hippies,
and it was a very difficult thing for people like us to get used to.‖31 For example, when
Fitton‘s Rockland County RTLC chapter picketed a new Planned Parenthood Center in
Manhattan, where abortions were to be performed, opponents held condoms in their
faces. The Rockland County women, who were joined by members of the Brooklyn
RTLC, were, as usual, instructed not to respond—contributing, Fitton speculates, to the
label ―church ladies,‖ which was assigned to them in the press. The New York Times
covered this protest and, failing to observe or write about the condom incident, validated
the ―church ladies‖ descriptor by quoting Fitton as saying, ―Perhaps it‘s good that [the
new Planned Parenthood Center] is across the street from a church. Maybe some woman
30
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will look at the church as she is about to enter the door here and have another thought and
do what is right.‖32
For many Americans like Fitton, protest was no longer associated with marches
for more widely respected causes such as civil rights in the American South: by the early
seventies, it had become associated with ―hippies‖ and other sensational televised
images. To Fitton, public protest was akin to scenes from the ―human be-ins‖ in San
Francisco, long-haired anti-war youth, and the violence outside of the 1968 Democratic
National Convention. Nor could she and others relate to feminists marching on the streets
for greater equality, including reproductive freedom. Like many people who identified
with the so-called ―silent majority‖ of Americans—a group that rejected the turbulence
and new social norms of that era—Fitton was reluctant to take to the streets. Yet, she and
others did so to benefit the anti-abortion cause. By claiming public space, they were
trying to insert their viewpoint into public discourse—a perspective from women, many
of them mothers, who rejected legal abortion and would no longer remain silent.
Not only did these women push their personal boundaries to try to overturn the
1970 abortion law, they also helped the RTLC weaken the law with added restrictions.
Despite the RTLC‘s lobbying and protests, upstate conservative Republican State Senator
James Donovan of Chadwicks, who emerged as an anti-abortion leader in Albany, at first
could not surmount Assemblywoman Cook‘s coalition to dislodge anti-abortion
legislation from committee. Conservative Republicans like Senator Donovan held little
power in the state at that time, and Governor Rockefeller vowed to veto any attempt to
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overturn the 1970 law. With little chance to recriminalize abortion in the state legislature,
anti-abortion activists tried to weaken the 1970 law. This tactic foreshadowed how, after
the U.S. Supreme Court legalized abortion nationwide in 1973, anti-abortion activists
tried to chip away at the decisions with restrictive legislation.33
Since New York‘s 1970 bill specified that doctors had to perform abortions, one
way to weaken the law was to propose confining the procedure to hospitals. Abortions at
hospitals were more expensive and not as easily scheduled as at lower-priced clinics,
where up to 200 abortions could be performed in a day with a new vacuum method. The
RTLC lobbied successfully for hospital ordinances in the cities of Orangetown in
Rockland County, Hempstead and Long Beach in Nassau County, and across Suffolk
County on Long Island and Albany County upstate. These ordinances remained legal
until Bill Baird, the birth control and abortion rights advocate, sued the Hempstead
government, prompting the Appellate Division of the State Supreme Court to rule in 1972
that local governments could not regulate medicine.34
RTLC activists also pressed individual hospitals to restrict or refuse to perform
abortions. Their efforts were backed by the United States Conference of Catholic
Bishops, the leadership of the Roman Catholic Church in America, which issued
guidelines urging Catholic hospitals and medical personnel to refuse to perform
abortions; many Catholic nursing associations vowed the same. Not all Catholic hospitals
or medical professionals complied, but many did. The RTLC pressured state-funded
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hospitals as well. The leader of Planned Parenthood in Syracuse complained that some
public hospitals in her area illegally required women to obtain parental or spousal
consent; other hospitals forced women before their twenty-fourth week of pregnancy to
appear before a committee to decide if they should be allowed to get abortions.35
The most publicized attempt to curb abortion in public hospitals involved Robert
Byrn, a Catholic law professor at Fordham University who ran the Metropolitan Right to
Life Committee, a RTLC chapter in the New York City area. On December 3, 1971, a
Catholic State Supreme Court justice appointed Byrn ―guardian-ad-litem‖ of fetuses
scheduled for abortions in New York City municipal hospitals—thereby halting all
abortions in city hospitals until the order was overturned a few months later. During the
standoff, Ed Golden encouraged RTLC members to write to legislators to express their
support for Byrn and demand that the 1970 abortion law be repealed.36
Perhaps the anti-abortion movement‘s biggest victory came in April of 1971,
when Governor Rockefeller, desperate to secure help in passing his budget, agreed to
Senator Donovan‘s proposal to ban state Medicaid funding for elective abortions. This
tactic of withholding state funding was aimed at stopping poorer women from having
access to legal abortion—a restrictive measure that the U.S. Congress would later pass in
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1976 regarding federal funding for abortions. Legal abortion advocates and feminist
groups in New York protested the 1971 state funding ban, even filing a lawsuit to declare
the action unconstitutional; a lower court sided with them, but the New York State Court
of Appeals ultimately upheld the state Medicaid ban in 1972. Assembly Representatives
Al Blumenthal and Constance Cook, who had worked to pass the 1970 abortion law,
drafted a bill to reinstate Medicaid funding in the state, but they too failed.37
In 1972, RTLC members on Long Island lobbied Ralph Caso, the Republican
Executive of Nassau County, to ban all elective abortions at the County Medical
Center—the only public hospital on Long Island, where an estimated 1,075 of 14,546
elective abortions in the state took place in 1971. Caso agreed, arguing that since the state
Medicaid ban made it difficult for lower-income women to obtain abortions, it was unfair
to allow privately-paid abortions to be performed: doing so, he said, provided an unfair
advantage to wealthier women. NOW‘s Nassau County branch staged large, but
ultimately futile, protests outside of the County Medical Center. In the end, legal abortion
advocates had to file another costly and time-consuming lawsuit to overturn the ban.38
As the RTLC and others worked to restrict abortion access in New York, legal
abortion advocates and feminists were much more reactive—especially compared to their
statewide lobbying efforts to pass the abortion law in 1970. In July of 1971, women from
twenty-nine states and 253 organizations formed the Women‘s National Abortion Action
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Coalition (WONAAC), an organization committed to repealing all restrictive abortion
laws across the country. Most of WONAAC‘s leadership resided in New York and fought
local anti-abortion activism.When Robert Byrn halted abortions in New York City
hospitals, for example, WONAAC set up a well-publicized news conference with Betty
Friedan to alert the media. For the most part, however, they were confident that Governor
Rockefeller and the state legislature would keep the 1970 law intact. Their efforts lacked
real urgency—a fact that later helped the anti-abortion movement, with RTLC women on
the front lines, to overturn the 1970 abortion law in the spring of 1972.39

―Becom[ing] Politicians Ourselves‖: The New York State Right to Life Party
Lobbying to overturn or weaken the 1970 abortion law, however, was not the only
weapon in the RTLC‘s arsenal. Many individual members also ran for political office—
never expecting to win, but simply hoping to highlight the issue of abortion and force
their opponents to take a stand. Margie Fitton of the Rockland County RTLC once ran for
the State Assembly, while a friend of hers ran for sheriff. Most of these efforts were
scattered and under-funded. Little campaigning took place. People simply lent their
names to the cause, and RTLC members generally were split on political activity: some
people embraced it, others thought it was a waste of time. The RTLC as an organization
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could not officially endorse these efforts or run their own candidates because of their taxexempt status, nor could the Catholic Church for the same reason.40
While the RTLC‘s opinion was mixed on politics, a separate group on Long
Island, the New York State Right to Life Party—which also was sustained by the
grassroots leadership of mostly white Catholic middle-class housewives—focused
exclusively on the political arena. By running their own candidates for office, the Right to
Life Party also did not do so to win: they had little interest in governance and were
realistic about the slim chances of an under-funded third-party candidate being elected.
They only hoped to win enough votes in a district of a politician who supported legal
abortion to pressure him or her into supporting the anti-abortion cause. The world of
electoral politics was foreign to the Long Island housewives who started the RTL Party,
and like their counterparts in the RTL Committee, they were reluctant to enter the public
arena. The RTLP felt compelled, however, to do so to end legal abortion, which they
opposed on both religious and personal grounds. Recriminalizing abortion was their
primary goal, and their ties to the Catholic Church that shared that goal helped them to
grow their ranks. Yet, in a larger sense, they too hoped to protect their way of life from
the perceived feminist threat—and like the RTLC, they ironically leveraged the gains of
the women‘s movement to organize against it.41
As Chapter One described, the RTLP grew out of a ―dialogue group‖ that Father
Paul Driscoll of the Curé of Ars Roman Catholic Church had formed in the late sixties in
Merrick, a town on Long Island. When Driscoll left the parish in 1969 to become the
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―Human Life Coordinator‖ for the Catholic Diocese of Rockville Centre—making it his
job to lead the church‘s anti-abortion efforts across Long Island—the civic-minded
housewives continued meeting and formed several anti-abortion groups run out of their
homes. Before the women began orchestrating political campaigns, they focused on
lobbying the state legislature. Writing on behalf of a group they called the Inalienable
Rights Committee of America, one of the housewives, Ellen McCormack, contacted
every state senator in March of 1970 to urge them to oppose the abortion bill. She
claimed that most women in the state felt like her, although there was a tendency to
believe ―that the loud voices of more militant groups of women represent and speak for
the vast majority.‖ This, she argued, was ―not true, any more than it is true that the
radical students‘ groups represent and speak for the general population.‖42
By painting feminists as ―militant‖ and akin to student radicals, McCormack
sought to establish her anti-abortion group as the epitome of middle-class, respectable
womanhood. They saw the women‘s movement as the antithesis of everything they
believed in: marriage, motherhood, and homemaking. Most troubling, as McCormack
later recalled, was that this supposedly militant ―feminist movement had become the
darling of the media and they were pressuring the … country to legalize abortions. And
they were winning.‖ Her letter was an attempt to bring visibility to anti-abortion women
at a time in 1970 when her state legislators were confronting the broad women‘s coalition
that was then lobbying for the 1970 bill. Yet, perhaps because women such as Sylvia
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Fields and Ruth Cusack were among those in the coalition pressing for legal abortion—
fellow middle-class women from Long Island, not unlike McCormack and her peers—the
warnings in her letter largely were overlooked and the 1970 bill passed.43
When it became law, the original dialogue group members formed Women for the
Unborn, which became an anti-abortion education and advocacy group. Tapping into
their personal networks at first, they began raising money for an ambitious educational
outreach program that resulted in nine full-page anti-abortion advertisements between
1971 and 1974. The ads, which equated abortion with murder, appeared in major national
publications such as The Washington Post—a newspaper read by many people, but
particularly by politicians across the nation and in Albany who decided the legislative
fate of abortion. In another attempt to reach lawmakers, Women for the Unborn sent one
of their members, Terry Siller, to testify against abortion in 1971 before the U.S. Senate
Committee on Labor and Public Welfare, which was considering a resolution to address
population control. The women‘s personal opposition to abortion had suddenly catapulted
them from the home to the forefront of related policy debates in Washington, DC.44
Their primary focus, however, was more local: to demonstrate grassroots support
for overturning New York‘s 1970 law. They frequently spoke out against legal abortion
across Long Island. Their former priest, Father Driscoll, used his contacts in the Catholic
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Human Life Bureau to help them schedule presentations. Like those in the Rockland
County RTLC, Women for the Unborn often incorporated slides and models of fetal
development into their anti-abortion talks. Perhaps their biggest effort, however, was the
Women‘s March for Life that, as mentioned, attracted an estimated 2,000 people to
Manhattan in 1971. Women for the Unborn first conceived of the march and proposed
that the attendants carry red roses to signify their opposition to legal abortion—a gesture
that connected them to a longer tradition of anti-feminist protest, since anti-suffragists
had carried red roses to protest the vote. The march expanded their anti-abortion network,
as they worked with similar groups across the state to plan it.45
But when their efforts failed to produce change in Albany, the women realized, as
Ellen McCormack said, ―we‘d have to become politicians ourselves.‖ They soon formed
the New York State Right to Life Party with the help of Eugene McMahon, a sympathetic
local attorney and election law expert who donated his time. Their first race was a 1970
U.S. congressional contest in their district, in which Republican State Senator Norman
Lent was favored. Lent, though conservative on most issues, had voted for the 1970
abortion law, and the RTLP was determined to show him how many anti-abortion
supporters he had back home before he left for Washington, DC. The women entered
their friend, Vincent Carey, into the race, although it could have been anyone: the
candidate was subordinate to the cause. The women gathered 1,500 signatures in the
district to place Carey‘s name on the ballot next to the party‘s designated symbol, a fetus.
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They soon became well-versed in politics by raising money, preparing their candidate for
debates, and getting out the vote. By election day, they had learned to combine this work
with homemaking, often watching each other‘s children and filling in for friends.46
Carey received only 2.5% of the vote in the race that Lent won. But elections
typically were very close in that district, and Lent knew that even 2.5% could one day
make a difference. Once in Washington, he began voting an anti-abortion line, even later
sponsoring unsuccessful ―human life amendments‖ after the U.S. Supreme Court
legalized abortion in 1973—amendments that, had they passed, would have recriminalized abortion by granting constitutional rights to unborn fetuses. Lent‘s
conversion to the anti-abortion camp encouraged the RTLP women to move forward, as
they aimed their sights on overturning New York‘s 1970 abortion law.47

The Campaign for Donovan-Crawford
The 1970 law was in peril by 1972 because New York had a full-fledged,
politically mature, anti-abortion movement by then—one led at the grassroots by activist
women whose efforts were supported, funded, and channeled through the Catholic
Church. The movement had been chipping away at the 1970 abortion law for two years
with restrictive ordinances and lawsuits, and during the 1972 legislative session, their
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intensified three-pronged lobbying strategy finally moved the legislature to overturn it.
First, the RTLC stepped up its lobbying, relying on women at the grassroots level to write
letters and travel to Albany. Second, the women of the RTLP applied direct political
pressure, likely moving at least one key state senator to cast a crucial anti-abortion vote in
1972. Third, the Catholic Church organized anti-abortion education programs and
protests, and, more important, offered its newspapers, bulletins, organizations, and even
the pulpit to help overturn the 1970 law, which Governor Rockefeller ultimately
intervened to uphold.
The anti-abortion movement‘s success in 1972 was due to a combination of their
own intensified efforts and the current political climate in Albany, which The New York
Times dubbed one of the most ―retrogressive‖ legislative sessions in years. A national
Gallup tracking poll conducted in August of 1972 showed that roughly 67% of
Americans, and an estimated 56% of Catholics, believed that abortion should be a matter
between a woman and her doctor. Despite this widespread support, it is unsurprising that
Albany‘s ―retrogressive‖ session in 1972 would outlaw legal abortion. So-called
Rockefeller Republicans—who voted with Democrats on budgetary, spending, and tax
reform measures—joined their party‘s marginalized conservative wing on several social
issues as a means to court the same silent majority voters who President Nixon and others
were trying to win that year. This led to stopping a housing project in Queens from being
built, increasing funding for parochial schools, and passing anti-busing legislation. The
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1972 legislature even came close to restoring the death penalty in New York, which had
been repealed in 1965.48
In this climate, the Right to Life Committee launched its largest anti-abortion
lobbying campaign on January 5, 1972, when buses first began leaving New York City
and surrounding suburbs for Albany three times a week. The assault was coordinated
through local RTLC groups, with buses departing from Catholic churches and bringing
housewives, nuns, priests, and parochial school students to the capital. Ed Golden, the
chairman of the RTLC, wrote to the legislators soon after to urge them to vote for a
pending bill sponsored by Republican Senator James Donovan of Chadwicks and
Republican Assemblyman Edward Crawford of Oswego, which would overturn the 1970
law. This appeal was potent at a time when a reported 200,000 people from over fifty
local anti-abortion groups had traveled recently to Albany. The campaign continued into
the spring, culminating in the RTLC‘s biggest rally on April 17, when 600 people
gathered to hear Senator Donovan and his allies in Albany urge them to sustain their
efforts until an anti-abortion bill could be brought to the floor for a vote.49
The spectacle of ―church ladies‖ lobbying in Albany was a powerful image for
many legislators. Golden claimed that 95% of the people were ―inarticulate in the
political sense,‖ and had never been to the capital before. ―They‘re home-bodies,‖ he
48
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said, but ―they‘re effective.‖ The RTLC‘s visibility—when compared to the caricatured
media images of feminists and the comparative apathy of proponents of legal abortion—
seemed to suggest that a majority of everyday women now were opposed to legal
abortion. This impression was not validated by polling, but many legislators, especially
those who had not witnessed Assemblywoman Cook‘s campaign in 1970, were apt to be
persuaded to vote for the Donovan-Crawford bill. The New York Times likewise
compared these ―fierce emotions and arguments‖ in 1972 to the period before the
abortion vote in 1970; this time, though, anti-abortion activists were leading the charge.50
The Right to Life Party supplemented these efforts with political pressure. When
the women decided to run Vincent Carey for the U.S. Congress again in 1972, Ellen
McCormack later said that she was ―personally contacted by one of the most powerful
political figures in New York State,‖ whose name the RTLP could not reveal, even
decades later. This politician begged them not to run Carey, as he thought that the antiabortion bloc ―might hold the balance of power‖ in their area, which was ―a key
legislative district.‖ In exchange, this person, reportedly ―one of the few politicians
strong enough to stand up to Nelson Rockefeller,‖ promised to use his ―considerable
political influence‖ to bring the Donovan-Crawford anti-abortion bill out of the
committee where it had been buried for two years. The RTLP women agreed to sideline
Carey, and ―Mr. X‖ kept his word: Donovan-Crawford emerged from committee on May
2, 1972. This story cannot be verified, and the RTLP had a vested interest in presenting
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themselves as a powerful political bloc. Yet, undeniably, their political pressure, when
combined with the RTLC‘s lobbying, secured key votes for the Donovan-Crawford bill.51
These efforts were enhanced by the Catholic Church, which officially began its
campaign for Donovan-Crawford in April of 1971 when Cardinal Cooke wrote an article
in the New York Archdiocese‘s newspaper. Cooke, in his capacity as the church‘s leader
in New York, urged everyone to help pass an anti-abortion bill. The church‘s Human Life
Bureau aided this goal by coordinating educational and political efforts on the ground.
Father Driscoll, the Human Life leader on Long Island, claimed that as the DonovanCrawford vote approached in the spring of 1972, ―engagements [were] coming in so fast
that [he could] hardly keep up with them.‖ In his talks across Long Island, Driscoll
encouraged his audience to run against legislators who supported legal abortion. His goal,
he said, was to have an anti-abortion group in every election district on Long Island by
the 1974 gubernatorial race. Catholic leaders like Driscoll—though they did not run for
office or work for a specific candidate—clearly encouraged lay people to do so, as they
focused on building a strong grassroots anti-abortion network that could help overturn the
1970 law.52
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The Catholic Church escalated its efforts leading up to a march scheduled for
April 16, 1972, which Cardinal Cooke designated as ―Right to Life Sunday.‖ Before the
march, Cooke met with leaders from groups such as the RTLC at St. Patrick‘s Cathedral
in Manhattan; he also ordered an anti-abortion letter from him and the New York bishops
to be read at every mass in the state on Sunday, April 9. Their letter charged that 300,000
―unborn children‖ had been killed since New York had legalized abortion, on average
one ―child‖ per minute.53 Such appeals describing unborn fetuses as independent children
were designed to prompt parishioners, particularly mothers, to get involved. That same
week, a four-page insert was included in every diocese newspaper across the state. The
insert listed contact information for anti-abortion groups and included a gruesome
picture, reportedly of an aborted fetus, which people could sign and mail to Albany. The
image was flanked by the words: ―I urge you to stop the death by abortion so graphically
illustrated in this photograph. … I ask you to take immediate action to bring the
Donovan-Crawford Bill … to the floor and vote for its passage.‖ Some parishioners were
moved by these appeals, while others were furious that their donations to the church were
being spent on a massive anti-abortion campaign that they did not support.54
On Right to Life Sunday, April 16, 1972, an estimated 20,000 to 30,000 people
from across the state showed up in Manhattan, including Catholic clergy, nuns, and
everyday citizens, especially women. The march was sponsored by the Catholic civic
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group, the Knights of Columbus, and ended with a rally in Central Park, where a
prominent bishop, Patrick Ahern, delivered an anti-abortion message from Cardinal
Cooke. Joseph Bica of the Knights of Columbus, who organized the march, also spoke,
noting that ‗it takes political muscle to make or change laws in this country.‖ Right to
Life Sunday proved that the Catholic Church could provide that ―political muscle.‖55
Proponents of legal abortion struggled to compete with these efforts and find an
effective message. On Right to Life Sunday, for instance, Larry Lader of NARAL
recalled standing with a handful of people carrying signs with slogans such as ―Catholics
for Abortion,‖ as tens of thousands of their opponents blazed down Fifth Avenue with
school marching bands. Groups such as NARAL organized counter-rallies, amassing 500
people in Albany and 1,500 in Manhattan, but these numbers were paltry compared to the
estimated 20,000 to 30,000 who had gathered on Right to Life Sunday. Several influential
voices, including The New York Times editorial page, tried to paint Donovan-Crawford
supporters as hysterical and misled, but these claims did not resonate with legislators who
had met the everyday housewives arriving in Albany. Meanwhile, others, such as the
local Women‘s Political Caucus, argued that the debate was not about what was right or
wrong: it was about where abortions would take place and under what conditions, and
―legal [abortions were] better, cheaper, safer and more humane.‖ Yet, this formulation
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also only met with limited success; the gruesome images and right-versus-wrong
language of the anti-abortion movement was more easily absorbed and remembered.56
As the anti-abortion movement continued its assault, they received an unexpected
boost when President Richard Nixon publicly leaked his support for the DonovanCrawford bill in a move that outraged Governor Rockefeller. The incident began on May
5, four days before the vote in the Assembly, when presidential speechwriter Patrick
Buchanan sent a letter that he had drafted, and Nixon had approved, to New York‘s
Cardinal Cooke of the Catholic Church. Buchanan said Cooke could make the letter
public, and it soon became front-page news. The letter said that although DonovanCrawford was a state matter, Nixon supported the church‘s anti-abortion position.
Rockefeller, who was a state chair of Nixon‘s re-election campaign that year, was irate.
Rockefeller believed strongly in a woman‘s right to choose a legal abortion—part of his
more general embrace of human rights and personal freedom—but he was particularly
upset that Nixon had intervened in state politics. Even the press panned the president‘s
tinkering in a New York matter as unusual, especially since he had contradicted an acting
Republican governor. The situation soon escalated in the media, prompting Nixon to
release a statement saying that he had not ―intentionally or accidently‖ set out to
embarrass Rockefeller; he blamed the incident on ―sloppy staff work,‖ and said that the
letter was intended to remain private.57
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Conservative columnists Rowland Evans and Bob Novak researched the matter
and doubted these claims. Buchanan, they claimed, was a ―prudent man‖ who understood
that winning fellow conservative Catholics was vital to Nixon‘s 1972 re-election strategy.
This goal led to branding Nixon‘s Democratic opponent that year, U.S. Senator George
McGovern of South Dakota, as the candidate of abortion, amnesty [for Vietnam War
draft evaders], and acid. Conservative Catholics were the lifeblood of the anti-abortion
movement, and by leaking the letter to Cardinal Cooke, Evans and Novak argued that
Nixon helped ―accelerate the trend of [moving] Catholics, nationwide but particularly in
New York, away from the Democrats and towards the Republicans.‖58
In this climate, the Donovan-Crawford bill passed the Assembly on May 9 by a
vote of seventy-nine to sixty-eight, clearing the State Senate the next day by thirty to
twenty-seven. The speeches that preceded each vote mirrored the arguments from 1970.
Anti-abortion legislators described abortion as murder and spoke about religion and
morality, while those such as Assemblywoman Cook argued that only sex education,
increased access to contraceptives, and better daycare options could stop abortions, not
recriminalizing the procedure. But while these arguments remained unchanged, the antiabortion movement‘s growth in those two years was felt dramatically. In the Assembly in
1972, Cook lost five votes from 1970, including three legislators who had planned to vote
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against the Donovan-Crawford bill before anti-abortion activists threatened them with
primaries. In the State Senate, the anti-abortion coalition picked up four additional votes,
one from Republican Norman Levy of Merrick, Long Island, where the RTLP was
founded. Levy understood how strong anti-abortion sentiment was in his closelycontested district, especially after the RTLP‘s candidate, Vincent Carey, had won an
important 2.5% of the vote there in the 1970 U.S. congressional race.59
As anticipated, Governor Rockefeller preserved legal abortion in New York by
vetoing the Donovan-Crawford bill on May 13, 1972. He argued that ―repeal of the 1970
reforms would not end abortions. It would only end abortions under safe and supervised
medical conditions.‖ He therefore saw ―no justification‖ for ―condemning hundreds of
thousands of women to the dark age once again.‖60 Rockefeller sounded confident, but he
later admitted feeling ―very lonely in his pro-abortion stand in 1972 because there was no
public evidence of grassroots support.‖ The strong coalition from 1970 had receded—not
because support for legal abortion had diminished, since polls indicated otherwise—but
because supporters were confident that Rockefeller would hold the line. This caused them
to be less visible in Albany until it became clear that the Donovan-Crawford bill could
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pass. Rockefeller had upheld the 1970 law, but he felt pressured by the growing antiabortion coalition—a pressure that only continued to build in the coming years.61

Outward from New York
After more than two years of wrestling with legal abortion in Albany, the debate
soon shifted outside of New York when the U.S. Supreme Court legalized the procedure
at the federal level on January 22, 1973, in its Doe v. Bolton and Roe v. Wade decisions.
The Doe decision ruled hospital restrictions on abortion to be unconstitutional—
overturning, for example, the local ordinances that the RTLC had fought for across New
York that confined abortion to hospitals, as opposed to lower-priced clinics and doctors‘
offices. The better-known Roe v. Wade decision, coming out of Texas, ruled that
restrictive state laws violated a right to privacy guaranteed by the Due Process Clause of
the Fourteenth Amendment. The decision divided a pregnancy into three three-month
trimesters. In the first trimester, a state could not interfere with a woman‘s right to a safe,
legal abortion. In the second trimester, a state could only set regulations that are
reasonably related to the expectant woman‘s health. In the third trimester, a state could
prohibit abortion, except when it was necessary to preserve the life or health of the
woman. Under these parameters, New York‘s 1970 law was ruled constitutional.62
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After a bruising fight the year before, advocates of legal abortion in New York
applauded the 1973 Supreme Court decisions. Politicians in the state such as
Assemblywoman Cook and Governor Rockefeller were happy to have a national policy
in place that shifted the burden away from states. As one unnamed legislator told a Long
Island newspaper, ―Everyone is off the hook.‖ Yet, while many politicians were happy to
no longer face controversial votes about abortion‘s legality, many legal abortion activists
in New York shunned such complacency. The Donovan-Crawford campaign in 1972 had
shown them that they could never again rest on their laurels as they had after the 1970
state abortion law was passed. Notably, in July of 1972, legal abortion advocates in New
York formed the Right to Choose coalition to link religious leaders, educators, women‘s
groups, and others who supported legal abortion. The coalition was led by feminists and
focused on lobbying, making it a corollary on the left to the RTLC. 63
As their name implied, New York‘s Right to Choose coalition framed legal
abortion as a choice, a framework that later was adopted on the national level. Right to
Choose promoted the idea that women not only had a right to legal abortions, as feminists
in the state had said for years, but, above all, they had a right to a choice in the matter.
The difference was subtle, but defending ―choice‖ was more palpable in a polarizing
political environment than seemingly defending the abortion procedure itself—a
formulation that advocates hoped would insulate them from opponents who labeled them
as ―pro-abortion.‖ This pro-choice framework first adopted by activists in New York in
63
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1972 became the dominant paradigm in the years following the 1973 Supreme Court
decisions—largely because many of the leading ―pro-choice‖ advocates in New York,
such as NOW‘s Betty Friedan, were national figures who went on to assume a major role
in defending legal abortion at the federal level.
Anti-abortion advocates in the state also went on to influence national debates. At
first, anti-abortion groups in New York tried to weaken the Supreme Court decisions at
the state level. In 1974, for example, the RTLC pressured the state legislature to restrict
late-term abortions under the terms set forth by Roe v. Wade. Yet, there was only so
much that they could do on the state level. Father Driscoll of the Catholic Human Life
Bureau on Long Island recommended invalidating the Supreme Court decisions by
passing a federal ―human life amendment‖ that gave constitutional rights to unborn
fetuses from conception onward. Doing so would require a national anti-abortion group,
and the RTLC soon expanded to form the National Right to Life Committee (NRLC) in
1973, with their founder, Ed Golden from upstate New York, as president.64
New York‘s anti-abortion movement impacted subsequent national debates not
only in terms of their leadership, but in terms of their tactics. Spurred by the NRLC and
other grassroots activists, sympathetic members of the U.S. Congress began attacking the
Supreme Court decisions on two fronts: by trying to end the federal financing of
abortions and by proposing human life amendments. The former was achieved in 1976,
and the latter never passed, though not for lack of trying. Within the U.S. House of
Representatives alone, twenty-eight human life amendments were proposed in 1973 and
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1974, twenty-one of them from Catholics legislators. These efforts to weaken the
Supreme Court decisions were reminiscent of the state funding restrictions and local
ordinances New York‘s anti-abortion movement had pushed for in the years after the
1970 state law passed. The successful mobilization of groups such as the RTLC and
RTLP in New York from 1970 through 1972 had provided a roadmap for weakening the
U.S. Supreme Court decisions from 1973 onward.65
These earlier abortion debates in New York had moved many previously
apolitical women to enter the political arena for the first time. Along with Vincent
Carey‘s U.S. congressional race in 1970, for example, the RTLP opposed Governor
Nelson Rockefeller, who was up for re-election that year just months after he signed the
abortion law. When the gubernatorial candidates the RTLP originally proposed declined
to run, Jane Gilroy, one of the party‘s founders, threw her hat into the ring. A thirty-fouryear-old mother of five with virtually no political experience, she opened her campaign
with a forceful speech covered in the Long Island press. ―Running for governor is the last
thing I would normally do,‖ she began, ―[b]ut somebody has to rise and say no to an
abortion law which legalizes the killing of thousands of unborn children.‖ She invited
Governor Rockefeller to debate her on the issue, but he ignored her offer. In the end,
Gilroy‘s name never made it onto the ballot after most of her nominating signatures were
disqualified by the two major parties, which hoped to eliminate competition.66
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Gilroy‘s gubernatorial campaign occurred at a time when President Nixon
professed to represent the alleged silent majority of Americans who continued to support
the Vietnam War and wanted ―law and order‖ restored after years of violent protest. The
people he attracted were almost all white, and often Catholic, from new immigrant
groups: so-called white ethnics. Many were Democrats whose families had benefitted
from New Deal programs such as government-backed home mortgages. Yet, as the
economy began to sour in the seventies, they felt left behind by Democratic leaders who,
by supporting civil rights and the War on Poverty, supposedly were only interested in
helping African Americans. This charge was not validated by statistics on government
funding, but Nixon exploited it with his racialized promise to decrease the welfare state.
A perpetual outsider who was intimidated by the wealthy, Ivy League political
establishment, Nixon had perfected a new populism that parleyed alienation into a
successful electoral strategy.67
The RTLP and their allies in New York generally fit the silent majority profile.
As noted, most were white Catholics from Democratic backgrounds who had supported
the New Deal and Great Society, especially entitlement programs that their families had
benefitted from such as Social Security. Most were not, however, animated by racial
resentments since they hailed from nearly all-white suburbs. They were insulated from,
for example, the battles over school busing occurring nearby in Brooklyn. Like their
Catholic leaders, they had supported civil rights; in addition, when Black Power
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advocates began painting legal abortion as a covert attempt by whites to curb African
American fertility, many, sensing a potential ally, echoed these claims.68
Instead, the RTLP women and their allies were goaded into action by the
perceived excesses of the sixties that seemed to threaten their traditional family lifestyles.
This ambiguous category could include: the ―hippies‖ who eschewed the suburban,
middle-class lives they had sought for their children; youth who burned their draft cards;
and, above all, ―women‘s libbers,‖ whom they blamed for a host of changes, chief among
them, legalizing abortion. As Terry Anselmi of Rockland County said, feminists had
made theirs ―the first generation to sacrifice our children for what we wanted, instead of
making sacrifices ourselves for what our children might need.‖69
Gilroy‘s gubernatorial campaign in 1970 likewise showcased a new form of
gendered populism. ―I am not a professional politician,‖ she said, but ―[s]omebody has to
mention that two thousand years of Western tradition—all religions and all cultures—
condemns abortion.‖ The situation was so dire that Gilroy, a mere housewife, supposedly
had to save New York from falling on the wrong side of history. Like the ―maternalist‖
activist women during the early twentieth century who had fought for reforms such as
mothers‘ pensions and child labor laws, the RTLP members established political
authority through their identities as mothers. Just as mothers protect their children, the
RTLP would protect unborn fetuses by challenging Albany‘s entrenched political
establishment. Reveling in their outsider status like Nixon often did, the RTLP argued
68

―Abortion Foe Has Solid Core of Support,‖ The New York Times, 2 March 1976, EMP BII, SHLL;
Jonathan Rieder, Canarsie (1985); Jane Gilroy, interview by author, 27 October 2007, New York, NY, tape
recording.
69

Quotation from: Theresa Anselmi, interview by author, 4 December 2007, Pearl River, NY, tape
recording; Margaret Fitton, interview by author, 4 December 2007, Pearl River, NY, tape recording.

84

that although feminists, the media, and ―professional politicians‖ had supported the 1970
abortion bill, they and a silent majority of women did not. This belief contradicted the
broad grassroots female support Assemblywoman Cook had amassed for the 1970 bill,
but such claims were consistent with the political rhetoric and mood of that time.70
New York‘s U.S. Senate race in 1970 also reflected these sentiments—a contest
that James Buckley, a conservative anti-abortion candidate, won. Buckley, the brother of
conservative author and icon, William F. Buckley, ran on the Conservative line,
representing this minor party that had been formed in 1962 to weaken the power of more
liberal Republicans such as Rockefeller. Buckley won in 1970 in a close three-way
match-up with 39% of the total state vote. Only 120,000 votes separated him from his
Democratic competitor, Richard Ottinger, who split liberal votes with Charles Goodell, a
Republican in Rockefeller‘s mold. Buckley attracted people from both major parties with
his law and order platform that promised to lower taxes, an appeal that secured a reported
42% of the state‘s blue-collar vote. He also came out against legal abortion, while
Goodell and Ottinger remained silent; as a result, the RTLP endorsed his candidacy and
volunteered on his campaign. This confluence of factors gave Buckley a narrow edge,
especially in suburban counties, foreshadowing how issues such as abortion would
weaken support for Rockefeller‘s left wing of the GOP in the coming decade.71
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The politics of New York and the nation were drifting rightward in the early
seventies, and women and the abortion debates were a part of that shift. From Nixon‘s
promise to represent the silent majority to James Buckley‘s third-party challenge and the
female-led RTLP campaigns, a new populism had arisen. This new politics splintered
both major political parties, mixing racial resentments with a pledge to restore law and
order to a society torn apart by an unpopular war and recent social movements.
Conservative Republicans who supported Buckley and many of these sentiments were
marginalized under Rockefeller‘s heavy influence at this time in the early seventies.
These conservatives would later try to consolidate their power by tapping into some of
this grassroots energy on the right that was harnessed by groups such as the RTLC and
RTLP. Anti-abortion activism had provided an outlet for a not-so-silent minority of
women to speak for the purported silent majority in New York. The momentum that antiabortion women had created by opposing the 1970 reform law continued to grow in
subsequent years, and their efforts soon were unleashed on a new target in New York: the
state Equal Rights Amendment.
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CHAPTER 3
THE NEW YORK STATE EQUAL RIGHTS AMENDMENT
AND ―PRO-FAMILY‖ POLITICS, 1974-1975
In the aftermath of Governor Rockefeller‘s veto in 1972 and the Supreme Court
decisions in 1973, Claire Middleton of the Champlain Valley Right to Life Committee
realized that abortion would not be recriminalized anytime soon. So when someone in
Middleton‘s RTLC chapter suggested exchanging ideas with women doing similar work
across the country, she agreed. Middleton continued her anti-abortion activism through
the years, often drawing on her husband‘s vast contacts after he became chairman of the
New York State Right to Life Committee in 1973. But in the meantime, this effort to
connect with other women‘s groups led her into one of New York‘s biggest political
battles in 1974 and 1975: the attempt by women‘s rights advocates to add an Equal
Rights Amendment (ERA) to the state constitution. Middleton later recalled, ―I began to
think, I can‘t stop abortion‖ right now, so ―let me see if I can stop this other thing [the
state ERA] over here.‖1
Before the state ERA battle got underway in New York, controversy erupted over
the proposed Equal Rights Amendment to the U.S. Constitution. The ERA contained a
single-sentence: ―equality of rights under the law shall not be denied or abridged … on
account of sex.‖2 The amendment was first advocated by a small faction of feminists in
1923, but Congress did not pass it until 1972, after Kennedy‘s Presidential Commission
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on the Status of Women, labor unions, and the broader modern women‘s movement
began promoting it. It then had to be approved by at least two-thirds of the states before
the U.S. Constitution could be amended. Thirty states including New York ratified the
ERA in its first year, at which point opponents—led by Phyllis Schlafly—mobilized
against it. Thanks to these efforts, the amendment expired in 1982, still three states short
of ratification.3
When the federal ERA‘s progress came to a grinding halt around 1974, women‘s
rights groups in New York began pushing for a state-level ERA. As one pamphlet argued,
―We have no idea when, if ever, the necessary number of states will ratify the U.S.
ERA,‖ but ―[t]he people of New York State should … be guaranteed the right of equal
treatment under the law[.]‖ The state ERA contained the same language as its federal
corollary, and both exemplified the prevailing liberal rights-based form of advocacy that
added civil (or legal) rights in areas of the law where before none had existed. In recent
years, for example, sweeping new federal and state laws had passed granting equal pay to
women and expanded legal rights to African Americans. Instead of continuing to go
through the legal code issue by issue—granting equal rights in employment, housing,
education, etcetera—ERA proponents hoped to cover women in all areas of the law with
a single amendment to the state constitution. Over 100 organizations endorsed the state
ERA, including feminist groups and the New York State Democratic and Republican
parties. After all, many figured, who could quibble with equal rights? 4
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But as New Yorkers such as Claire Middleton argued, the state ERA did not
promise equal rights for women: instead, it threatened to create a unisex society that
would destroy the ―traditional family.‖ Echoing opponents of the federal ERA, Middleton
and others cited a long list of what they believed would happen if the state ERA were
adopted. They claimed, for example, that homemakers would be compelled to enter the
workforce while their children languished in state-run daycare, that women would have
to serve in military combat, and that public restrooms would no longer be sex-segregated.
In essence, they worried that by offering women the same legal rights as men, the state
would be mandating the same expectations for women and men. They feared that without
clearly-delineated roles and responsibilities for each sex, society and its basic building
block—the traditional nuclear family—would be upended. Female homemakers would be
forced to work outside the home to become ―equal‖ with men, and so on.5
This chapter examines how a grassroots network of predominantly white Catholic
housewives mobilized against the state ERA in order to protect their vision for women
and the family. As anti-ERA groups formed across the state—including one led by Claire
Middleton in the Plattsburgh area—they eventually united as part of a statewide umbrella
organization called Operation Wakeup. As their name implied, the group vowed to
―wakeup‖ New Yorkers to the alleged dangers posed by the state ERA. Local anti-ERA
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groups, like anti-abortion groups, expanded through personal networks. Men played a
role, but to an even greater extent than in the anti-abortion movement, Wakeup was
founded and propelled by women working at the grassroots level to demonstrate that
feminists did not speak for them.
Although Wakeup‘s founder, Annette Stern, was neither Catholic nor linked to
the anti-abortion movement, many members such as Claire Middleton were Catholics
whose anti-abortion work led them into the state ERA battle. As Wakeup expanded
across the state in 1974 and 1975, they looked to groups such as the Right to Life
Committee—which already had a statewide infrastructure in place—to recruit members,
especially those with lobbying experience. This synergy is unsurprising. Many Wakeup
members believed that just as legal abortion allowed a woman to opt out of her normative
role as a mother, the state ERA would create a unisex society where women and men
were not bound to their ―proper‖ roles as female homemakers and male breadwinners.
Legal abortion and the ERA, as historian Jane De Hart writes, were ―two aspects of the
same threat to women who had invested time and energy primarily in motherhood and
family.‖6
The state ERA, much like legalized abortion, energized a new class of activist
women who mobilized around a conservative definition of the family—a development
that enabled the rise of the GOP‘s conservative wing. The ERA was not a particularly
partisan issue at first. The state ERA battle in New York in 1974 and 1975, and more
broadly across the nation at that time, did not markedly shift existing political alliances
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since both major parties endorsed the amendment. Its impact was longer-term. As this
chapter illustrates, women working at the grassroots level to oppose the ERA forged a
politics centered on nuclear families, heterosexual marriage, and traditional gender roles.
The GOP‘s right wing later embraced this new conservatism to win votes and consolidate
their power over the party‘s more liberal faction. To understand how this ―pro-family‖
politics arose, it is useful to consider how women in New York first discovered the state
ERA, and why some, many of them political novices, mobilized to defeat it.7

Operation Wakeup and the 1974 Legislative Session
The legislative journey of the state ERA took several years and was sustained by
feminists inside and outside of Albany. Feminist groups in New York, in particular
NOW, began lobbying legislators for a state ERA in the late sixties. Echoing the
sentiments of the broader national women‘s movement, they saw the ERA as both an
expedient means to achieve women‘s full legal rights and an important symbol of
equality. With their grassroots support, Assemblywoman Constance Cook, the architect
of the 1970 abortion reform bill, pushed to draft a state ERA and get it out of committee
for a vote. But with more pressing issues like abortion for Cook and her allies to contend
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with in the early seventies, the state ERA did not emerge from committee for a vote in the
Assembly until the spring of 1974.8
Proponents were confident that the state ERA would pass very easily, if not
quickly since amending the state constitution could take up to two years. In order to do
so, the State Assembly and Senate would each have to pass the amendment in 1974. In
1975, both chambers would have to do so again, with the amendment‘s exact language
from 1974 intact. If that occurred, the state ERA would be placed on the ballot in
November of 1975 as a referendum for voters in New York to consider; if it passed, the
state constitution would be amended in 1976. The process was cumbersome, but as one
pro-ERA memo argued, ―New York is considered the most progressive of the [fifty
states] in this country, and has a tradition of importing into its own constitution basic
guarantees of the federal government.‖ Women also accounted for roughly 59% of the
state‘s population in 1974, and nearly 41% of them worked outside of the home.
Proponents were certain that these statistics would translate into wide support for the
state ERA—both from legislators hoping to win votes from the state‘s large female
population and from women themselves at the polls, especially those who faced job
discrimination or were financially independent and wanted to compete on more equal
terms with men.9
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This abiding confidence was evident when the state ERA came up for a vote in
the Assembly on April 24, 1974. Assemblywoman Cook, noting that the state ERA was
virtually identical to the federal one that the state legislature had passed in 1972, asserted
that there is ―no doubt in my mind … that it will be overwhelmingly approved.‖ She
noted that the legislature had made important strides for women in recent years, but that
the state ERA would eliminate any remaining gender discrimination that still existed in
areas of the law such as banking, credit, and insurance. Many legislators, including the
three other women in the Assembly, agreed with Cook. Women‘s interests, they said,
were not well served by a predominantly male legislature that sought to ―protect‖ them
with exceptions that only applied to women—just as African Americans were not well
served by the ―special exceptions‖ for them under Jim Crow. As proponents positioned it,
there was a legal, even moral, imperative for the Assembly to address the civil rights of
women, just as lawmakers recently had done for African Americans.10
Opponents in the Assembly refuted these claims in the emerging language of
grassroots opposition to the ERA. Assemblyman Gerald Solomon, a Republican
representing several conservative counties upstate near Albany, for example, described
himself as an old-fashioned believer in chivalry; he thought that women should be placed
on a pedestal and protected with special exceptions in the law. John Esposito, another
marginalized conservative Republican in the state who represented Queens, claimed that
national surveys indicated that 80% of people opposed the concept of an ERA. He
introduced a proposal that would have allowed New Yorkers to vote on the state ERA in
10
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1974, instead of waiting until 1975. Rejecting the state ERA as soon as possible in a
supposedly liberal place like New York, he hoped, would send a clear message to state
legislatures across the country still considering the federal ERA. In the end, Esposito‘s
proposal was rejected and the Assembly passed the state ERA in its original form.11
But Esposito‘s claims did have merit, as women such as Claire Middleton learned
about the state ERA and the alleged dangers that it posed to the ―traditional‖ American
family. Although Middleton never before had been politically active, she felt compelled
to get involved in the early seventies because ―things [were] changing so drastically.‖ She
recalled, ―I was raised in a family with traditional cultural values. So I believed very
strongly that the woman‘s role was in the home.‖ Middleton and her allies professed to
believe in equal rights for women—especially equal pay and employment—but they felt
that the ERA would not offer women anything they did not have already.12 If legal
equality could be achieved through individual changes to the law, as opposed to with a
sweeping constitutional amendment, then the ERA was just a ruse that masked feminists‘
true goal of removing women from the home, which they felt would destroy the bedrock
of American society: the ―traditional‖ family. As Middleton surmised about feminists,
―The hand that refuses to rock the cradle is all too eager to overturn the world.‖13
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For women who lived self-proclaimed traditional lives, the state ERA was a
specific piece of legislation upon which to ascribe their general anxiety about a range of
issues. Middleton once declared, ―The anti-life, anti-God, anti-American, anti-family
forces in this country know that the Equal Rights Amendment will give them the [glue] to
cement their revolutionary goals into our national and state constitutions.‖ Some women
were Catholics who worried that the ERA would make it impossible to recriminalize
abortion. Anti-abortion laws only affected women and, they tenuously argued, a law that
did not also include men would not be allowed under the state ERA. Others worried that
the ERA would force them into the workforce with men and put their children in staterun daycare—a life they imagined for women in the Soviet Union, not New York. The
ERA‘s vague language encouraged opponents and proponents alike to fashion arguments
related to their specific concerns. Over time as the state ERA vote approached in
November of 1975, these arguments evolved and were debated fiercely.14
In the spring of 1974, however, these sentiments were just percolating, mostly out
of public view, as women got together with friends and neighbors to discuss how to stop
the state ERA. Claire Middleton‘s RTLC chapter, as noted, decided to reach out to other
groups across the country. In that process, they connected with a group called Happiness
of Womanhood. HOW, as it was called, was started by Jacqui Davidson of Kingman,
Arizona, and is believed to be the first group created to oppose the federal ERA. When
Middleton learned that efforts were underway in Albany to pass a state ERA during the
spring of 1974, she and ten female friends and acquaintances, some of whom were in the
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RTLC, started their own local HOW chapter. The Plattsburgh newspaper came by to do a
story on the new group and snapped a photograph of Middleton and four others sitting in
one member‘s living room, with a caption that summarized their motives for organizing
against the state ERA: ―Happiness of Women, Inc., a national group seeking to counter
what members [feel are] coercive pressures from the National Organization of (sic)
Women and other feminist groups.‖15
A similar process occurred across the state as women formed local groups in the
spring of 1974 to counter the feminist-backed ERA. In Westchester County outside of
New York City, Annette Stern, who later became the statewide opposition leader, heard
Betty Friedan talking about the ERA on the radio that spring. In Stern‘s view, Friedan
was ―making it sound like the home was a prison and … that childcare was slavery,‖ and
―that it was okay to work for a boss, but not to do things for your husband.‖16 Stern, a
married homemaker with three young boys from the affluent town of Harrison, decided to
convene a meeting of likeminded individuals because, as she said, ―nobody was speaking
for what I consider[ed] my kind of woman,‖ and ―it made me curious about the ERA.‖
Word spread until nearly 100 people showed up at her home for the first meeting of a
group they named Women UNited to Defend Existing Rights (WUNDER). A similar
group with 400 members on Long Island, Women for Honest Equality in National
Women‘s Groups (WHEN), cropped up in November of 1974; they felt that women‘s
groups were disproportionately feminist and hoped to offer an alternative. The names
15
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individual groups chose were different, but the manner in which women came together at
the grassroots level, and the reasons that motivated them to do so, were not: they wanted
to stop feminists in general and the state ERA in particular from destroying the
―traditional‖ family.17
As groups first formed throughout the state in the spring of 1974, they functioned
largely unaware of one another—with Phyllis Schlafly‘s newsletter as one of the only
links to bind them. Schlafly was often in the news, mentioning her newsletter, The Phyllis
Schlafly Report, whenever possible. A masterful organizer, Schlafly understood the
power of projecting a uniform national message to oppose the federal and various state
ERA‘s. When Claire Middleton wrote to her after forming her HOW group in
Plattsburgh, for example, Schlafly responded by noting that ―you are on sound ground if
you stick to the arguments in my newsletters and do not stray afield.‖18 In turn, the
newsletters supplied Middleton and others with specific anti-ERA arguments to use as
they began lobbying the state legislature in Albany. Nearly all the local anti-ERA leaders
in New York subscribed to the newsletter upon forming their groups. Schlafly, who was
in New York City at the time, was even able to attend the first gathering of WUNDER at
Annette Stern‘s home in Westchester. She was invited by some of the women planning
WUNDER‘s inaugural meeting, who mainly had written to her to inquire about receiving
17
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the newsletter. The process snowballed to the point where Pat Yungbluth, president of the
NOW branch in Buffalo, wrote to NOW‘s headquarters in 1975 to complain that ―we
have a woman here who looks, sounds, and argues like Phyllis Schlafly.‖19
Middleton‘s initial outreach to Schlafly also highlighted how anti-abortion
activism fueled the anti-ERA movement. In her first letter to Schlafly, Middleton
recalled, ―I told her that my husband was chairman of the RTLC, so she knew I was
genuine.‖20 Schlafly enthusiastically responded to the letter, commending Middleton‘s
nascent anti-ERA activism and writing, ―[s]ince your husband is chairman of New York
State Right to Life, I know you are OK!‖ Middleton‘s anti-abortion credentials had
secured Schlafly‘s trust. The anti-abortion and anti-ERA movements were ideologically
similar, with both attracting people who believed that feminist-backed goals would
undermine traditional family life. What‘s more, Schlafly led the charge in claiming,
without proof, that the ERA would make it impossible to outlaw abortion. She also likely
understood that contacts from the anti-abortion movement would be a valuable source of
money and volunteers for the anti-ERA movement, which later proved to be true in New
York. Even if they were not sophisticated about the inner-workings of Albany, veterans
of the anti-abortion movement who previously had testified before legislative committees
and lobbied politicians were apt to do it again for a similar cause.21
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Despite benefitting from anti-abortion experience and advice in Schlafly‘s
newsletters, when local anti-ERA groups formed in New York, their initial lobbying
efforts were tentative. When, for instance, the Senate began debating the state ERA in
1974 following the Assembly‘s endorsement in April, Claire Middleton‘s HOW group
drove down to Albany from Plattsburgh. Despite her previous trips to the capital with the
RTLC, Middleton never had led a lobbying trip; unsure of what to do, she reached out to
the original Arizona-based HOW group. ―They told me to go down to Albany to take a
poll to see where the legislators stood‖ on the state ERA, Middleton later remembered,
―and to bring apple pies. So I did!‖ The group baked about a dozen pies, which, after
Schlafly embraced the habit, became standard practice for anti-ERA activists across the
country. In doing so, the women could act out the expression, ―as American as
motherhood and apple pie.‖ They essentially transformed themselves into living
reminders of what they said the ERA would take away from women: the choice in
America, as opposed to in the Soviet Union, to opt out of the workforce and become a
housewife.22
But without a unified effort from all the anti-ERA groups in the state, lobbying
trips such as this one were scattered and ineffective. When HOW arrived in Albany, the
women roamed the Capitol Building without a plan. State Senator Joseph Pisani, a
Republican from Westchester County, had a professional photographer in his office at the
time. The photographer captured a picture of Middleton and her three associates as they
presented Pisani with a pie. The senator later sent a black-and-white copy of the
photograph to Middleton, inscribing across the top, ―Dear Claire Middleton with thanks.
22
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The pie was good and so is your cause.‖ But their trip had little real impact. On May 6,
1974, the State Senate, following the Assembly‘s earlier endorsement, approved the state
ERA. The final tally of forty-seven to three included a ―yes‖ vote from Senator Pisani,
who had embraced Middleton‘s pie, but not her anti-ERA views. The state ERA easily
had passed the Assembly and Senate in 1974; all that remained was a repeat performance
in the 1975 legislative session before it went to a ballot referendum that November.23
Opponents realized that they would have to mobilize more effectively to stop the
state ERA in 1975—prompting them to create Operation Wakeup, an umbrella group that
connected the individual pockets of resistance that had sprung up across the state. When
Middleton was in Albany with the pies, she was interviewed by a syndicated radio host
covering the capital. After the trip, Middleton received a call from Lillian Koegler, a
Social Studies teacher from Westchester County who knew of her through the RTLC.
Koegler, a founding member of the WUNDER group that was started at Annette Stern‘s
home, had heard Middleton on the radio; she hoped that WUNDER could coordinate
efforts with the women upstate in HOW. Middleton agreed, and in July of 1974,
Operation Wakeup held its first meeting. WUNDER‘s Annette Stern became president of
Wakeup, and a series of officers and ―area contacts,‖ one of whom was Claire Middleton
in the Plattsburgh area, soon were installed to communicate information and coordinate
lobbying tactics across the state.24
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Wakeup spread at the grassroots level throughout 1974 as personal ties and RTLC
contacts united likeminded women from disparate groups. Just as Lillian Koegler in
Westchester had contacted fellow RTLC member Claire Middleton five hours north near
Plattsburgh, a similar form of outreach occurred across the state. Ties from groups such
as the RTLC helped propel Wakeup‘s growth: at least six out of the fourteen people listed
as ―area contacts‖ on Wakeup‘s official letterhead, for example, had known links to the
anti-abortion movement. Within six months, Wakeup encompassed twenty-four local
groups and a growing membership that eventually reached an estimated 100,000 people.
Most members were middle- to upper-middle-class, white, Catholic homemakers in their
thirties and forties. But a small percentage of men as well as women who worked outside
of the home—such as Lillian Koegler in Westchester County, who was a teacher—were
involved, as were non-Catholics. Stern was Jewish, and Mormons were represented
upstate. Although the New York State Conservative Party endorsed their efforts, the party
politics of Wakeup members varied. They were linked, however, by their shared desire to
preserve the so-called traditional family.25
With a growing membership and infrastructure in place, Wakeup hoped to have a
stronger voice in the 1975 legislative session. The group maintained a single P.O. box in
Annette Stern‘s hometown of Harrison, while its members, lacking a formal
headquarters, worked out of their homes and over the telephone on a limited budget of
Personal Collection of Annette Stern; Operation Wake Up, Letterhead, Undated, Ibid; Claire Middleton,
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whatever they could fundraise through bake sales, raffles, and other grassroots endeavors.
As Stern argued in a local newspaper after the Assembly and Senate passed the state
ERA in 1974, ―It has gone this far … because our representatives succumbed to the
pressure of small, well-organized, vociferous [feminist] groups, while most of us were
unaware of what was happening.‖ Wakeup now had positioned itself to try and stop the
same thing from happening in 1975, when the legislature would consider the state ERA
for a second time before, if it passed, putting it on the ballot for voters that November.26

―Now, we … are AWAKE‖: Operation Wakeup and the 1975 Legislative Session
Cay Dorney and Rudy Blaum, Wakeup members in New York City, offered a
warning to legislators in January of 1975 that set the tone for the state ERA debates in
Albany that year: ―Now, we, the opponents are AWAKE.‖ Wakeup pursued an
aggressive two-pronged campaign in 1975 while the legislature was considering the
amendment for a second time. First, they escalated their lobbying efforts to try and move
legislators into their camp by demonstrating widespread opposition to the state ERA. In
tandem with this tactic, they confronted proponents in a series of hearings and debates,
which they hoped would increase their support by publicly highlighting the alleged
dangers posed by the state ERA. This strategy—although ultimately not enough to stop
the amendment from becoming a ballot referendum—forced proponents to intensify their
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organizing efforts, making it clear that a divisive campaign would be waged in 1975 over
the New York State ERA.27
Wakeup‘s escalated efforts in 1975 were based on their belief that, as Annette
Stern wrote to one Assemblyman, ―The legislature had passed the state ERA in 1974
―with no prior announcement to the public.‖28 Wakeup members slowly learned about the
amendment and formed local opposition groups in 1974, but they were unable to stop its
passage—largely because, they said, the general public had not heard of the state ERA
and was unaware of what was going on in Albany. Once Stern learned about the state
ERA in 1974, for example, she began asking her friends and neighbors about it. She later
recalled, ―I did my own little poll at the supermarket, at the dentist office, at Little
League practice, I just asked people, ‗Have you ever heard of ERA? What do you think it
means?‘‖ She spoke to a reported ninety-three people in and around her hometown in
Westchester County: eighty-seven people never had heard of the state ERA. The other six
people had heard of it, but associated the amendment with vaguely-defined notions about
women‘s equality, without understanding how it supposedly would harm the family.29
Wakeup felt that stopping the state ERA in 1975 would require educating
legislators about the amendment‘s alleged dangers and showing them that a sizable
number of voters also shared their views. In another letter to legislators in Albany in
February of 1975, Wakeup posed a series of questions designed to underscore how the
27
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state ERA would hurt the family such as, ―Will wives not employed outside [of] the
home be deprived of their present right to receive Social Security benefits based on their
husbands‘ earnings?‖ As this leading question demonstrates, Wakeup‘s primary concern
was maintaining the traditional family structure—with husband as provider and wife as
homemaker—that many of its members enjoyed, even at a time when roughly 41% of
women in the state worked outside of the home and the weak economy necessitated that
many of them do so. Wakeup raised similar concerns in the countless letters, petitions,
telephone calls, and visits to Albany that they coordinated in 1975 to try and show that
their concerns were shared across the state.30
Wakeup‘s growing influence was evident, if not entirely convincing, when the
Assembly reconvened for a successful vote on the state ERA in March of 1975. Several
Assembly members mentioned Wakeup‘s lobbying efforts in the debate that preceded the
vote. Assemblywoman Marie Runyon, who represented the Liberal and Democratic
parties in Manhattan, recalled that a group of women had approached her as she entered
the chamber that day. ―Are you willing to sign away your rights as a woman?‖ they
asked, provoking Runyon to quip sarcastically that she would gladly relinquish ―her right
not to get equal pay.‖ In recent weeks, opponents also had visited Republican Mary
Goodhue, who represented part of Westchester County near where Wakeup was based.
Goodhue empathized with Wakeup‘s concern for the family, but felt that their members
were misinformed. Even as the Assembly debated that day, the gallery above was packed
with pro- and anti-ERA supporters. Women‘s groups such as NOW had followed the
30
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amendment for years, but the presence of anti-ERA groups in the gallery was new. In the
end, however, the Assembly approved the state ERA by a vote of 128 to fifteen. Many
legislators were squeamish about appearing to deny equal rights to women, especially in
a state where 59% of its residents were female. Wakeup also lacked the money and high
profile of the groups supporting the state ERA—an assemblage of feminist, civic, and
political organizations including the state‘s Democratic and Republican parties.31
With the amendment now headed to the State Senate for a vote, Wakeup called
for public hearings, which they hoped would reveal the state ERA‘s alleged dangers and
encourage even more senators to vote against it. They argued that the legislative process
was moving too quickly; the public, including everyday women like them, had not yet
had the chance to weigh in. As their lobbying continued that spring, one Long Island
newspaper called Wakeup‘s impact ―stunning,‖ noting that their efforts had prompted
twenty-four state senators, twenty-two of whom had voted for the state ERA in 1974, to
declare themselves undecided by the end of March in 1975. Republican Senator John
Dunne of Long Island, for example, now was unsure of what to do, remarking: ―During
the past few months, [opponents] have cornered legislators in their offices, staged noisy
demonstrations in the halls of the Capitol and written stacks of letters urging defeat of the
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amendment.‖ Wakeup‘s persistence moved the Senate‘s Judiciary Committee to schedule
the first-ever public hearings on the state ERA.32
With the Senate‘s public hearings scheduled for March 11, 1975, both sides
encouraged their supporters to attend. The New York Women‘s Lobby, a feminist
coalition based in New York City, sent a letter to affiliate groups urging supporters to go
to Albany to attend; they encouraged people to testify, and gave instructions about how to
sign up to do so. The chamber‘s only three women—Democratic Senators Carol Bellamy,
Karen Burstein, and Linda Winikow—encouraged their colleagues to support the state
ERA. They also implored New York‘s current governor to testify at the hearings,
Democrat Hugh Carey, an ERA proponent who was elected in 1974, a time when
Rockefeller was serving as Ford‘s vice president. Governor Carey could not fit the
hearings into his schedule, but sent a letter of support. For their part, Wakeup coordinated
buses to Albany and asked its members to testify. Both sides were successful: a reported
500 people attended, with 250 witnesses scheduled to speak, although only sixty had time
to take the stand in a long day that stretched to sixteen hours.33
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Wakeup warned senators at the hearings that they, not feminists backing the ERA,
represented a majority in the state. Claire Middleton recalled her first anti-ERA lobbying
trip to Albany in 1974 with the pies, noting that ―it had little impact on the New York
lawmakers who apparently thought this was all a big joke.‖ But, she insisted, ―We were
not joking; we were convinced that the self-appointed female chauvinists who claimed to
represent all women did not speak for the majority of American women.‖34 Not only did
feminists have the ear of state legislators, but, Wakeup‘s Ceil Herman of Long Island
argued, they degraded the homemaker role: ―We women who choose a career in the
home are … considered by [feminists] to be servile, dishonest, inefficient, inconsistent,
idiotic, passive, ignorant and ineffectual individuals.‖ But, Herman promised, ―Passive
we were in the past; passive we will no longer be.‖ A so-called silent majority of
Americans was upset about the rapid social changes of the past decade, and among them,
Wakeup members abandoned their silence to reaffirm their own lifestyle choices—in the
process connecting general feelings of alienation wrought by the modern women‘s
movement to a specific feminist-backed legislative aim, the state ERA.35
But ERA proponents did little to address these feelings of alienation; instead, they
focused on dispelling Wakeup‘s various claims about how the amendment would destroy
the family and everyday life. This tactic was displayed two months later when the Senate
held a floor debate on the state ERA. In it, Democratic Senators Karen Burstein and
Linda Winikow repeated many of Wakeup‘s allegations about the state ERA, before
rejecting each one of them. Channeling one of Wakeup‘s claims, Winikow asked if the
34
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state ERA would force housewives to enter the workforce. Burstein, a lawyer by training,
said that it would not: the 13th Amendment to the U.S. Constitution, which abolished
slavery, ruled that a person could not be compelled to work against her will. But would
the state ERA affect abortion law, Winikow asked? No, Burstein repeated; since
pregnancy and abortion only pertain to women, there was no attendant issue of sex
discrimination in the law. Furthermore, the privacy clause in the U.S. Constitution would
ensure that men and women would not have to share restrooms, prison cells, and other
presently sex-segregated public facilities as Wakeup had asserted. How about the draft or
Social Security, Winikow wondered? No, they were both federal, not state, matters.
Burstein concluded the exercise by stating that only 200 of New York‘s laws would be
affected by the state ERA, most requiring just cosmetic changes (e.g., adding the word
―men‖ where ―women‖ appeared, and vice versa). It would not, as Wakeup warned,
affect 700 laws and require vast amounts of time and money.36
This exchange in the Senate revealed that Wakeup‘s increased visibility had put
state ERA proponents on the defensive—a fact that led them to form the New York
Coalition for Equal Rights (CER) in May of 1975 to push the Senate to pass the state
ERA. If that happened as proponents hoped, the CER would then be in place to compete
with Wakeup when the amendment was placed on the ballot that November of 1975. The
CER was an umbrella organization designed to unite various groups in the state
supporting the ERA. Their membership eventually totaled 100 civic, women‘s, political,
and religious groups across the ideological and geographic spectrum, although many
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were left-leaning and feminist ones based in and around New York City. The CER was
managed by Sandra Turner, a paid organizer with deep political experience. Although she
had worked on a statewide political campaign before—helping to elect Democrat Mary
Anne Krupsak as Lieutenant Governor in 1974—Turner‘s experience was much greater
in the New York City area, later contributing to the coalition‘s thin reach upstate.37
With the CER in place, proponents helped stifle a last-minute procedural tactic
designed to defeat the state ERA—and as the amendment cleared the Senate soon after,
both sides braced for a statewide campaign. Following a rally led by the CER on the steps
of the Capitol, the Senate passed the state ERA for a second year in a row on May 21,
1975, by a wide margin of forty-four to fourteen votes. Wakeup had moved eleven
additional senators into their camp since 1974, but it was not enough to diminish the state
ERA‘s progress. Proponents were thrilled: the amendment would now be placed on the
ballot for what they assumed would be an easy statewide victory. Wakeup was
disappointed, but vowed to keep up their fight. Most of their members had gotten
involved in the campaign because they felt that the state ERA would end life as they
knew it. If they could convince enough voters to feel the same way, they could defeat one
of feminists‘ biggest goals in a state that was the epicenter of the modern women‘s
movement. Toward that end, although few realized it at the time, the final weeks of the
legislative battle that May offered Wakeup hope for the campaign ahead.38
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Fighting for ―Women Who Stand by the Sink‖
In the six months leading up to the November election, the CER failed to address
the alienation that opponents had articulated at the Senate hearings in March of 1975;
instead, the campaign became a referendum on Wakeup‘s long ―list of horribles,‖ as one
state ERA proponent called their claims. Wakeup warned that the state ERA would create
a unisex society that would break apart the family by eliminating traditional gender
roles—an assertion based on charges that the state ERA would force homemakers to
enter the paid workforce, among similar accusations from their ―list of horribles.‖ The
CER noted that fifteen states already had state-level ERA‘s, and none of these charges
materialized in any of them. In reality, nobody knew what the state ERA would do. With
no federal-level ERA and only a handful of states with their own ERA‘s in place, there
was little precedent for how the courts would interpret it.39
The proposed single-sentence state ERA thus became a Rorschach test that
symbolized everything from the promise of more legal equality for women to the
guaranteed destruction of family life. The amendment enumerated an elusive principle to
begin with, and on top of that, the CER promoted it with vague patriotic assertions about
equality. The state ERA, they said, for example, was a ―principle whose time is long
overdue.‖ This tactic ceded control of the message to Wakeup: the idea of unisex
bathrooms, whether a true possibility or not, was much more real to people than vague
patriotic slogans. Wakeup connected more viscerally with voters by spelling out exactly
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what the state ERA allegedly would do—and vowing to stop an elitist feminist fringe
from hurting families and homemakers by passing it.40
While this was obvious in hindsight, the CER initially was confident of their
chances for victory that November since polling in 1975 indicated that the state ERA had
wide support. A related Louis Harris national opinion poll, for example, found that
Americans, by a wide 59% to 28% margin, favored ―most of the efforts to strengthen and
change women‘s status in society[.]‖ The ERA was favored 51% to 36% nationwide. The
number was even higher in New York City: according to a survey of city residents
conducted by the New York Daily News that July, a whopping 80% favored the ERA.41
These polls came on the heels of a very successful session in Albany for women‘s
rights advocates. In addition to the state ERA, the 1975 legislature had passed a so-called
shield law that prohibited rape victims from being cross-examined at trials about their
prior sexual experience. Insurance companies could no longer refuse coverage based on
someone‘s gender or marital status, and Governor Carey, following advice from the New
York State Women‘s Division, had vetoed a law that would have given preference to
veterans (i.e., more men than women) in civil service jobs. There had been setbacks, too.
A maternity disability bill failed, as did those that would have allowed household workers
(a group dominated by women) to engage in collective bargaining and middle-income
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families to qualify for state-subsidized childcare. But, on the other hand, nine women
served in the legislature in 1975, more than ever before in Albany, and Mary Anne
Krupsak was sworn in as the state‘s first female lieutenant governor.42
Building on these achievements, the CER described the state ERA as a natural
next step in women‘s march toward greater legal equality—one that would make the
United States a more perfect union by fully including women. The CER‘s ads were
draped in red, white, and blue colors and contained patriotic slogans such as one bumper
sticker that said, ―ERA: Vote ‗Yes‘ The American Way.‖43 The CER acknowledged that
America had not always lived up to the founders‘ promise of treating all people equally,
but the state ERA, they told voters, would help do so. One television commercial, for
example, proclaimed, ―[t]he reason we don‘t call it the Women‘s Rights Amendment …
or any other kind of amendment … is because this is a bill of, by and for all the people.
… Because all people are created equal.‖ Accordingly, the state ERA was not a radical
measure designed only to help women or to further feminist goals; more fully including
women in the democracy would make the country a better place to live, thereby
benefiting everyone. The emphasis on ―people,‖ as opposed to the word ―men‖ used in
the Declaration of Independence, reiterated this idea, underscoring that women would
finally be included in the nation‘s founding promise of equality for all citizens.44
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Whenever possible, the CER tried to link the state ERA to patriotic celebrations
of equality. On August 26, 1975—Women‘s Equality Day, which commemorates the
passage of woman‘s suffrage in 1920 and the introduction of the ERA into the U.S.
Congress in 1923—the CER lobbied Governor Carey to declare it ―Equal Rights
Amendment Day.‖ In a statement he released, Carey linked the state ERA to another
upcoming patriotic celebration. ―As we celebrate the bicentennial of our nation‘s fight for
freedom,‖ his statement read, ―I can think of no better way to herald the occasion than to
work together to realize full equality of opportunity for all women and men.‖ In essence,
passing the state ERA, which if approved by voters in 1975 would take effect in January
of 1976, was the best way for New Yorkers to celebrate the nation‘s founding promise of
equality in its bicentennial year. To protest this notion, Wakeup held its own rally on
August 26, symbolically gathering at Federal Hall on Wall Street in New York City
where President George Washington was inaugurated. But their rally received little
coverage compared to Governor Carey‘s statement.45
High-level endorsements like Carey‘s helped convey that the state ERA‘s passage
was not only necessary to make America a better place, but inevitable. Printed ads often
listed dozens of the 100 organizations that eventually joined the CER. The lists
demonstrated a sense of inevitability, suggesting that nearly everyone backed the state
ERA. The support of other major political figures was touted in the same vein. President
and Mrs. Ford backed the state ERA, and as the 1976 presidential primary got underway
45
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in 1975, the CER announced that several Democratic contenders—U.S. Senator Birch
Bayh of Indiana, U.S. Congressman Mo Udall of Arizona, and Governor Jimmy Carter of
Georgia, among others—backed the effort. Supportive politicians also held press
conferences to show their support, including one well-attended event featuring several
members of Congress in Washington, DC, which was hosted by Democratic U.S.
Congresswoman Elizabeth Holtzman of Brooklyn.46
Along with these patriotic slogans and endorsements, the CER tried to advertise
how the amendment would benefit women and the family—but, as time went on, they
increasingly found themselves responding to Wakeup‘s claims. Some of the CER‘s
advertisements enumerated what proponents thought the state ERA would offer women
in New York: for example, more equitable child support laws, which would require
parents who were not married to each contribute 50% of their children‘s support, not the
75% women usually were forced to pay. More common, however, were grand, sometimes
vague, statements—such as, ―You Can Get a Lifetime Guarantee [of equality]‖—
followed by a list of what the state ERA would not do: it would not force men and
women to share public bathrooms; it would not make ―homosexual marriage‖ legal; it
would not force homemakers to work outside of the home.47
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The CER‘s campaign approach left an opening for Wakeup to dominate the
debate. Wakeup‘s president, Annette Stern, recalled that at first it was difficult to find a
way to counter the CER‘s slogans: ―it‘s very hard to quarrel with ‗equal rights‘ because it
sounds like ‗Mama and apple pie.‘‖48 Ruth Robbins from the CER later noted, however,
that fighting for an elusive principle like equality is more difficult than ―setting forth a
detailed legislative program.‖ Instead of spelling out a specific right—such as the 19th
Amendment to the U.S. Constitution that granted women suffrage—the state ERA, like
the federal version, laid out a ―principle which gives guidance to legislation.‖ A
legislative body or court would then have to determine how that principle was applied to
actual policy to determine, for example, how the ERA would affect marriage or labor
laws. The CER therefore suffered on two levels: the state ERA enumerated an elusive
principle to begin with, and the CER compounded that difficulty by promoting the
amendment with vague, patriotic claims about equality. Such concepts could be difficult
for voters to grasp, leaving an opening for Wakeup, whose list of horribles spelled out in
clearer terms exactly how the state ERA would affect women.49
Wakeup clung to their claims, often in the face of facts, to reach as many voters as
possible—a tactic most clearly displayed when its members participated in public debates
across the state. The debates typically were hosted by various media outlets, universities,
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and community and religious groups. State Senator Carol Bellamy called facing
Wakeup‘s Annette Stern in these forums a ―maddening‖ experience. Stern, she said,
―would tell the audience forty-seven terrible things the ERA would do, and when you …
proved her wrong … she‘d turn around and repeat them all over again.‖ Phyllis Schlafly
often employed similar tactics. Stern and her allies had ample opportunity to observe
Schlafly‘s aggressive debating style, both on television and in person when she joined
Wakeup members to spar with high-profile feminist leaders in the state such as Betty
Friedan. Wakeup members sincerely believed their claims. Yet, as unseasoned debaters,
they also no doubt learned to emulate Schlafly‘s habit of repeating anti-ERA allegations
that defied available evidence.50
In one instance, for example, Mary Hober of Wakeup‘s Rochester branch alleged
that women and men working at the Bechtel Mining Corporation in Montana had to use
the same bathroom after that state passed an ERA. Selina Zygmunt, a CER leader in
Rochester, obtained clarification letters from Bechtel‘s lawyer and the Montana Human
Rights Commission. Not only was there no common toilet at the camp, but no women
worked there. Zygmunt showed the letters to Hober while they debated one night, but the
next day, Hober was on the radio repeating her original story. Hober‘s Wakeup branch
also produced flyers that called the state ERA the ―common toilet law.‖ When the
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Rochester Fair Campaign Practices Commission ruled that the ads were unfair, Wakeup
derided the commission as a ―kangaroo court‖ and kept the flyers in circulation.51
Wakeup‘s list of horribles collectively spelled doom for the American family, a
message that they stressed in clear, unambiguous terms. One flyer from 1975—the year
that Steven Spielberg‘s hit film Jaws premiered—contained a sketch of the gaping mouth
of a shark with huge, pointed teeth, flanked by alarmist words: ―Warning! Warning!
Equal Rights Amendment is Dangerous to Women—Damaging to Men[;] Devastating to
Children—An Attack on the Family.‖52 Another flyer asked a single question in large
font that took up half the page, ―Did you know that a vote for ERA is a vote against the
family?‖53 Wakeup encouraged its supporters to spread this message. One woman upstate
in Binghamton, for instance, wrote a letter to the editor of her local newspaper. In her
editorial, she compared the state ERA to ―radical surgery‖ that would permanently alter
the New York State Constitution. A scary prospect, she argued, because ―[w]e can‘t be
guaranteed that our family life won‘t be morally destroyed by the ERA.‖54
These arguments resonated with women who worried that the state ERA would
alter family relationships, robbing them of current privileges and disrupting centuries of
tradition. Wakeup‘s Ginny Lavan felt that the only person the state ERA would benefit—
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as it allegedly forced homemakers into the paid workforce—was ―the type of man who
doesn‘t want responsibility.‖ Although Lavan worked part time to run her own industrial
chemical business in a Schenectady-area suburb upstate, she still felt that Judeo-Christian
tradition dictated that the man was ―protector and provider.‖ Men, she said, ―want to be
head of the household,‖ and women should treat them as such; furthermore, most women,
excluding ―the more radical elements of the women‘s movement,‖ feel that it is a ―special
privilege‖ to care for the family. Women and men were neither equal nor unequal, Lavan
explained.55 Annette Stern referred to this notion as ―differ-equal,‖ a phrase she coined
that was not meant to suggest a hierarchy, but simply that men and women had different
roles and responsibilities on an equal plane. As they saw it, the state ERA would disrupt
present, especially monetary, privileges and the natural ordering of family life.56
These claims about the state ERA resonated so well because they appeared to
confirm what many Wakeup members and voters had felt for years: that feminists wanted
to decimate the nuclear family, specifically the homemaking role. ―They are constantly
trying to downgrade the role of mothers and homemakers,‖ one of Wakeup‘s flyers
argued. ―Feminist leader Betty Friedan has called for a total restructuring of our society
and feminist author Kate Millet has stressed women will never be truly liberated until the
family is destroyed.‖ The state ERA, the flyer asserted, would accomplish these
longstanding goals in a single stroke.57 Ceil Herman, a homemaker and co-founder of
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WHEN, a Wakeup affiliate group on Long Island, did not ―want all women who stand by
the sink to be taken out of textbooks.‖ She was referring to calls by some feminists to
offer a more representative sample of women in school textbooks, rather than solely
depicting them as homemakers. The remark, however, touched on Herman‘s overall
belief that the women‘s movement ―neglected the majority of women who are
homemakers and mothers.‖58
The CER argued that feminist goals such as the state ERA would not hurt the
family and homemakers: the amendment could only help, they said. Anne Borel, who
worked with the CER as president of NOW‘s branch in Albany, argued that the state
ERA would only have an impact on ―state and federal laws, not … the relationship …
between a mother and her child, or a woman and her husband, except in cases of
separation,‖ where the amendment would give her equal legal rights.59 A NOW flyer,
entitled ―Homemakers and the Equal Rights Amendment,‖ made a similar point:
―Throughout the history of our great country, every advance in women‘s rights … has
been … heralded as ‗the death of the family.‘‖ In reality, the flyer said, the ERA would
help women and families by, for example, changing domicile laws, which currently gave
husbands sole legal authority to decide where their families should reside. Wives who did
not comply could be charged with desertion, but the ERA would grant them ―the legal
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ability to participate in this decision [about domicile], which … affect[s] children‘s
schooling, continuity of medical care, and other ... problems of uprooting.‖60
But many voters in New York did not buy these arguments. One homemaker later
wrote an anonymous editorial in Ms., the feminist magazine. She was amused by the
CER‘s efforts to reach out to people like her. ―Now that you need us,‖ she remembers
thinking before the vote, ―feminists have become friends of the homemaker! You’ve
derided us for years—so the idea is absurd!‖ During the state ERA campaign, this
woman claimed that she and some friends were denied entrance to a local NOW meeting.
As ―full-time housewives, we were firmly told that our help was neither needed nor
wanted.‖ The ERA, she warned, ―will never become an amendment until you women
[feminists] abandon your obvious belief in your superiority, and your insulting put-down
of those who live a different, more traditional lifestyle.‖61
The writer‘s story may or may not have been true, but her sense of betrayal was
real, and it was precisely what Wakeup tapped into to defeat the state ERA. Regardless of
what the CER did to appeal to housewives, many, like the editorial writer, were beyond
reach. As feminists fought for new possibilities for women in a range of areas, women
like this editorial writer interpreted that as a rejection of the traditional homemaking
role—as if fighting to make the homemaking role one of a range of choices for women,
not an obligation, somehow diminished that choice. But as the state ERA battle got
underway and Wakeup spread, women such as the editorial writer finally had, as Annette
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Stern opined, ―an organization to speak for us. …We found that there were many women
concerned about what had been happening of late to the family, to the woman‘s role.‖62
Stern‘s final comment about ―what had been happening of late‖ alludes to a shift
that occurred by the early seventies within the women‘s movement. In the sixties, liberal
feminist groups such as Betty Friedan‘s NOW had focused primarily, but not exclusively,
on issues like equal pay and employment—goals that Stern and others had supported. By
the early seventies, liberal feminists were moved to more forcefully embrace goals
promoted by the younger, radical women‘s liberation movement. Matters such as
sexuality and reproduction, which previously had been considered too personal for the
realm of politics, soon were being linked to concrete policy goals; government funding
for rape prevention and treatment is one such example. The ERA was a goal that both
feminist camps embraced. Liberal, more employment-focused women, especially once
labor leaders dropped their objections to the amendment, promoted the fact that the ERA
would accomplish at once what they had been doing piecemeal for a decade or more:
eliminate sex-based discrimination in employment laws. Liberationists were more
animated by the ERA‘s possible benefits in areas such as marriage and divorce law.63
The reaction of women such as Annette Stern in New York, and Phyllis Schlafly
on the national level, to these developments was somewhat predictable. Equal pay was
one thing. More visible, liberationist-inspired calls for legal abortion, governmentsubsidized daycare, more accessible contraception, and, especially, the ERA—which they
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believed would advance all of these goals at once—were quite different. As Ceil Herman
from Long Island told a reporter from Time magazine, she became active once feminists
started going after the family and homemakers with proposals like the ERA. By contrast,
she said, ―[t]he women‘s movement did a lot of good things in the sixties.‖64 Herman,
who had supported equal pay in the sixties, could by 1975 no longer see eye-to-eye with
feminists who encouraged New Yorkers to vote for the state ERA as a means to help
female workers. What ―[w]e are saying,‖ Herman argued in one Long Island newspaper,
is that ―we do not feel robbing the homemaker and mother of her rights and protection
under law in order to better the position of women in employment is just, equitable or
even equal.‖ As she saw it, the state ERA‘s potential danger to the homemaking role far
outweighed any employment benefits the amendment might offer working women;
preserving traditional gender roles within the family was Wakeup‘s chief objective.65
The women‘s movement had long struggled to bridge class divides and shed its
elitist image—issues the state ERA campaign brought to the surface and likely worsened.
Many housewives were concerned that the state ERA would force them to enter the paid
workforce; they hoped to maintain the privilege and financial security that came with
relying on a man‘s income. Anne Borel, of the CER and NOW, disputed these claims that
the state ERA would lead to a ―loss of [financial] protections under marriage and the
possible loss of alimony in the case of divorce.‖ Borel also noted that many women could
not easily relate to Wakeup‘s concerns: 43% of women aged sixteen and older worked
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outside the home, 70% of whom did so out of financial necessity. ―I wish [Wakeup]
would examine the quality of other peoples‘ lives,‖ Borel remarked. ―They would
discover that what is good for Mrs. [Claire] Middleton in West Chazy [the Wakeup
leader in suburban Plattsburgh] is not good for the Chicano or Puerto Rican woman in
Manhattan.‖66
In other words, both sides tried to exploit real or imagined class differences in
order to attract voters. A demographic study of the CER and Wakeup‘s memberships was
never done, although the leadership of both appears to have been mostly composed of
white women in the middle- and upper-middle classes. Studies of activists elsewhere
offer some insight. One analysis of a similar campaign in Texas that year, for example,
found that pro-ERA women, on average, had higher levels of education and income, were
more urban or suburban, as opposed to rural, and less religious than anti-ERA women.
This may have been true in New York in 1975 as well, especially since later studies
showed that the votes of Catholic housewives living upstate, which was more rural, were
crucial to the state ERA‘s defeat.67
But regardless of which camp was actually more ―elite,‖ Wakeup exploited class
differences better than the CER. As The New York Times Magazine surmised, the CER‘s
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―broad coalition was transmuted, in the public eye, into an elitist minority fringe that
didn‘t give a damn about homemakers or women at the bottom of the labor market and
would, by the force of its own ambitions, push all women out of the home and into jobs.‖
Wakeup succeeded because this message resonated with many voters: from housewives
worried about losing privileges to those already alienated by the women‘s movement.68

Building ―a Well-Organized, Well-Oiled Machine‖
But even a salient message is only powerful if it is communicated widely, and
Wakeup developed a grassroots strategy to do so. The CER enjoyed high-level support in
the state, had a larger budget, and was a more top-down, New York City-based
organization that depended on paid advertisements. Conversely, Wakeup built an
extensive statewide operation that relied on free media, help from likeminded
organizations, personal contributions, and grassroots fundraising strategies that its
members had used in the past. Wakeup‘s message—that they represented everyday
women in a contest with elite feminists who did not care about the family—was
reinforced by these grassroots tactics, and vice versa. Moreover, as the vote in November
of 1975 approached, Wakeup was operating with increasing effectiveness. As Carol
DeSaram, president of NOW in New York State, surmised, ―It was incredibly naïve of us
to think we were dealing with a bunch of sincere but misguided housewives. This was a
well-organized, well-oiled machine.‖69
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While the CER struggled to compete in the months leading up to the November
election, Wakeup built upon the deep statewide organization that it had begun amassing
during the legislative debates of 1974 and 1975. As mentioned, they had several ―area
contacts‖ across the state to coordinate local fundraising, advertisement, and debate and
media requests. They also created a ―news release chain‖ where events across the state
would be reported to the central leadership operating out of Annette Stern‘s home in
Westchester; this information was then combined and re-issued in the form of a press
release. By mid-September of 1975, Wakeup was sending weekly press releases—
detailing their overall message and recent activities—to 400 television, radio, and
newspaper contacts across the state. The CER also installed volunteer representatives in
each of New York‘s sixty-two counties to arrange events and advertisement locally. A
press kit and newsletters helped keep everyone connected. But the CER did not spring up
as organically across the state, and much of its high-level support, money, and political
experience was centered downstate—in and around New York City, where, as noted, the
group‘s leader, Sandra Turner, had vast political experience and was based.70
Although neither side had a budget on par with the typical amount spent in a
statewide campaign, the CER enjoyed a sizable financial advantage over Wakeup. The
CER frequently asked affiliate groups like NOW to donate to the cause. They sold $5 teeshirts and tried a variety of gimmicks to raise awareness and funds, such as a bike-a-thon
across Brooklyn led by local politicians supporting the state ERA. The CER also saved
money by having their television and radio advertisements produced by firms upstate that
70
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charged less than those in the New York City area. Despite these efforts, they fell short of
their $200,000 fundraising goal, only bringing in about $80,000 and ending the campaign
$8,000 in debt. Wakeup, meanwhile, reported raising a total of about $5,000 throughout
the campaign, all coming from local groups raising small amounts. They did not keep an
official budget and relied on members to donate to the cause and arrange grassroots
fundraising events such as coffee klatches, bake sales, and cocktail parties. Claire
Middleton in the Plattsburgh area, for example, raised about $10 an hour one day
standing outside of a department store, while Ruth Koblich in Buffalo collected small
donations from friends and neighbors whenever possible.71
Wakeup made the most of their smaller budget by using free and discounted
media and relying on the help of sympathetic groups. Annette Stern‘s good friend Lucille
Bachman, who was involved with Wakeup in Westchester County, was married to a
printer who produced their literature for pennies a page. Members called into daytime
radio shows to air their views—reaching countless housewives across the state without
spending a dime—and advertised for free in church bulletins and ―shoppers,‖ the
newspapers given away at supermarkets. Outside groups helped Wakeup as well. The
Knights of Columbus, the Catholic fraternal organization that had arranged the large

71

Louise Leiker, ―2 View (sic) of ERA Defeat: Was It Prayer or Scare?‖ Buffalo Courier Express, 6
November 1975, p. 11-12, Folder 77, Box S8-2, Conservative Party of New York State Records, UASUNY; ―State ERA,‖ New York Coalition for Equal Rights Newsletter, 17 October 1975, p. 1, ERA-NY
State Campaign Organiz. Speakers Data Folder, Box 1, Burstein Files, NYSA; Mary R. Bee to Sandy
Turner, 20 October 1975, Ibid; Pro-ERA Coalition, Memorandum, Undated 1975, p. 5-11, ERA-NY
Legislative Campaign Folder, Ibid; ―Holtzman Leads Bike-A-Thon,‖ Brooklyn Coalition for Equal Rights
Newsletter, Undated 1975, ERA-NY State Press Con. Non-Camp. Lit. Folder, Ibid; Judy Klemesrud, ―As
New York Vote on Equal Rights Nears, Two Sides Speak Out; Pro Con,‖ The New York Times, 18
September 1975, p. 46; ―Housewives, $5,000 Beat ERA,‖ Newburgh News, 3 December 1975, The
Personal Collection of Virginia Lavan Taylor; Lisa Cronin Wohl, ―The ERA: What the Hell Happened in
New York?‖ p. 92, 96; Claire Middleton, interview by author, 21 January 2008, telephone, tape recording.

126

march on ―Right to Life Sunday‖ in 1972, was concerned about the state ERA‘s possible
impact on abortion; they spent about $1,000 on radio ads before election day. When
funds were running low in September of 1975, Claire Middleton wrote to members of the
RTLC, which her husband was then the president of, to warn about the state ERA‘s
potential impact on abortion and ask for money to defeat it. The conservative John Birch
Society reported spending $704 in ads and printing. In these ways, Wakeup relied on
tactics that they had honed in the past—as homemakers looking to stretch household
dollars further and as members of local cash-starved organizations such as church groups
and the school PTA.72
To better compete, Wakeup filed a lawsuit charging that the CER was being
supported by the state government and taxpayer dollars. Over 100 organizations and
several prominent politicians eventually joined the CER, but Wakeup was offended most
by the state‘s Division of Human Rights (DHR) doing so. As Middleton argued in her
fundraising letter to the RTLC, the DHR was ―us[ing] its staff and facilities to promote
[the] ERA at taxpayers‘ expense‖ in order to prevent people ―from voting intelligently at
the polls.‖73 With the help of a supportive pro-bono attorney, Annette Stern sued the
DHR in August of 1975. The lawsuit contended that the DHR was supposed to enforce
human rights within the current boundaries of the state and federal constitutions—not by
promoting amendments to them. The State Supreme Court ruled in favor of Wakeup on
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October 22. ―The spectacle of state agencies campaigning for or against propositions or
proposed constitutional amendments,‖ the ruling stated, ―establishes a dangerous and
untenable precedent‖ in a democracy like America, especially when that occurs before
voters weigh in on an issue. Wakeup had won a major victory, but with the November 4
election less than two weeks away, they worried that substantial damage had already been
done.74
In truth, both sides were worried about the outcome of the vote. Wakeup was
generally more pessimistic. Polls in the final weeks showed that 60-70% of New Yorkers
favored the state ERA, and Wakeup continued to be intimidated by the CER‘s prolific
supporters. But the CER also had cause for concern. Although both camps worried about
voter apathy in the off-year election of 1975, the CER faced a steeper hurdle: the ballots
in New York City, their stronghold, only would contain a series of questions,
propositions, and constitutional amendments—most about rather dull city charter and
bond issues—whereas places upstate, which were more conservative and potentially an
area of strength for Wakeup, also would have local races to draw voters to the polls.75
To overcome their perceived weaknesses, both sides raised money for a final push
of advertising—and although the CER brought in far more cash, $25,000 versus $3,000,
Wakeup again spent their money more wisely. The CER ran their advertisements on
small radio stations outside of the expensive New York City media market, where they
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were expected to do very well anyway. Their ads stressed that voting for the state ERA
was the only way to ensure equal rights for all New Yorkers. Wakeup‘s smaller budget
allowed for fewer ads, but theirs were more memorable and targeted, running on
suburban radio stations that housewives favored. Wakeup avoided the CER‘s generalities
and gave a specific list of ills. They informed female listeners, for example, that the state
ERA would strip them of alimony and widow‘s benefits—an alarming prospect for
women who did not work outside of the home if their marriages dissolved due to divorce
or death.76
Wakeup‘s advertising provided advantages, but the CER was much more visible
in the final weeks of the campaign. New York‘s Catholic press, a potential ally for
Wakeup, did not weigh in as heavily as they had on legal abortion. They did little more
than open their editorial pages for readers to write in, an opportunity Wakeup members
embraced. Conversely, the secular press—including major newspapers, radio and
television stations across the state—all came out in favor of the state ERA. ―I remember
that WPIX was the only [radio] channel that came out against it,‖ otherwise ―the media
was entirely for the ERA,‖ Wakeup‘s Pat Gmerek recalled. The CER‘s momentum was
reinforced by an elaborate get-out-the-vote strategy that included having candidates for
local office add the words ―Vote YES on the ERA‖ to their campaign literature. The CER
also provided supporters with ―palm cards‖ and sound trucks to broadcast pro-ERA
messages at high traffic areas. Wakeup‘s Pat Gmerek spotted one of the sound trucks in
76
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her neighborhood in Queens, prompting her young son to say what she by then suspected,
―Mommy, you‘re not going to win, there‘s a big truck there.‖77
But as the returns began to trickle on November 4, they confirmed the exact
opposite result: the state ERA was defeated by a wide 57% to 43% margin, which moved
Wakeup to draw conclusions far beyond the parameters of state politics. Annette Stern
argued that the defeat proved that feminists supporting the ERA were a radical fringe.
The ―women who purportedly speak for women truly don‘t,‖ she said. Many like Phyllis
Schlafly considered the results in New York and neighboring New Jersey, both states
with strong women‘s movements where state ERA‘s were defeated in 1975, to be a death
knell for the faltering federal ERA, which was then stalled at four states short of
ratification. Annette Stern likewise promised to use her 100,000-member organization to
convince the New York State Legislature to rescind its approval of the federal ERA,
which it had passed in 1972. According to one publication funded by the conservative
John Birch Society, the defeats in New York and New Jersey inspired similar federal
ERA rescission movements in fourteen other states. None of these movements succeeded,
but in many ways, the results of the November 4 election, especially in New York, the
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epicenter of the feminist movement, was an important symbolic rejection of the federal
ERA.78
Despite iconic media images of supporters, such as New York‘s Lieutenant
Governor Mary Anne Krupsak, looking completely dejected as they learned of the defeat,
the CER denied that either the federal ERA or the feminist movement were in peril. They
charged that Wakeup had fed voters a steady stream of lies about what the state ERA
would do. Clinging to their campaign slogans, they maintained that the election results
were merely a temporary setback. As Betty Ann Tichnor, a CER leader in Rochester, told
one reporter, opponents who claim ―a self-righteous victory … better realize [that doing
so] will galvanize our efforts and give strength to a principle whose time is long
overdue.‖79 Congresswoman Bella Abzug of Manhattan echoed these sentiments, ―I think
we‘re going to win. It‘s a matter of simple justice.‖ In other words, both sides continued
to dig in their heels after the election and espouse the same types of arguments—many of
them hyperbolic—that they each had used during the campaign. To understand what, if
anything, the defeat indicated about the future of the ERA or feminism, one must move
beyond such rhetoric and examine the election results more closely.80
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―The … pro-family, ‗anti-lib‘ movement has come alive‖
Several months after the election, the League of Women Voters in Erie County
upstate conducted a survey that concluded that Wakeup‘s victory there, and more broadly
across the state, hinged on the votes of women aged eighteen to fifty-nine, particularly
Catholic ones energized by issues such as abortion. These women were among a new
class of politicized suburban women in the state. Wakeup did exceptionally well in
suburban counties, especially ones upstate. About three million New Yorkers voted on
the state ERA: roughly 1.3 million (43%) for it and 1.7 million (57%) against it.
Strikingly, while the ERA won by 59% to 41% in New York City, it lost by 38% to 62%
upstate. The ERA also failed in suburban areas bordering the New York City, such as
Long Island and Westchester—areas where many of Wakeup‘s leaders including Annette
Stern lived. The state ERA campaign had united women upstate and those in suburbs
outside of New York City around a new type of politics centered on nuclear families,
heterosexual marriage, and traditional gender roles. These developments later would help
the conservative wing of the GOP, with its stronghold in those areas of the state, to usurp
power from the New York City-based, feminist-backed Rockefeller wing of the party by
espousing a conservative definition of ―family values.‖81
To a certain extent, Wakeup‘s appeal in these areas was unsurprising: the upstate
counties traditionally were more conservative and the CER had paid less attention to that
part of the state. Even while the bill was still in the legislature, Senator James Donovan,
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the anti-abortion leader who represented several conservative counties upstate, said in
May of 1975 that he had polled his constituents about the state ERA: 10,000 people
responded, with an overwhelming 71% of them against it. Moreover, the CER did not
have a deep organization upstate. But beyond that, Wakeup‘s message simply resonated
well with voters in these areas. To understand why that was the case, it is instructive to
again examine Erie County, where Buffalo is located, since its demographics make this
upstate locale a bell-weather county in state politics.82
The CER was initially optimistic about their chances in Erie County. Pat
Yungbluth, the CER‘s leader in Buffalo, convened a news conference just days before the
vote to report that based on an unscientific poll that her group had conducted at local
shopping centers, 54% of the county favored the state ERA. Yet, as Eleanor Holmes
Norton, chair of New York City‘s Human Rights Commission, noted, ―People will say in
polls that they favor civil rights and then they will put their bodies on the line against
[them].‖ Few people are willing to admit publicly that they are against something that
purports to offer equal rights or better treatment for minority groups and women. As a
result, much like other polls conducted before the state ERA election, the CER‘s survey
of shoppers was drastically different than the actual results on November 4, 1975.
Roughly 270,000 people in Erie County voted on the state ERA, 37% for it and 63%
against it.83
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Wakeup‘s branch in Erie, as in other areas, appealed directly to the Catholic
women aged eighteen to fifty-nine whose votes determined the election in this county and
across the state. One CER member in the Buffalo area, for example, saw a message in a
Catholic parish‘s weekly bulletin alleging that the state ERA would force homemakers
into the paid workforce and their children into nursery schools, while child support
payments would be eliminated. Wakeup thus offered specific ways that the state ERA
would radically alter family life—claims that the CER was not able to counter effectively
with their patriotic slogans about equality. It is easy to imagine thousands of young
women—many of them homemakers and mothers, possibly even members of the
RTLC—voting against the state ERA after reading that church bulletin. Even if some
people found Wakeup‘s claims to be ridiculous, as did one voter in Orange County, about
an hour outside of New York City, the CER, as he pointed out, was constantly on the
defensive and often failed to list concrete benefits that the state ERA would provide.84
Evidence from across the state indicates that the ERA also was hurt by many
people‘s negative impression of the feminist movement. One young female ticket clerk at
the Albany-Rensselaer train station explained her negative vote to The New York Times
Magazine by saying, ―I guess … I didn‘t know what the ERA meant, but I thought it was
a women‘s libber type thing—how they don‘t want men to have their own clubs, they
don‘t want Mother‘s Day … I‘m not a women‘s libber at all.‖ If you already believed that
―women‘s libbers‖ wanted to destroy Mother‘s Day and hurt men, Wakeup‘s claims
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about the feminist-backed state ERA destroying the family would not seem ridiculous. If
you already felt alienated by the women‘s movement, to the point of telling a reporter,
―I‘m not a libber at all,‖ then the state ERA finally offered you a concrete proposal you
could vote on to register your general unease with the women‘s movement and other
recent social changes affecting the family.85
One of the most important by-products of the state ERA fight in New York was
this debate about the amendment in particular and the intersection of politics and family
life in general. As their popular slogan proclaimed, the modern women‘s movement had
helped make ―the personal political‖ by pursuing matters related to reproduction,
motherhood, and child care. In response, many women such as Annette Stern—who, as
she recalled, previously had been too shy to ―even ask a question at a PTA meeting‖
before the state ERA battle—were compelled to enter the public arena to contest this
vision of women and the family. The ERA‘s vague language led opponents and
proponents alike to ascribe what they wanted to it, morphing a single-sentence
amendment into a symbol of everything from the promise of more equitable credit laws
to the onslaught of a unisex society that would decimate ―traditional‖ family life.86
But the state ERA was just the beginning for thousands of women in New York
who joined Wakeup. To be sure, some women were burnt out from the long campaign.
Annette Stern, despite requests to run for political office, chose to focus on homemaking
after spending over a year operating at a frantic pace in the public eye. Other Wakeup
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members went on to oppose, for example, the federally-funded, feminist-backed National
Commission on the Observance of International Women‘s Year in 1977—just as the
abortion battles had been a springboard for anti-ERA activism.87
When these women moved on to new battles, the group that they had built during
the ERA campaign, Operation Wakeup, provided an institutional base with vast
connections across the state from which to advance their activism. Or, as one of their
flyers announced even before the state ERA vote occurred, ―OPERATION WAKEUP
won‘t go away after ERA. [I]t has become apparent,‖ the flyer argued, ―that the
Women‘s Lib movement fully intends to pressure lawmakers into passing laws which are
detrimental to the family and to society. … [T]he silent majority can no longer afford to
remain silent. The grassroots, pro-family, ‗anti-lib‘ movement has come alive in New
York State and it will not be silenced!‖88
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CHAPTER 4
WOMEN, GENDER, AND THE CONSERVATIVE
―PRO-FAMILY‖ MOVEMENT, 1976-1980

On April 3, 1976, the first broadcast of Eagle Forum Presents premiered on
WALK, a popular Long Island radio station. The state ERA had been defeated just five
months before, and the show‘s hosts, Phyllis Graham and Betty Lenihan, were members
of Operation Wakeup, the group most responsible for its loss. Graham and Lenihan
introduced their program as a forum ―for women and men who believe in God, home, and
country‖ and ―do not wish to radically change the traditional culture of our society as the
women‘s lib movement wish[es] to do.‖ The hosts exhorted the need for more ―positive
women,‖ as opposed to feminists whom, they said, were ―motivated solely by personal
selfishness [and] resentment[.]‖ As Graham and Lenihan saw it, a woman‘s gender
dictated that she perform certain traditional roles as wife, mother, and homemaker;
feminism merely allowed deviant women to blame their inexplicable distaste for these
roles on external factors such as made-up accounts of gender discrimination.1
This weekly Eagle Forum Presents radio program was one way that Wakeup
became, as its founder Annette Stern promised, a ―continuing … force in defense of the
family‖ after the New York State ERA campaign. Wakeup‘s victory at the ballot box
confirmed for them what they had believed before the election: that their views on gender
and the family represented a majority opinion in the state. According to Stern, this
confidence pushed them to remain ―on guard against any measure [they] consider[ed]
1
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detrimental to women or a threat to family life.‖ Wakeup soon expanded their activism to
tackle feminist proposals in areas such as marriage and divorce law, daycare,
childrearing, and sex education. In doing so, they forged a new politics centered on
sexuality, reproduction, and the family. What had begun as anti-abortion activism in 1970
was transformed by the mid-decade state ERA fight into what Wakeup and their allies
began calling a ―pro-family‖ movement—one that was national in scope, but particularly
strong in New York due to the strength of organized feminism there and the prior growth
of statewide opposition groups such as Wakeup and the Right to Life Party and
Committee.2
This chapter traces that expansion by examining the worldviews and organizing
tactics of women in the state who mobilized to defend the so-called traditional family—
women like radio host Phyllis Graham. As a full-time homemaker who was married to a
successful attorney from Port Jefferson, Long Island, Graham, like many women in this
study, was largely apolitical before the early seventies. But as she later recalled, once
abortion was legalized in New York, she was ―conscience-driven‖ as a devout Catholic
and mother of four children ―to work in [the] pro-life movement.‖ She immersed herself
in anti-abortion work, initially through her church. Graham first heard about the state
ERA on an abortion-related lobbying trip to Albany, and she worked with Wakeup to
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defeat it out of a fear that its passage would have, as she later said, a ―near-fatal impact
on the pro-life cause.‖3
After the state ERA‘s defeat, Graham remained determined to expose and counter
what she viewed as the ―hidden agenda‖ of the feminist movement: their alleged desire to
decimate the traditional family, specifically the homemaking role that she and others
enjoyed. The weekly fifteen-minute radio program of which she eventually became the
sole host aired across Long Island from 1976 through 1979. Phyllis Schlafly, who was
concerned with media bias at that time, allowed Graham to call the program Eagle Forum
Presents, as a tribute to her national family lobbying organization and their shared
beliefs. The radio broadcast enabled the burgeoning conservative pro-family movement
in New York to thwart the supposedly liberal media and organize their followers. As
Graham pitched it to the station managers, her program would offer a perspective that
had broad popular support but received scant attention in the media. She would showcase
the views of traditional women concerned with God, home, and country since, she
argued, ―[m]odern feminists [had] done so much to destroy those ideals … among our
young women.‖4
The basic tension between feminists and pro-family activists stemmed from two
very different understandings of gender: feminists, for example, argued that gender was a
socially-constructed concept. As the Central New York chapter of NOW explained in a
1974 newsletter, a feminist ―is committed to the equal rights and responsibilities of
3
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women and men … in all aspects of life[.] … Equality refers to status and opportunities,
not biology.‖ Gender was not biologically-determined; rather, humans were socialized
into thinking that certain roles, such as childcare, were best performed by women.5
Women such as Graham, on the other hand, believed that biology determined
one‘s destiny, and that social order could be maintained only by adhering to conventional
gender categories. They saw gender as a fixed, divinely-ordered, biologically-based
distinction. Ideally, men were breadwinners and women took care of children in the
home. Like a lot of homemakers, Graham‘s social status and economic security depended
on her husband‘s salary. But she and other self-proclaimed pro-family activists also felt
that the success of the entire nation hinged on these arrangements. As they saw it, if
feminists passed their agenda, the U.S. would devolve into the Soviet Union—a country
where women were compelled to work and daycare was subsidized by the state. Clearlydelineated sex roles were not just good for the family: they were the basis for a moral and
successful capitalist America. The pro-family movement of which Graham was a part
was, in historian Jane De Hart‘s words, the ―rational respons[e] of people who lived in a
deeply gendered and profoundly precarious world.‖6
Above all, pro-family activists spoke out against two federally-funded initiatives
with strong feminist overtones: the National Commission on the Observance of
International Women‘s Year (IWY) in 1977 and the White House Conference on
Families (WHCF) in 1980. To conservative women like Phyllis Graham, these efforts
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suffered from two fatal flaws. First, they advocated a series of objectives—such as
lesbian rights, government-funded childcare, and legal abortion—that threatened the
traditional family and its prescribed gender roles. The WHCF even proposed a
redefinition of the family beyond its nuclear form to include any group bound by ―bonds
of affection, mutual support, and commitment which will enable adults and/or children to
grow and develop into creative and productive people[.]‖ Second, both initiatives placed
federal tax dollars in the direct service of this supposedly anti-family agenda.7
This chapter describes how a feminist-inspired political program for the family
clashed with a conservative political program for the family. Feminists imagined men and
women sharing family labor more equitably, supported by reforms they proposed such as
equal pay in the workplace, greater financial security for homemakers, and more
affordable childcare. Conservative activists countered by linking concerns about the state
of the traditional family to anti-communist rhetoric and fiscally conservative goals.
Republican arguments for smaller government and individual rights, for example, became
enmeshed with concerns about parents‘ rights as those like Graham worried about
feminists corrupting children with taxpayer-funded sex education programs in public
schools. The conservative wing of the Republican Party would later tap into these
sentiments to expand their base, as subsequent chapters explore. To understand the roots
of that process, one must first turn to the ideas and issues that led to a divergent set of
politics in the seventies, as feminists and their opponents competed side-by-side in New
York and elsewhere to define the family.8
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War Over The Family
The women‘s liberation movement matured into a potent political force in the
seventies, pursuing equal legal rights for women so vigorously that the United Nations
declared it to be the ―Decade of Women.‖ The National Women‘s Political Caucus
(NWPC) was founded in 1971, along with several state and local versions. The caucuses
were joint efforts between members of liberal (as opposed to radical) feminist groups like
NOW and the growing number of female legislators. Along with supporting abortion
rights and the ERA, they pursued wide-ranging legislation—in part because the ERA,
which likely would have covered several areas of the law, was stalled in Congress.
Countless new federal laws ensured that women could not be discriminated against in the
areas of business, credit, education, housing, and employment. In other words, feminists
relied on a liberal, rights-based form of advocacy that other social movements, notably
the civil rights movement, had pursued. They literally inserted women into the legal code
where rights for them had not existed. This tactic also applied as the NWPC and others
pursued reforms that, for the first time in history, meaningfully addressed women‘s roles
in the family.9
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The feminist political agenda was based on the premise that a strong family was
one in which the legal rights and domestic responsibilities of its members were shared
equitably, regardless of one‘s sex. They passed several new federal laws addressing
family life, including ones that offered a 20% tax credit for employment-related childcare
expenses (e.g., the Tax Reform Act of 1976) and reduced the amount of time that one had
to be married in order to qualify for a spouse‘s Social Security benefits (e.g., the Social
Security Amendments of 1977). Such reforms outlined a vision for the family that
underscored the notion of choice: a woman‘s gender did not dictate that she be married
and stay at home with children. These were choices, and often ones driven by economic
need in the floundering economy of the seventies. They felt that the law should reflect the
fact that more women were in the labor market; it should not offer financial incentives for
women to stay in unhappy marriages, nor should it be based on the assumption that
women are at home caring for children full time. In pursuing these changes, feminists
tried to establish women and men on more equal legal terrain—to the point where, as
U.S. Congresswoman from New York Bella Abzug said, the law and female citizenship
were based on women‘s ―individuality as human beings in their own right,‖ and not
merely on their capacity to serve as wives and mothers.10
Feminists felt that while the law should neither encourage nor assume women to
be wives and homemakers, certain legal and economic protections should be put in place
to help those who chose these more traditional roles. One NOW memorandum described
how feminists had pursued reforms that, if enacted, would help the homemaker by, for
10
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instance: enabling married women to qualify for credit, which would help if they became
widowed or divorced; advocating for better enforcement of alimony and child support
payments, both of which disproportionately went to women in divorce settlements; trying
to improve childbirth conditions; promoting parental leave policies to help parents of
both sexes address family emergencies; and passing so-called displaced homemaker laws,
so that a widowed or divorced woman could better support her children. NOW contended
that unless ―pro-family‖ activists who opposed many of these reforms ―could cite a
similar list of accomplishments of benefit to women,‖ they would have less ―credibility
[than feminists] as the homemakers‘ champion and defender.‖ NOW also promoted the
fact that Eleanor (Ellie) Smeal, a self-proclaimed feminist homemaker, had been elected
to serve as their national president in 1977. By fighting for these reforms, feminists felt
that they were addressing the economic realities of the time and strengthening the family
by making men and women equal partners who could freely choose which roles they
wished to play.11
Wakeup and their allies viewed these changes as attempts to upend social order
by dismantling the basic foundation of society: the traditional nuclear family with its set
gender roles. They claimed that by advocating new possibilities for women outside of the
home and family, feminists were out of touch with, possibly even trying to deny, their
femininity. True womanhood, they felt, was centered in the domestic sphere. By
challenging conventional gender categories, feminists allegedly contributed to a variety
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of unwelcome social changes. The feminist movement, Wakeup said, had incited general
unhappiness and depression among the female population, which in turn could lead to
social ills such as divorce. Some even argued that women‘s new independence—not male
perpetrators or increasing awareness that led to better reporting—were to blame for the
recent uptick in men committing domestic abuse and rape crimes. ―The rising incidence
of rape,‖ radio host Phyllis Graham told a reporter in Albany, ―has been concomitant with
the rise of the women‘s liberation movement.‖ Such thinking implied that feminists, in
seeking new rights and rejecting traditional gender hierarchies, had upset the social order
by provoking men into asserting their authority in the most brutal ways.12
To blunt the perceived feminist threat, Wakeup vowed to continue representing
so-called traditional women. One of Phyllis Graham‘s first radio guests in the spring of
1976 was Wakeup‘s Annette Stern, who spoke about the future of the group she had
founded. After defeating the state ERA in November of 1975, Wakeup‘s infrastructure
remained largely intact across the state, with members connected through regular
newsletters. Stern resigned as president after the victory, and her friend Lucille Bachman,
also of Westchester County, took over; Bachman was succeeded in the fall of 1978 by
Ginny Lavan, a group leader in Schenectady. As Stern told Graham in their two-part
radio interview in 1976, ―our legislators are paying attention now because of the [state
ERA] win,‖ and ―it is essential that we exist to be constantly vigilant about legislation
affecting family life.‖ While feminists pursued some of the above-mentioned federal
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laws, similar reforms were advocated on the state level, enabling Wakeup to organize
against a series of local and national initiatives that they deemed harmful to the family.13
The coalition in New York that had promoted abortion reform and the ERA, for
example, also became concerned with the state‘s marriage and divorce law. This coalition
was comprised of feminist groups such as NOW, Rockefeller Republicans, and
Democrats, especially women legislators in both parties. NOW‘s National Task Force on
Marriage, Divorce, and the Family argued that a ―feminist lifestyle‖ was compatible with
marriage, so long as it was an egalitarian partnership with shared decision-making—as
opposed to a traditional arrangement where the husband ―has the final say.‖ This vision
led the pro-feminist coalition to support changes to the state‘s domestic relations laws
that would allow women and men the same rights in divorce settlements, which before
had favored men. They also backed a state-level Displaced Homemakers Bill in 1977
that, although under-funded by the state, provided counseling for widowed and divorced
homemakers and advised them of their legal rights in areas such as obtaining credit. As
they saw it, a married woman may decide to be a homemaker, but if by choice or
circumstance she sought outside employment, or if her marriage dissolved, laws should
be in place to put her on equal economic and legal footing with a man.14
13
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Wakeup protested this vision by arguing that the law should codify what they saw
as the natural, divinely-ordered division of labor within a marriage: men were the
providers and women and children were dependents. Wakeup‘s official by-laws summed
up much of what their members said publicly. Instead of supporting reforms such as the
Displaced Homemakers Bill, the by-laws, without giving specifics, advocated legislation
that would ―obligate [a] husband to provide the primary financial support and a home for
[his wife] and their children both during their marriage and in the event she becomes a
widow.‖ Employers, they said, should ―give job preference to a wage-earner supporting a
family,‖ whom they envisioned as a man. They also pushed so-called protective labor
legislation ―that respect[ed] the physical differences and family obligations of men and
women.‖ While groups like NOW opposed these practices—even successfully pressuring
the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission and major newspapers in 1967 to
remove sex classifications in ―Help Wanted‖ ads—Wakeup preferred to keep work sexsegregated, especially for traditionally male realms involving protection and security
such as police and military work. In short, Wakeup imagined a world where gender
dictated one‘s roles and responsibilities both within and outside of the family.15
The two sides also clashed on the related issue of childcare, which feminists felt
should be subsidized by the government. By 1970, half of all mothers worked outside of
the home—a number that continued to rise as the economy plummeted during the decade.
Making high-quality childcare more affordable with government grants was a practical
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way to help working parents deal with these changing economic circumstances. But
beyond simply meeting a tangible childcare need, feminists hoped to end what one NOW
task force called women‘s ―second-class status.‖ ―For thousands of years,‖ they said, a
faulty notion had prevailed based on the premise that ―because women bear children, it is
primarily their responsibility to care for them.‖ If women were to enjoy full economic,
political, and cultural equality with men, feminists argued that they would need a real
choice about whether or not to stay home with their children. Inadequate or unaffordable
childcare options prevented many women from having a real choice in the matter;
government-funded daycare would solve this dilemma and, through legislative policy,
codify the notion that a woman‘s anatomy was not her destiny.16
Feminists developed and proposed a comprehensive set of childcare policies.
From the 1970 White House Conference on Children onward, they recommended firstrate childcare that was assessed regularly by the state to ensure its high quality. They
recommended giving parents a variety of childcare options—including daycare centers
and home-based programs—that were operated twenty-four hours a day to accommodate
all work schedules. Childcare, they believed, had to be locally-controlled by parents, to
meet the specific needs of the community, and subsidized by the government through a
variety of measures such as tax cuts and sliding-scale fees based on parents‘ income.
Gender and racial equality were to be stressed in these programs. The goal was to have
top-quality, unbiased care that was affordable and able to meet children‘s developmental
16

Quotations from: Tery Zimmerman, ―NOW Task Force on Childcare,‖ Memorandum, November 1973,
Folder 35, Carton 42, NOW Collection, SL; ―Why Feminists Want Childcare,‖ Memorandum, 3 July 1974,
Ibid; Chris Grubb, Eleanor Limmer, Evelyn McFaden, NOW Childcare Committee, ―A Syllabus on Day
Care,‖ Booklet, Undated, Folder 51, Carton 209, Ibid; Florence Dickler to Chapter Presidents, 31 July
1970, Folder 14, Box 10, NOW NYC, NYU.

148

needs at various life stages, including funding for pre-school education. These ideas were
incorporated into the childcare bill that feminist congresswomen from New York, Bella
Abzug and Shirley Chisholm, proposed in May of 1971. Their bill was the most
comprehensive childcare bill ever proposed, especially in terms of funding, and was
incorporated eventually into a prior bill proposed by two fellow Democrats, Congressman
John Brademas of Indiana and Senator Walter Mondale of Minnesota.17
Wakeup and their allies adamantly opposed these government-funded daycare
proposals by claiming that they would undermine motherhood. These proposals were
seen as an attempt to have the state take over the roles upon which their identities were
based: those of homemaker and mother. It was as if offering the option of high-quality,
affordable daycare for those women who needed or wanted it would somehow negate
their own ability to choose to stay home full time with their children. These fears drove
people in New York and across the nation to write countless letters to their legislators,
drumming up a national scare campaign. By 1976, Senator Mondale reportedly received
500 to 600 letters a day about childcare from concerned parents.18
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The campaign against federally-funded daycare prompted President Nixon to veto
the childcare bill of 1971 after it passed the House and Senate. Nixon cited several
reasons for doing so, including the ―administrative unworkability‖ of operating such a
large national program, the bill‘s high cost ($2 billion a year), and its alleged ―family
weakening implications.‖ In truth, the president did not want to offend either fiscal or
family conservatives in his upcoming 1972 re-election campaign. Congresswoman Abzug
and other childcare supporters complained about Nixon‘s political calculus; they faulted
him for validating the ―baseless fear‖ that government-funded childcare would result in
―children taken to be brainwashed by the government.‖ The president, Abzug decried,
had ―gravely injured and grossly insulted the women and children of this country,‖ solely
for ―short-term political gain.‖ The feminist-backed political coalition tried to enact
similar legislation on the state and federal levels in subsequent years, but the political
damage had already been done, and they were unsuccessful.19
In New York, Phyllis Graham‘s radio show kept up the assault against
government-funded childcare by describing the alleged psychological perils of mothers
working outside of the home. Graham felt that the feminist movement dangerously
encouraged mothers with young children to seek outside employment out of personal
fulfillment, not economic necessity. In one on-air discussion with Dr. Harold M. Voth, a
psychiatrist from the Menninger Foundation in Kansas, she disputed the so-called
―problem with no name‖ among housewives that Betty Friedan first had described in The
19
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Feminine Mystique, a book that helped launch the modern women‘s movement. Although
Graham had never worked full time outside of the home after she had children, she felt
that a woman would feel ―more nervous and irritable … having to go out and cope with
the outside world‖ than if she simply stayed at home and did what was most natural and
rewarding for a woman: ―serve her family.‖20
Graham expanded upon this notion of mother-centered childcare in an interview
with Dr. Rhoda L. Lorand, a clinical child psychologist at Long Island University whose
work was cited in Phyllis Schlafly‘s newsletter in October of 1975. Lorand disputed
feminists‘ belief that men could take care of young children as well as women. Fathers,
she and Graham agreed, were influential later on in life, but nothing topped a mother‘s
care in the early years. ―Institutional daycare‖ along the lines of the Child and Family
Services Act would, they felt, cause irreversible harm, especially for young children
whose mothers had decided to work not for economic reasons, but to ―seek some kind of
fulfillment or diversion.‖ Lorand warned that feminists were setting a dangerous
precedent with these daycare proposals, essentially telling women ―there is no reason you
should [care for your children], the government should do it for you.‖ The prospect
seemed downright communistic to her. This potent mixture of red-baiting and defending
childcare as a naturalized role for women stymied daycare reform in the seventies—a
time when the Cold War persisted, and the combined effects of a recession that
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disproportionately affected men and new employment gains for women made many
Americans determined to preserve traditional gender roles and labor practices.21
But pro-family conservatives had to contend with more than just specific policy
proposals such as government-funded childcare: feminists also hoped to impart their
ideas about gender and motherhood to the next generation through what they called nonsexist childrearing practices. For example, the feminist magazine, Ms., which pro-family
activists claimed was a ―bastion of mother-hating, antifamily propaganda,‖ featured a
plethora of articles about motherhood and childrearing that again focused on choice. In
these articles and elsewhere, feminists stressed the pioneering notion that a woman,
solely because of her gender, should not feel that marriage and motherhood are her only
options in life—nor should her self-worth be based on her attainment of the two.22 Letty
Cottin Pogrebin, an editor at Ms., argued that ―[l]ifestyles and sex roles are passed from
parents to children as inexorably as blue eyes or small feet.‖ She and others encouraged
parents to break free from traditional gender roles within the family so that children
would internalize their behavior. Fathers might take a more active role in childcare and
managing the home, while mothers might do yard work. Feminists advocated having
images of women and men in school textbooks show them in a variety of contexts, not
merely portrayed in the male breadwinner and female homemaker roles.23
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Feminists also created their own non-sexist media content for children. For
instance, the Lollipop Power Press, a feminist publishing collective in Chapel Hill, North
Carolina, produced children‘s books designed to show ―non-sexist and non-stereotypical
role models to empower and instruct children in very diverse life situations.‖ Notably,
actress Marlo Thomas and several writers at Ms. developed the very successful
compilation of short stories and songs entitled Free to Be … You and Me (1973). The
selections, which confounded longstanding gender and racial stereotypes, were
performed by famous people who supported the women‘s movement. Stories such as
―William‘s Doll‖ and songs like ―It‘s All Right to Cry,‖ sung by professional football
player Rosey Greer, encouraged boys, even athletes, to embrace their stereotypicallyfemale emotions and nurturing side. Meanwhile, stories such as ―Atalanta‖ reminded
young girls that marrying a ―prince charming‖ was not the only road to true happiness.24
Wakeup and their allies declared these non-sexist childrearing practices to be
psychologically harmful to children. In Graham‘s aforementioned interview with Dr.
Harold Voth, a psychiatrist who had written a book provocatively entitled The Castrated
Family (1977), she asked about the importance of ―a child [being] clear on his sexual
role, on his male role, or her female role.‖ Voth unequivocally replied, ―The clearer one
is on that, the healthier the personality. It is a myth that one can separate gender identity
from the rest of one‘s identity.‖ 25 As they saw it, gender was an immutable, biologically-
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based distinction that non-sexist childrearing practices falsely presented as a sociallyconstructed identity. The feminist vision for the family would psychologically damage
children and essentially ―castrate‖ the family, as Voth‘s book title implied, by removing
clear lines of male authority and female dependence. Wakeup promoted, as their by-laws
stated, ―the right of people to liberty and the pursuit of happiness … [with] traditional sex
role identity in the Judeo-Christian tradition.‖ They eschewed feminist endeavors such as
Free to Be … You and Me in favor of ―[t]extbooks that honor the family, heterosexual
monogamous marriage, women‘s role as wife and mother and man‘s role as provider and
protector.‖ The fact that Wakeup‘s by-laws mentioned textbooks reveals their anxiety
about feminist ideas infiltrating school curricula and, if a comprehensive daycare bill
were passed, federally-funded preschool programs.26
Wakeup and their allies were particularly fearful of feminist-backed ―secular
humanist‖ philosophies invading schools and inculcating their children with a general
disdain for God, home, and country. Graham—reading from an article about education in
The Phyllis Schlafly Report from December of 1976—dedicated an entire broadcast to the
dangers of humanism. She defined the philosophy as a ―godless religion … practiced by
most of the pace-setting educationists today, which declares that there is no God, no
right, nor wrong, no absolutes, and … no individuality.‖ Graham argued that while
humanist ideas first were promoted by progressive educators such as John Dewey in the
early thirties, feminists had led the way in applying them to the current school context—
something she and her allies said had contributed to sex education classes promoting
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loose morals and the banning of textbooks that depicted men and women in traditional
gender roles.27
Lest her Long Island listeners think that their schools were immune from these
dangers, Graham interviewed Anne Conroy, a features writer for the Bethpage Tribune,
to discuss the impact of these trends on local families. In the nearby Island Tree School
District, for example, several controversial library books were banned, including Black
Panther Eldridge Cleaver‘s autobiography, Soul on Ice, which describes incidents of rape
and black rage felt in a white-dominated world. Conroy claimed that feminist legislators,
such as Democratic U.S. Congresswoman Elizabeth Holtzman of Brooklyn, were fighting
the hardest to return these books to Long Island schools.28
Conroy stressed that these humanist educational practices distanced traditional
parents from their children—providing yet another example for them of how feminists
deigned to hurt the family. Sex education programs promoted ideas about sexuality that
parents did not share. But beyond that, traditional academic subjects were changing in
ways that made it harder for parents to help with homework. Graham saw this for herself
when she could not help her son with his ―new math‖ homework assignment one night.
The two then discussed a new social studies program that Phyllis Schlafly and other profamily conservatives had targeted: MACOS (Man: A Case of Study), which analyzed
groups such as the Netsilik Eskimo tribe to examine how different cultures adapt to their
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environments. Graham and Conroy lamented that when extrapolated further, the MACOS
model seemingly implied that all things—including concepts like morality—were
situational.29
For middle-class, patriotic, religious parents who believed in a firm sense of right
and wrong—a group Graham considered herself and her audience to be a part of—
humanist-inspired school curricula threatened to supersede ideas taught at home that
expressed clear gender roles and lines of authority. They decried humanism as an elitist
philosophy, much as they had done with feminism, simply because it seemed to
undermine what they saw as their mainstream, middle-class values. They believed in
rigid educational standards, heavy on the classics and rote memorization, not programs
like MACOS that privileged building certain analytical skill sets over learning facts.
Graham and others had clearly-defined ideas about gender, morality, and sexuality—all
absolutes that stemmed from the Bible and their religious beliefs. Some of them were still
upset about the Supreme Court cases in the early sixties that had banned prayer and Bible
study in public schools. The thought that morality, behavior, or gender norms might be
situational offended their religious, black-and-white viewpoint. They believed, for
example, that America was always right regardless of situation or context—an idea that
the humanist-inspired MACOS model would seemingly question. Graham was therefore
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unsurprised when her guest Anne Conroy told her that John Dewey had studied in the
Soviet Union, leading them to equate humanism with socialism.30
Thus, by the late seventies, Wakeup and their allies in New York were part of a
national pro-family movement that opposed feminists‘ ideas about women and the
family. Through policy recommendations and cultural initiatives, feminists had outlined a
vision for the family that included shared roles and responsibilities for men and women.
They underscored the notion of choice: about issues such as whom to marry, whether or
not to have children, and where to work. Traditional gender roles, their agenda implied,
were socially-constructed, not biologically-determinative. Wakeup and others conversely
rallied around a vision for the family that depended on strictly maintained sex-specific
roles within the heterosexual nuclear family: men were the providers, while women
presided over the home and children. The conservative pro-family movement gained
traction by positioning feminist policy recommendations as direct threats to this
paradigm—insisting, for example, that government-funded daycare to help the increasing
number of working parents was actually a ploy to have the state take over women‘s
traditional homemaking role. To make their argument as strong as possible, they focused
on feminist-backed issues that hit home for many Americans, such as public education;
doing so made it easier to brand feminists as anti-family.

The International Women‘s Year Conference
These opposing views of the family and gender collided dramatically in 1977
during preparations for the National Commission on the Observance of International
30

Anne Conroy, interview with Phyllis Graham, 17 October 197x, EFP, digitized MP3 format, The
Personal Collection of Phyllis Graham.

157

Women‘s Year (IWY). The IWY stemmed from a 1975 United Nation‘s initiative in
which each member nation sent representatives to Mexico City to design a ―World Plan
of Action for Women.‖ President Ford appointed Jill Ruckelshaus, who had been
President Nixon‘s special assistant on women‘s rights, to chair the American delegation,
which drew heavily from groups like NOW. As a result, the World Plan contained several
feminist-backed recommendations such as equal pay and more adequate childcare
policies. Each country‘s delegation was then supposed to return home to devise a national
plan for implementing the recommendations, with the U.S. holding a three-day meeting
(dubbed the IWY) in Houston, Texas in November of 1977. The stakes were high: the
IWY was federally-funded and its recommendations would be sent to President Carter,
who was in the White House by the time the meeting took place. The gathering would be
preceded by a series of meetings in every state, where delegates to Houston would be
chosen and a national agenda approved. New York‘s state meeting was slated for July 810, 1977, in Albany, with Democratic Congresswoman Bella Abzug of Manhattan
presiding over the plans until President Carter replaced President Ford and tapped her, as
a fellow Democrat, to run the national meeting in Houston.31
From the start, feminists were determined to control the agenda sent to President
Carter. They hoped that the IWY would give the feminist movement a much-needed
boost at a time when the federal ERA was stalled and a state like New York, where much
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of their leadership was based, could not even pass a state-level version. To ensure their
success, the IWY coordinators drafted a comprehensive ―National Plan of Action‖ that
was adapted from the feminist-backed World Plan. In addition to supporting core
feminist goals such as legal abortion and the ERA, the National Plan urged employers—
in the public sector as well as those receiving federal dollars—to hire qualified women
alongside qualified men. The government would help by giving parents of both sexes
easier access to high-quality childcare. For those women who chose to stay home with
their children, their choice and contributions to family life would be affirmed with
rewards like Social Security benefits. In these recommendations and others, the National
Plan disavowed the traditional family model and its gendered roles: where men were the
providers and women were the legal dependents who stayed at home with children.32
But pro-family women, who felt marginalized in the IWY preparations, also
wished to shape the agenda. Radio host Phyllis Graham informed her listeners that ―in
every state, women‘s libbers placed in control of these meetings by Presidents Ford and
Carter have appointed other women‘s libbers to be in charge,‖ with the result that
―anyone who doesn‘t agree with women‘s lib and the ERA has been categorically left out
of these meetings.‖ This sense of being on the outside spurred conservatives into action
in the months leading up to the IWY in Houston. As each state elected delegates and
approved resolutions, the battle in New York took a familiar shape by pitting supporters
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of abortion rights and the state ERA against self-declared pro-family groups in a contest
to define the family and ―proper‖ gender roles.33
As pro-family groups such as Wakeup prepared for New York‘s IWY state
meeting in July of 1977, they could draw on the resources of a fast-growing national
movement. Wakeup‘s relationship with Phyllis Schlafly, which first blossomed during
the state ERA battle, remained strong afterwards. When, for example, Schlafly
announced in August of 1975 that she would be creating a new women‘s group,
eventually called Eagle Forum, to fight ―anti-family, anti-religious, anti-morality, antichildren, anti-life‖ forces in America, the agenda she laid out was, almost word-for-word,
the same one Wakeup started promoting in their literature. Groups like Wakeup also
looked to Anita Bryant, a gospel singer who gained notoriety after leading several
campaigns to repeal local gay rights ordinances, beginning with her victory at home in
Florida‘s Miami-Dade County in 1977. Bryant said she was moved to act out of a fear
that children—the next generation of American leaders—would accept same-sex unions,
especially if gay and lesbian couples were allowed to adopt their own children. Bryant,
like Schlafly, often conflated ―homosexuals‖ and feminists, as both allegedly posed a
threat to the family. Wakeup, which had long worried about the ERA legalizing what
they called ―homosexual marriage,‖ followed Bryant‘s campaign and adopted her
rhetoric about the need to shield children from these forces.34
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Feminists painted the IWY as an opportunity for all women in America, not just
self-consciously feminist ones, to help develop an agenda at the state and national levels
to move the country forward. The IWY, as they presented it, was patriotic. Echoing the
manner in which feminists promoted the ERA, Congresswoman Abzug argued that the
IWY was a chance to make the country a better place by more fully including its female
citizens. One of Wakeup‘s newsletters tried to discredit these patriotic assertions by
claiming that communist publications such as Daily World were promoting the IWY.35
Opponents were most upset about the fact that the IWY was funded by taxpayer
dollars. In December of 1975, Congresswoman Abzug had helped secure $5 million in
taxpayer money to pay for the state and national IWY meetings. Wakeup and others like
Phyllis Schlafly noted that the money was awarded only a month after the state ERA was
defeated in New York, a center of the feminist movement. They insisted that theirs was
the majority view, with Graham telling her radio listeners that the IWY was a gross
misappropriation of millions of taxpayer dollars to fund ―[t]he latest gimmick being used
by the militant women‘s lib movement to foist their radical goals upon the rest of us.‖
Following the example in Washington, the New York State Legislature provided $50,000
for the state meeting in Albany that July. ―As if the $5 million wasn‘t enough,‖ Graham
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continued, ―another $50,000 … of your tax money [will be used] to promote radical,
revolutionary, anti-family goals‖ in the state.36
Pro-family activists unsuccessfully insisted that the taxpayer money be returned
or reallocated. They noted that under new Federal Election Commission laws, the
Democratic and Republican national conventions in 1976 would each only be awarded $2
million: feminists running the IWY would be getting $1 million more than both major
parties combined. Schlafly even filed a lawsuit in April of 1976 in Federal Court to
recover the $5 million going to Houston. She charged that the IWY funds violated Article
V of the U.S. Constitution and the Federal Advisory Committee Act of 1972 by giving
taxpayer money to an event that would only represent one side‘s viewpoint. Nothing
came of the lawsuit, however, because the IWY planners promised to represent all points
of view among American women; in fact, they stressed inclusiveness in all of their
promotional literature. The official invitation to New York‘s state meeting, for example,
was first read at a press conference in Manhattan by a diverse sampling of women who in
turn invited ―women of all ages, incomes, viewpoints, social, racial, and ethnic
backgrounds from cities, towns and rural areas‖ to Albany.37
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Despite these publicized attempts to include all women, feminists seemingly tried
to keep their ideological opponents away from the state meeting. Phyllis Schlafly
encouraged her readers to ―force the IWY to fulfill its promise by demanding equal
representation on all conference planning committees, speaker lists, staff, delegates, and
other personnel.‖A national umbrella organization called the Citizens‘ Review
Committee (CRC) was set up to oppose the IWY, with New York‘s state-level CRC
commission dominated by members of anti-abortion groups and Wakeup. Attempting to
follow Schlafly‘s instructions, Phyllis Graham described in one radio broadcast how she
went to the IWY office in Manhattan in May of 1977 to apply for the state meeting that
July. She was told that an application would be sent to her home when it was ready, but it
never arrived. Around that time, other local CRC members visited the IWY office in
Manhattan, which shared office space with NOW, to inquire about needs-based financial
scholarships to travel to Albany. According to Mary Tracy—an anti-abortion activist
from Glen Cove, Long Island—Annette Stoller, the director of New York‘s state
meeting, reportedly brushed them aside and yelled that CRC members should raise
money for their own conference.38
As preparations for Albany were underway that spring, New York‘s IWY
coordinators were particularly vigilant about silencing the CRC after what had happened
in some of the states that held meetings earlier in the year. In Hawaii and Nevada, for
38
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instance, the Mormon Church had helped the local CRC branches turn out supporters to
vote down the feminist-backed National Plan and send conservative delegates to
Houston. Ellie Smeal, then president of NOW, remembers that after roughly fourteen
state meetings, the IWY coordinators held an emergency meeting to discuss ways to stop
the CRC. Smeal and other IWY organizers, for example, made ―Pro-Plan Houston 1977‖
buttons to help identify their supporters. In the end, the CRC only captured about 19% of
the delegate spots to the Houston Convention, or roughly 400 people out of 2,000 total
delegates—almost all of whom were elected from states that, unlike New York, held their
meetings before the IWY coordinators organized to stop them.39
Thus, from the beginning in New York, the CRC struggled to influence the state
meeting. In early 1977, the national IWY organizers sent coordinators in each state a
carbon copy of the National Plan in a memorandum entitled, ―Recommendations Urged
for Consideration by State IWY Meetings.‖ New York‘s coordinators welcomed the
suggestions and immediately began designing panels for the Albany meeting that would
generate approval for the recommendations. The CRC objected, with three of its
members who were also involved in the Catholic Church‘s anti-abortion lobby—Audrey
Kelly of the Diocese of New York, Evelyn Aquila of the Brooklyn Diocese, and Miriam
Barth of Buffalo—writing a letter to State Director Annette Stoller in June. The CRC
women worried that if the National Plan were passed, the government, not women and
families, would assume a major role in childcare. They also opposed the plan‘s support
for legal abortion, even for rape victims. They suggested that the state amend its
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reproduction resolution to affirm that all ―Americans … are entitled to procreate as a
basic human right, in accordance with their responsibilities toward God, toward self and
toward others.‖ Their suggestions rejected the push by the women‘s movement to expand
the role of government into areas that touched on women and the family—expansions
that threatened what they viewed as a woman‘s Divinely-inspired duty to procreate and
care for her children full time.40
Against the background of this fundamental difference in worldviews, the New
York State IWY meeting on July 8-10 involved both sides eying each other suspiciously
in an over-crowded and emotionally-charged atmosphere. Anti-abortion groups, Wakeup,
and other CRC affiliates arranged buses to Albany for their supporters, which prompted
feminist organizations to do the same. The conference organizers expected about 3,000
women to show up, but almost three times as many came to Albany, with some estimates
putting the number closer to 11,000 attendees. The unexpected influx led to space
constraints in the government buildings set aside for the meeting, frequent
communication breakdowns, and a shortage of materials, including only thirty voting
machines. Thousands of women roamed the halls; food was in very short supply. The
first two days of the meeting were dominated by 105 workshops, where proposals from
the National Plan would be discussed and additional policies recommended for a vote.
The voting was scheduled for the plenary session on the final day, when attendees would
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decide on a state agenda—which the IWY organizers hoped would mirror the National
Plan—and elect delegates to represent New York in Houston.41
The CRC women assumed that their resolutions would be voted on alongside the
National Plan at the state meeting that July, but their hopes soon were dashed. They were
confident that if so-called everyday women—ones like them who had helped defeat the
state ERA—went to Albany, their resolutions and delegates would be approved over
feminist ones. But when, for example, the CRC women from the Catholic lobby who had
written to the state director arrived in Albany and attended the Reproductive HealthMedical Services Workshop, where their pre-filed anti-abortion resolution should have
been addressed, it was not on the agenda and therefore could not be discussed. Mary
Kelly, one of the women, approached the workshop chair about the oversight and was
told that their resolution must have gotten lost in the mail. Kelly was reassured that the
resolution would appear at the plenary session the next day, where it would be voted on
by everyone at the state meeting. When it never appeared there either, CRC members
confronted Democratic State Senator Karen Burstein, the rules chair in New York, who
promised to contact the IWY office in Washington, DC. The national office would
consider the situation and determine whether or not to put the resolution on the agenda at
the national meeting in Houston. In describing the situation to her superiors, Burstein
noted that support for abortion rights far outweighed the CRC‘s anti-abortion views at the
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state meeting. Given that caveat, the New York CRC‘s anti-abortion resolution, not
surprisingly, never appeared for a vote in Houston.42
The delegate selection process was similarly fraught since the organizers tried to
determine much of it beforehand. The organizers decided that only 340 names could be
entered into nomination on a first-come-first-served basis. CRC members and others who
wished to run for one of the eighty-eight delegate or five alternate spots waited in line for
up to four hours to enter their names. Meanwhile, the organizers nominated a slate of
women whose names they had chosen in advance. Their list—containing the names of
prominent New York feminists such as Betty Friedan, politicians, and others actively
involved in the movement—faced competition on the left as well. While in Albany,
another feminist slate, known as the ―coalition slate,‖ emerged. It contained the names of
forty-six women on the organizers‘ slate, along with what some saw as much-needed
diversity from groups such as the black, Hispanic, Asian, and radical feminist caucuses.
The emergence of this ―coalition slate‖ was somewhat unsurprising. White, middle- and
upper-class liberal feminists like Friedan long had been derided by elements of the
movement for not paying sufficient attention to issues of race and class. In this
circumstance, however, its emergence probably was related to the fact that much of the
state meeting‘s flow and structure appeared to be very scripted to conference goers.43
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But while the coalition slate was upset with the delegate selection process, they
overwhelmingly supported the IWY agenda; the same cannot be said of the CRC, which
clashed with the conference organizers on nearly every issue promoted at the state
meeting. Jeanne Head, a member of the Manhattan Right to Life Committee, complained
to the New York Daily News that ―tax dollars … are being used in New York not to
represent all women, but women who have one point of view, and if you disagree, you‘re
not wanted.‖ As a result of these tensions, each camp crafted strategies to dominate the
state agenda and delegate spots for Houston. Like feminist groups, the CRC handed out
instructions to supporters that warned them, for instance, to travel in small groups to
avoid alarming opponents. Both sides maintained hospitality suites and used the nearby
offices of sympathetic lawmakers to plot strategy. This devolved into each side engaging
in nefarious activities such as monitoring the workshops, advertising resolutions on teeshirts and posters, inventing hand-signals, moving signs for opponents‘ meetings,
stacking workshops with supporters, and even stalling at the microphone to prevent
opponents from speaking.44
A steady stream of complaints was compiled by both sides. A call log maintained
by the national IWY office in Washington, DC reveals the nature of these disputes. A
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conference organizer, for example, called seeking permission to ban opponents from a
workshop on homemakers because they were communicating loudly on walkie-talkies.
Lillian Koegler, a Wakeup member, reportedly was unable to nominate someone as a
state delegate. Hundreds of claims like these were filed. The CRC submitted over 300
infractions during the three-day state meeting and instructed members to contact
lawmakers in the hope of discrediting, maybe even cancelling, the upcoming national
meeting in Houston that November. Most complaints described perceived breeches of
parliamentary procedure and denials of adequate space to distribute CRC literature. But
one woman, Phyllis Hyrosa, a CRC chair from Central New York, complained about
physical violence; her colleagues supposedly had been tripped by feminists at one
session. The cramped quarters and long days seemingly only escalated the tensions born
from vastly different outlooks and years of struggle in New York State.45
In the end, a feminist agenda and delegate slate was approved overwhelmingly at
the New York State IWY meeting. On the night before the vote, Jeanne Edgar, an editor
at Ms., recalled staying up nearly all night with IWY volunteers and staff—including
leaders such as Bella Abzug, Gloria Steinem, and Lieutenant Governor Mary Anne
Krupsak—to make hundreds of copies of the feminist-backed agenda and list of
delegates. As Edgar put it, ―our teamwork paid off … and the group that went to Houston
from New York State was solidly feminist.‖46
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Being in charge of the proceedings and having an estimated three or four to one
advantage in numbers had its benefits. Although voter registration was supposed to close
on July 9, the CRC alleged that it was re-opened on July 10 to register busloads of
feminists who were brought in to vote that day. The CRC nominated thirty of their
supporters for delegate seats, but none of them won. Roughly 8,000 women waited in the
hot sun for more than five hours for the chance to vote for delegates on a total of only
thirty voting machines. Reports circulated that falsified staff badges had been given out to
allow feminists to move to the head of the line. Ultimately, 3,600 votes were cast and
certified by the American Arbitration Association. The eighty-eight delegates and five
alternates chosen were all part of the feminist ―coalition slate,‖ which beat the organizers‘
slate of luminaries such as Betty Friedan. While women waited to vote for delegates, the
organizers decide to take a voice vote on their agenda, which was adapted from the
National Plan and workshop sessions; the planks would be considered together as a
package. The CRC protested, hoping to consider each resolution individually, but their
request was refused. After scanning the crowd for reportedly only a few seconds, the
organizers declared that their agenda had passed.47
Feminists were ecstatic about the results in New York. Sally Boggan, a feminist
involved at the grassroots level on Long Island, wrote to the New York Daily News to
argue that the delegate slate represented the state‘s female population accurately, despite
47
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what opponents said. ―The majority of women in New York,‖ she claimed, ―want equal
treatment, equal rights, control of their own bodies and are more concerned with putting
food on their tables than in persecuting gays. The state ERA was defeated in 1975
because the silent majority [feminists] had no idea it was in trouble and didn‘t come out
to vote.‖ Overlooking their organizational advantages, feminists like Boggan were sure
that their agenda was widely supported across the state and the nation, and that their
movement was about to get a much-needed boost from the IWY.48
The CRC, on the other hand, considered the state agenda to be an assault on the
traditional family. Along with their predictable opposition to the ERA, legal abortion, and
federally-subsidized childcare, they attacked the gay and lesbian rights plank approved at
the meeting in Albany. Phyllis Graham devoted nearly a minute of her fifteen-minute
weekly radio broadcast to denouncing the mere presence of lesbians and groups such as
the National Gay Task Force at the state IWY meeting—just their physical presence
alone, to say nothing of the gay and lesbian rights plank. ―Lesbians were everywhere in
sight, and many of them were IWY staff members and in control of activity,‖ she
remarked. In the CRC‘s view, the traditional family was the bedrock of society, and
heterosexual marital relations were at the center of the family: same-sex relationships
threatened not just the family, but American society more broadly.49
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The CRC‘s fervent belief in heteronormative gender roles within the family
fueled their opposition to the rest of the state agenda as well. Several of the planks in the
National Plan advised the president to appoint women to managerial and upper-level
posts in government jobs and federally-funded cultural and media institutions. Feminists
hailed these proposals, which were based on the premise that women were the equals of
men and deserved employment opportunities commensurate with that equality. Graham
considered the subtext of such planks to be, as she stated on the radio, ―Women should be
given preferential treatment in federal jobs and grants, even if the women are not better
qualified and are not supporting spouses and children, and the men are.‖ In her view,
married men with dependents should be given special employment consideration. Those
like Graham lived in a deeply gendered world where helping women in the workplace
threatened to upend the prescribed gender roles within the male/provider,
female/homemaker paradigm; such measures therefore had to be opposed.50
The New York State meeting was a prelude to the national IWY meeting that took
place from November 18-21, 1977 in Houston. Two thousand delegates—400 of whom
were anti-feminists mostly elected in the earlier state meetings—came to Houston, as did
countless supportive celebrities and three first ladies, Lady Bird Johnson, Betty Ford, and
Rosalynn Carter. Those in attendance considered the IWY to be a historic achievement,
which resulted in a twenty-six-point National Plan of Action that included all of the core
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elements approved of in New York, most of which had been outlined by the organizers
even before the state meetings began.51
While feminists celebrated the IWY, opponents continued to protest it by holding
counter-rallies in Houston and across the country. Phyllis Schlafly held a ―pro-family
rally‖ down the street in Houston at the Astro Arena, which attracted an estimated 20,000
people—ten times more people than at the IWY. Members of the CRC in New York held
their own protest for about 300 people at the Ramada Inn in Albany. These counterrallies generated a lot of press coverage, giving pro-family activists a platform to
continue their public assault against the IWY and feminism. One anti-abortion newsletter
labeled the IWY a federally-funded ―disastrous charade,‖ in which feminists tried to pass
off a ―pre-packed National Plan of Action‖ for an agenda that reflected the actual will of
American women.52
For months and even years later, the IWY offered the conservative pro-family
movement fodder to disparage feminism as an affront to God, home, and family.
Schlafly, for instance, periodically published photographs of the IWY in her newsletters,
including one collage of sensational signs that she featured four months later. Among the
signs were those saying: ―Lesbians For Wages for Housework,‖ and ―I [love] NY. NY
Supports ERA; NY Supports Reproductive Freedom; NY supports sexual preference.‖
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The fact that government funding had been used for a presidential-level directive that
endorsed initiatives such as abortion rights, the ERA, gay and lesbian rights, and
federally-subsidized childcare was easily caricatured by opponents. Even seemingly
innocuous demands, such as equal consideration for women in government hiring, were
presented as attempts to undermine the traditional male breadwinner. IWY coordinators
stressed that the National Plan would benefit women and families by, for example,
allowing the growing number of two-income families to afford high-quality childcare
more easily with government assistance. Despite these reassurances, feminists clearly
were on the defensive. The National Plan was forwarded to President Carter, who created
a task force to address it, but it was implemented slowly—and all but abandoned once his
1980 re-election campaign approached. The so-called traditional family and its prescribed
gender roles were deeply engrained in American life, and anything that was presented as
an attack on God, home, and country was vulnerable to ridicule and defeat.53

Toward 1980: ―Pro-Family‖ Politics and the Republican Party
Pro-family activists gained visibility by opposing the IWY, but no movement can
fully shape policy unless it has a political home—as their movement would eventually
find in the Republican Party. Radio host Phyllis Graham, for instance, was largely
apolitical before New York‘s abortion reform law and state ERA battles. That is not to
say that she was unfamiliar with electoral politics and Republican ideology specifically;
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her husband, a successful attorney, was a registered Republican. But in organizing
against feminism in the seventies, Graham and others began to connect their concerns
about preserving the ―traditional family‖ to core elements of Republican ideology, such
as lower taxation, limited government, and individual rights.54
Above all, the government-financed IWY prompted pro-family conservatives to
advocate lower taxes as a means to stop feminists from pursuing their goals. Graham‘s
anti-abortion allies first made this link in the early seventies when concern surfaced over
state-funded abortions for lower income women in New York, but the taxpayer-funded
IWY heightened concern about tax dollars being channeled into feminist goals. Ann
Freihofner, a Westchester housewife and Wakeup member, for example, wrote to State
Senator Bernard Gordon to complain about several recommendations approved at the
state IWY meeting. She was particularly upset by the affirmative action planks that, if
implemented, would enable women to attain government jobs more easily. She worried,
as Graham had in past, about a male breadwinner being forced to cede his job to a
woman, regardless of whether or not she was as qualified as he. But in addition to
disparaging specific goals like this one, she also worried about their cost. Feminists, she
wrote ―seem to want everything for nothing—our tax bills would be astronomical if their
demands are met.‖ Feminist-backed initiatives such the IWY and calls for governmentsubsidized childcare required federal dollars. Wakeup and their allies therefore advocated
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lower taxes as a means to grind the feminist agenda to a halt by starving its revenue
base.55
Graham warned parents that feminist-backed humanist educators were using the
$85 million in taxpayer money set aside for public education to design curricula that
would supersede the values parents taught at home: ―belief in God, beliefs in moral
standards of right and wrong, patriotism, individualism, competition, achievement.‖ To
do so, she said, humanists rely on ―open-ended discussions‖ that allow children to ―bring
uninformed opinions into discussion, keep exchanging them, and finally come up with an
uninformed answer based on nothing absolute.‖ Humanist educators, she claimed,
preferred to talk about ―homosexual liberation, death, witchcraft, women‘s lib, racial
equality, poverty, free speech, war, ecology, death, [and] abortion.‖ As Graham
concluded, ―Our teenagers can‘t discuss philosophy or the classics, or the history of our
country, but they know everything there is to know about sex, drugs, the problems of
America, pollution, abortion, ecology, population control, and the paperback books that
have made four-letter words common in the classroom.‖56
Fears about humanist public education led Graham and others to lace their small
government rhetoric with a fierce defense of parents‘ rights. In one radio segment,
Graham warned, ―For many years now, the humanist/socialist/feminist philosophy has
55
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been permeating children‘s textbooks and the humanist educators and psychologists are
now seeking to control the minds of … children to instill humanist values BEFORE
parents have had a chance to [inculcate them with] belief in God, family and country.‖57
Echoing calls in Wakeup‘s literature, she endorsed ―the supremacy of parental rights in
the care and education of children.‖ Graham was livid that her taxpayer dollars were
contributing to a public education system that promoted values allegedly designed to
undercut what parents taught at home. As she saw it, this was yet another example of
radical feminist-backed ideas influencing government in ways designed to drown out the
rights of parents and traditional-minded people—language that mirrored Republican calls
for individual rights free from government interference.58
These trends supposedly worsened when the United Nations, in a move endorsed
by President Carter, declared 1979 to be the International Year of the Child (IYC). The
IYC was designed to highlight the plight of the world‘s impoverished, neglected, and
abused children through a series of public awareness events. But pro-family activists
were reminded of the International Women‘s Year (IWY). Conflating the two United
Nations initiatives, one anti-abortion newsletter, Life Advocate, warned that ―the IWY
and IYC are branches of the same tree, peas from the same pod, … with the same
philosophy, same world leaders, same goals, same methods.‖ For emphasis, Graham and
others often referred to the IYC as ―kiddies‘ lib‖ or ―children‘s lib.‖ Life Advocate
warned that just as the IWY had tried to destroy the traditional family by radicalizing
57
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women, the IYC was doing the same by ―removing from parents the rights to raise their
children in the faith of their choice, to instill in their children a value system they cherish,
and to protect their families from the imposition of government ‗behavioral changing‘
programs‖ in schools. To ensure that this did not happen, Wakeup and others urged their
supporters to write to government leaders and the media to oppose the IYC.59
Graham dedicated her last radio broadcast in 1979—one of her most popular
ever—to the IYC, offering a spirited defense that linked her pro-family agenda to
individual liberty. ―This attack on the family by the women‘s liberation movement and
the children‘s liberation movement,‖ she asserted, ―is understood only when we realize
that the family, as an institution, is the sanctuary for strong individuality, a firm moral
code, and economic self-sufficiency.‖ Since it was impossible to ―enslave people who are
individualistic, moral and self-sufficient,‖ the only alternative was to weaken the family
structure to achieve radical goals, such as feminism, children‘s liberation, and even
socialism. Graham believed that the IYC was not ―about the protection of poor,
neglected, or abused children,‖ as its supporters claimed. It was about ―the government
takeover of our children and the further destruction of the American family.‖60
In her view, defending the traditional family would preserve individual liberties
and curb unnecessary government intrusion into people‘s lives. Graham saw the family as
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the ultimate bulwark of individual rights, especially for parents who wished to impart
traditional values to their children. If someone with radical or socialist goals wished to
curb individual rights, the best way to do so was to break apart the family structure by
expanding government—encouraging, for example, tax dollars to support the feminist
agenda, women to work outside of the home, daycare to be shifted from mothers to
federally-subsidized daycare centers, and parents‘ rights to be squashed in order to
radicalize children. The traditional family—indeed, America‘s democracy and capitalist
economy—could only be preserved in three ways: limited government, lower taxes, and a
strong defense of individual rights. Given these views, the pro-family movement
gravitated towards the Republican Party, even if many in the party, such as fiscal
conservatives who worried about lowering the national deficit, did not adhere to those
three goals for the same end purpose that Wakeup and their allies had in mind: stopping
the feminist agenda to save the ―traditional family.‖
The increasing convergence of politics and concerns about the family led to the
White House Conference on Families (WHCF) in 1980. During the 1976 presidential
campaign, Democratic candidate Jimmy Carter led the way in discussing various
problems facing American families, including rising rates of divorce, out-of-wedlock
births, juvenile crime, drug abuse, and unemployment. He promised to hold a conference
on the topic if he were elected president, an idea he got from the hearings on the family
that U.S. Senator Walter Mondale of Minnesota, who became his vice-president, had held
before a Senate sub-committee in 1973. Carter appointed Joseph Califano, Jr., an aide
who had policy experience in President Johnson‘s administration, as his campaign
advisor on the family. During the campaign, Califano produced a thorough analysis of
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how the government could better help families through various programs. Carter was
impressed by the report and appointed Califano as his Secretary of the U.S. Department
of Health, Education, and Welfare (HEW) after the election. Part of Secretary Califano‘s
new job was to manage the WHCF, which he immediately began working on.61
The conference was designed to bring together scholars, policy experts, religious
leaders, community organizers, and average Americans through a series of state and
regional meetings that would produce a set of recommendations for the president. Like
the International Women‘s Year, each state would hold a series of meetings to vote on an
agenda and elect delegates. But rather than meeting at one national conference as the
IWY had done in Houston, the WHCF would consist of three regional conferences held
in 1980 in Baltimore, Minneapolis, and Los Angeles. In New York, more than 6,000
people attended five state meetings, approving an agenda and electing fifty-six delegates
who, along with another sixty-seven people appointed by the governor, attended the
Eastern Regional Conference in Baltimore. As the official report from the WHCF
triumphantly declared, a total of 500 state forums were held; in all, 125,000 people voted
to elect 2,000 delegates to the three regional meetings, where they ―worked together to
hammer out an agenda for families‖ that was sent to the White House.62
As The New York Times reported, however, the concept of the family was so
politicized by 1980 that the WHCF, ―once seemingly the simplest of President Carter‘s
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campaign promises to keep,‖ was soon ―mired in controversy, rumor, and suspicion.‖ The
WHCF originally was scheduled for 1979, but it was pushed back due to a controversy
that erupted when Secretary Califano named Patsy Fleming of HEW to chair the
conference. The choice of Fleming, an African American divorcee with three teenage
sons, was criticized heavily by influential Catholic editorial writers such as Father
Andrew Greely. Califano, a Catholic himself, seemingly buckled under pressure and
named a co-chair to serve with Fleming, although he denied that doing so was related to
pressure from the right. Fleming resigned in protest. She eventually was replaced with
former Democratic Congressman Jim Guy Tucker of Arkansas, who, although he was
married to a divorced woman with children from her previous marriage, lived a lifestyle
that was more acceptable to defenders of the traditional nuclear family. The Fleming
controversy was emblematic of the central issue that plagued the WHCF from start to
finish: vastly different visions of what constituted a family, which led to divergent policy
prescriptions.63
Pro-family activists envisioned the family in its heteronormative traditional
nuclear form and made policy recommendations accordingly. Cay Dorney, a member of
Wakeup who attended one of New York‘s state meetings for the WHCF, later shared her
thoughts with Newsday, a popular newspaper on Long Island. Dorney felt that legal
―abortion, alternate lifestyles, ERA, federal day-care centers, flexible work time and sex
education in schools‖ were ―moral issues which undermine the definition of the nuclear
63
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family as ‗a family where the husband supports his home and children, and the wife …
takes care of the home.‘‖ Phyllis Schlafly echoed Dorney‘s comments in the same article,
calling the whole idea behind the WHCF ―stupid,‖ and noting that it ―was a travesty to
call it a family conference‖ when those in attendance were ―in favor of calling
homosexuals a family.‖ To Schlafly and Wakeup members in New York, a family was
defined by heterosexual marriage, blood relationships, and the legality of adoption—with
all members performing clear roles dictated by their gender.64
More liberal and feminist groups scoffed at this narrow definition of the family
and pointed to recent demographic trends. By 1980, 44% of women nationwide had fullor part-time jobs, many out of economic necessity. On Long Island, where Dorney had
made her statement, that number was 42.5% in 1980, up from 34.8% in 1970. In addition,
over one-third of women on Long Island were not members of the kind of two-parent
family Dorney described. Precisely for these reasons, Dorney‘s liberal counterparts
recommended policies pro-family activists eschewed, including federally-subsidized
daycare centers and flexible work time. How one envisioned the government‘s proper
role with respect to these issues was again informed by a person‘s vision of the family
and the possibilities for men and women within it.65
The political battles of the past decade practically assured that the WHCF would
run into these roadblocks, as the delegate selection process in New York illustrated. At
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each of the five state meetings, feminist groups competed against Wakeup and antiabortion groups for delegate positions. Over 1,200 people attended the New York Cityarea meeting at Fordham University, where tensions ran high as each side competed for
twenty-four state delegate spots. One unruly attendee, Paul Morrissey of Queens, who
was president of a group called Morality Action Committee, was charged with thirddegree assault after he hit Meta Mulcahy, a board member of Catholic Alternatives,
because she went against church teachings and supported abortion rights. Most of the
twenty-four delegate seats assigned at the Fordham meeting ultimately went to, as The
New York Times pointed out, ―[f]eminists and … ethnic minorities,‖ including members
of groups such as NOW, Catholics for Free Choice, Lesbians for Free Choice, Planned
Parenthood, and Sisterhood of Black Single Mothers. Only one known member of
Wakeup was elected as a delegate, Evelyn Aquila of Brooklyn, who, as noted, had tried
unsuccessfully to pass an anti-abortion plank in Albany at the New York State IWY
meeting in 1977.66
The delegate slate at the Fordham meeting was typical of those elected elsewhere
in the state, despite the best efforts of Wakeup and others. Upon reading in The New York
Times about the groups represented in the New York City slate—including Catholics for
Free Choice and Lesbians for Free Choice—the Catholic Archdiocese of New York
begged people reading its popular anti-abortion newsletter to attend the other state
meetings and run for delegate spots. John Marchi, a Republican from Staten Island who
chaired the State Senate Finance Committee, was a friend of Wakeup; he threatened to
66
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reject the $200,000 appropriation for the state meetings if Democratic Governor Hugh
Carey, who supported the ERA and abortion rights, did not appoint ―pro-family and prolife individuals‖ among the sixty-seven delegate spots that he would assign. Ilene
Margolin, who ran the state‘s WHCF meetings, pushed back, noting that ―the conference
[was] not about abortion,‖ and with rising unemployment and poverty confronting
families in New York, those like Marchi should reevaluate their priorities. Margolin was
confident that New York‘s final roster of 123 delegates represented the state‘s diversity
well. But thanks to insider ties to the governor and better organizing, New York‘s WHCF
slate, much like at the IWY, was decidedly feminist in their outlook on the family—as
was the case in most states.67
The delegate selection process on the state level marginalized the pro-family
movement at the three regional WHCF meetings that were held in place of one national
gathering. Some pro-family activists attended the meetings and staged dramatic walkouts to publicize their cause. Others like New York‘s Evelyn Aquila filed ―minority
reports‖ to refute, for example, the conference‘s support for abortion rights and
comprehensive sex education in public schools. Near the regional meeting in Los
Angeles, a group of 7,000 opponents staged a counter-conference led by Tim LaHaye,
president of Californians for Biblical Morality. Phyllis Schlafly spoke to the crowd that
LaHaye assembled in an effort reminiscent of her own counter-conference during the
IWY in Houston. Many more pro-family activists simply stayed home, such as John
67
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Middleton, who chaired the New York State Right to Life Committee in the midseventies, and whose wife, Claire Middleton, was an anti-ERA leader in Wakeup.
Middleton had learned from his political involvement that those in command of the
delegate seats always controlled the agenda at any big meeting—and that the agenda was
almost always predetermined in advance, as was the case with the IWY. Middleton
likewise felt that the agenda that emerged from the WHCF was ―devastating for the
family.‖68
The final agenda put forth by Democratic President Jimmy Carter‘s WHCF
affirmed the vision of women and the family that feminists had promoted over the past
decade. To be sure, some resolutions were fairly innocuous and received support from
both sides, such as tax policies to encourage the home care of elderly and handicapped
people and efforts to prevent the abuse of drugs and alcohol. Other recommendations that
were created without the male/breadwinner, female/homemaker paradigm in mind were
far more contentious, such as Social Security benefits for housewives, which pro-family
activists argued would result in additional taxes for one-income families. Whenever
possible, the WHCF tried to minimize such controversy. The organizers at the Baltimore
regional meeting decided, for instance, not to create an official definition of the family,
since efforts to do so at the state level in places like New York had produced friction
when ambiguously-worded resolutions implied that a family could be defined outside of
heterosexual marriage, blood lines, and adoption. The final WHCF agenda also
underscored parental preference in recommending a variety of choices in federally68
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funded daycare options. But despite this careful wording, pro-family activists were not
placated; they believed that the government should stay out of childcare altogether.69
Such friction was inevitable because two separate streams of politics—both of
them female-led and focused on women and the family—had developed in the decade
leading up to the WHCF. The feminist political strand recognized the demographic
diversity of American families, envisioned women‘s citizenship as independent of their
capacity to serve as wives and mothers, and looked to the government to ensure that men
and women were afforded equality both inside of and outside of the home. The profamily movement refuted this notion that gender roles were socially-constructed and
advocated policies that only acknowledged the family in its heterosexual nuclear form.
In opposing feminism, women such as Phyllis Graham came to believe that the
state was interfering with the so-called traditional family, which prompted their calls for
limited government, lower taxes, and individual rights, especially for parents. These
beliefs would help lead the pro-family movement to Ronald Reagan‘s more conservative
Republican Party that was solidified in New York and elsewhere with the 1980
election—a GOP that was very different than Nelson Rockefeller‘s earlier version of the
party that had partnered with liberal Democrats and feminists to support issues such as
legal abortion and the ERA. Understanding this realignment requires examining, as the
next two chapters do, the political machinations involved in producing the situation that
existed in 1980. By that year, the Democratic Party supported feminist goals, and the
69
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Republican Party, which included pro-family activists as an important constituency
within its fold, vehemently opposed them, especially legal abortion.
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CHAPTER 5
ELLEN MCCORMACK FOR PRESIDENT:
ABORTION AND DEMOCRATIC PARTY POLITICS IN 1976

While Wakeup spent the latter half of the seventies organizing against federallyfunded, feminist-backed initiatives such as the IWY and the WHCF, another subset of
New York‘s growing ―pro-family‖ movement waded more directly into party politics.
The New York State Right to Life Party (RTLP), formed by Catholic housewives from
Long Island, had always been more involved in electoral politics than their allies in the
Right to Life Committee and Wakeup. The RTLP‘s foray into politics began in the U.S.
congressional race in 1970, when its candidate inspired the winner of that election to vote
for anti-abortion measures by earning 2.5% of the popular vote—a margin that, though
slim, could be decisive in that district on Long Island where contests were always very
close. The women were encouraged by this result and continued to run anti-abortion
candidates in local races through the years.1
Even as they did so, the RTLP initially felt paralyzed when this state issue
became a national one after the U.S. Supreme Court legalized abortion in 1973. The
women supported the subsequent efforts of opponents in Congress who focused on two
strategies to weaken or overturn the court decisions. Some introduced bills to end the
federal financing of abortions, while others proposed a series of ―human life
amendments‖ to give constitutional rights to unborn fetuses from the moment of
conception. But nothing seemed to be working at first. If anything, the situation seemed
to be getting worse, with perceived threats such as the ERA appearing by mid-decade.
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Thinking about these issues, Ellen McCormack, one of the RTLP‘s founders, lamented,
―Everything I believe in is challenged these days.‖ The women soon decided that they
could no longer sit on the sidelines as this national epidemic unfolded: it was time to
enter the political process in a more substantial way.2
This chapter describes how the RTLP women attempted to pass a human life
amendment (HLA) by running a candidate for president of the United States. In 1976,
they ran Ellen McCormack for the Democratic presidential nomination on an antiabortion platform. The women relied on the grassroots organizing strategies they had
honed in New York to fundraise and obtain ballot access across the country. These
daunting tasks were facilitated by the help of sympathetic organizations such as the
Catholic Church, which, for example, had a vast national network of newspapers to
promote the campaign. Working literally from kitchen tables on Long Island, the women
placed McCormack‘s name on the Democratic primary ballot in twenty-one states and
garnered 267,590 popular votes. Remarkably, she was also the first female candidate to
qualify for federal matching funds and Secret Service protection.3
McCormack and her team of mostly middle-class, white, Catholic housewives
from Long Island were motivated to act by an abiding concern that legal abortion, even
feminism, undermined family life. As mentioned, McCormack once wrote, ―I am running
for president‖ because ―women who support traditional values must express themselves
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in order to neutralize what the feminists are doing in our name.‖ Her comment reveals
that the RTLP‘s campaign for a HLA was also a proxy for the pro-family movement‘s
larger set of concerns. Recriminalizing legal abortion was their primary goal—a desire
enhanced by religious conviction as members of a Catholic Church that had long been on
the forefront of anti-abortion activism. But McCormack and her allies also saw their
opposition to legal abortion as part of a broader resistance to other feminist objectives,
such as government-subsidized childcare and the ERA. They understood that broader
agenda as an unprecedented threat to the traditional nuclear family, and their roles as
wives and mothers within it.4
McCormack and the RTLP were particularly upset that the Democratic Party of
their roots, the party of the New Deal, seemed to be embracing the modern women‘s
movement and its support for legal abortion. They questioned how the party could move
from social welfare measures to what they saw as murder. As McCormack once argued
by quoting the writer Gilbert Chesterton, ―Instead of distributing hats,‖ Democrats are
now more apt to support ―cutting off heads.‖ Her presidential campaign reached out to
others, especially women, who felt the same way.5
She and her allies hoped to use their presidential campaign to win support from
other disgruntled Democrats across the country—and in doing so, to demonstrate that
opposing legal abortion and other feminist goals was a viable vote-getting strategy for the
party. The 1975 state ERA campaign in New York helped convince the RTLP that this
was possible—with its defeat occurring just a month before the women decided to run for
4
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president, in their home state where much of the feminist movement was anchored. More
to the point, by focusing primary voters on abortion, the RTLP hoped to expose antiabortion sentiment in the party‘s base and prompt expedient Democratic politicians to
support a HLA. McCormack ultimately did not win enough votes in 1976 to produce that
outcome. Instead, beginning in 1976, the first presidential election since Roe v. Wade, the
Democratic Party moved further to embrace the feminist political coalition by including
support for legal abortion in its platform.6
Although she failed in this regard, McCormack‘s campaign reveals that before
pro-family activists became aligned with the GOP‘s conservative wing, at least a portion
of their movement first tried to remake the Democratic Party. McCormack, like profamily activists before her, gave a voice to the allegedly voiceless ―silent majority‖ of
Americans to whom Richard Nixon and later Ronald Reagan appealed in their
presidential campaigns—a group who rejected the perceived liberal excesses of feminism
and other rights-based movements of the prior decade. Far from silent, McCormack aired
her concerns across the nation. As a Democratic presidential candidate, she modeled an
attack on feminism and abortion that—as subsequent chapters show—became widely
associated with conservative Republicans as they usurped power from the more liberal
wing of their party that supported legal abortion and other feminist goals. McCormack‘s
campaign illustrates that similar activism emerged from within the Democratic Party,
too—from Catholics like the RTLP founders who supported the social welfare measures
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of the New Deal and Great Society, but rejected the party‘s embrace of abortion rights for
women and other tenets of the new feminism.7

The Right Strategy
When the Long Island women began exploring a presidential bid in 1975, the
anti-abortion community as a whole had concluded that the best way to fight the Supreme
Court decisions was through congressional action. Beginning with a measure introduced
in late 1973 by conservative Republican U.S. Senator James Buckley of New York—
whose campaign the RTLP had volunteered on in 1970—a series of unsuccessful bills
was introduced to curb Medicaid funding for abortions. A breakthrough materialized in
early 1975 when a bill, sponsored by Republican Representatives Lawrence Hogan of
Maryland and Harold Froehlich of Wisconsin, passed to prohibit the use of federal funds
for abortion-related litigation. Several HLA‘s also were proposed, although few made it
out of committee for a vote. Within the House alone, twenty-eight HLA bills appeared in
1973 and 1974: twenty-one of them (an overwhelming 75%) were introduced by
Catholics, including eighteen Republicans and ten Democrats, even though Catholics
made up less than 25% of all representatives in that chamber. Thus, as McCormack and
her RTLP colleagues began contemplating a presidential run, slightly more political
progress had been made in curbing government funding for abortions.8
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The McCormack presidential campaign therefore focused on convincing
lawmakers to pass a HLA. Their goal was not to win the presidency, but to form a
powerful swing vote that could pressure politicians into voting for the amendment—in
effect mirroring what had happened in their first political race. Jane Gilroy, a RTLP
founder who, as noted, had run for governor in the past, recalled that their goal in 1976
was to ―achieve a similar result [as the 1970 congressional race] in state after state … to
mobilize pro-life voters across the nation on behalf of a constitutional amendment.‖9
The RTLP hoped to use television commercials to spread their message
nationwide. At the time, Dr. John Willke of Ohio, who later became president of the
National Right to Life Committee, also was considering running anti-abortion
commercials across the nation, albeit ones independent of a political campaign. Willke
hoped the ads would stir up enough anti-abortion sentiment in the electorate to pressure
legislators into passing a HLA. The Long Island women shared this goal, but would tie
their ads to a political candidacy. They had raised $76,000 to produce anti-abortion
commercials for Barbara Keating, a RTLP and Conservative Party candidate who won
16% of the popular vote in the 1974 U.S. Senate race in New York—a race in which both
of her Democratic and Republican opponents had supported legal abortion. Without
concrete evidence, the RTLP credited the commercials with stopping hundreds of
abortions in the state. Extrapolating those results, they assumed that a national campaign
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would push legislators to vote for a HLA and potentially stop thousands of abortions
across the country.10
But to broadcast anti-abortion commercials across the entire country, the Long
Island women would have to run for a national political office—in other words, they
would have to field a presidential candidate. They had learned from Keating‘s Senate bid
that anti-abortion commercials could only be aired if they were part of a political
campaign. As that time, the major television networks—ABC, CBS, and NBC, which
collectively reached about 90% of viewers—avoided granting airtime to controversial
issues. If they wanted to discuss abortion, the networks would produce their own
programming, not run commercials created by activists. If, however, the commercials
were for a political candidate, in accordance with the Federal Communications
Commission‘s (FCC) so-called equal time law, a network had to broadcast the spots,
regardless of their content, if at least one other candidate in that race had televised
advertisements.11
With their minds set on the presidency, the RTLP women turned to Eugene
(Gene) McMahon, a local attorney and election law expert, who was involved in the antiabortion movement and had given them free advice in the past. With McMahon‘s help,
they had formed the Pro-life Action Committee (PLAC) during the 1974 Keating Senate
race, and at his suggestion, this became the political action committee through which they
10
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ran their 1976 presidential campaign. PLAC‘s four officers—including Ellen
McCormack—set campaign strategy, while McMahon tackled complex election,
fundraising, and convention delegate laws. They immediately ruled out a run on the
RTLP line because each state had different, and often quite complex, rules for placing
third-party candidates on the ballot.12
Dependent on the FCC‘s equal time law, PLAC decided to run a candidate in the
1976 Democratic presidential primary. At the outset of 1975 when their planning began,
few imagined that the incumbent Republican President Gerald Ford would face a
protracted primary challenge from California Governor Ronald Reagan. Conversely, the
Democratic Party‘s open primary race offered a vast stage for political advertisements—
an incredible opportunity to air anti-abortion advertisements under the equal time
provision. More pressing ideological reasons also made the Democratic primary
attractive. PLAC officer Jane Gilroy felt that by the mid-seventies, the Democratic Party,
as she put it, ―appear[ed] to be wavering towards promoting abortion, which seemed …
far remove[d] from the Democrats we had grown up knowing who supported the ‗little
guy.‘‖13
The PLAC women felt that their way of life was under attack, and prominent
Democrats no longer seemed to care about them or their concerns. This was a marked
contrast to Democratic initiatives in the past that had benefitted middle-class white
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families like theirs, such as federally-backed home mortgages, the Social Security Act,
and Medicare. These feelings were particularly palpable in PLAC‘s home state of New
York, from which some of the party‘s leading feminist advocates hailed. Democratic
Congresswomen Shirley Chisholm and Bella Abzug, both of New York City, for
example, had designed the unsuccessful comprehensive childcare bill in 1971. Abzug
was, however, most reviled by pro-family advocates for her leadership role in the
federally-funded IWY conference.14
Once McCormack became PLAC‘s presidential nominee, one of her biggest
Democratic targets was Senator Birch Bayh of Indiana, whose job it was as chairman of
the Judiciary Committee to hold hearings on the HLA. McCormack often reminded her
supporters that when Bayh was campaigning for re-election in 1974, he ―promised prolife voters in his state that he had an open mind on right to life and would hold fair
hearings.‖ As she told the story, once Bayh was re-elected, he only ―pretend[ed] for
months to hold impartial [HLA] hearings.‖ Even worse, he allegedly went to a prolific
―feminist meeting‖ in Minneapolis and joked with attendees that he had ―sabotage[d] the
right to life efforts.‖ This story—which cannot be verified and may or may not be fully
accurate—nevertheless conveys how deeply betrayed the PLAC organizers felt by the
Democratic Party of their roots.15
PLAC claimed that Democratic politicians acted solely out of self-interest, in
ways that would ensure their re-election prospects. Democrats, they said, had become
14
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―intimidated by the pro-abortion feminists who have such great influence in Democratic
politics.‖16 Since most PLAC members were Catholic, they were particularly angered by
the perceived self-interest of Catholic Democrats who supported legal abortion. PLAC
most frequently complained about Senator Ted Kennedy and Congressman Robert
Drinan, both of Massachusetts, and the latter an ordained priest. Both men were
personally opposed to abortion, but felt that since women would continue to seek the
procedure, it should remain safe and legal. PLAC doubted their sincerity and claimed that
Kennedy and Drinan, like many other Democrats, had simply ―reached the political
conclusion that it is largely conservative Republicans—who would not vote for them
anyway—who regard support of abortion as a disqualifying issue.‖17
PLAC disputed this logic and was certain that other Democrats shared their antiabortion views. As they saw it, since most Democratic politicians outside of heavily
Catholic districts thought that strong anti-abortion sentiment did not exist in their party‘s
base, they supported legal abortion. PLAC would use their campaign to show that
abortion could be a ―disqualifying issue‖ for Democrats as well. As McCormack
explained, ―The feminists are tough, and they‘re noisy. But … [p]eople agree with us.‖
Anti-abortion Democrats did not lack numbers; they simply lacked the organization and
visibility that McCormack‘s candidacy would offer them.18
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Ellen McCormack for President
Deciding to run for president is one thing, formulating and executing a strategy to
do so is quite another when your experience is mostly confined to local politics. The
presidential campaign was run out of the homes of PLAC‘s officers and five local
volunteers from the Right to Life Party. With guidance from prior elections and their probono attorney, Gene McMahon, the women devised a plan that relied on tapping into
existing Catholic and anti-abortion networks to surmount their first two challenges:
obtaining ballot access in various states and qualifying for federal matching funds, which
would help finance their anti-abortion commercials. None of the women running the
campaign held full-time outside employment, and they combined political work with
household responsibilities, alternating between going on the road and staying behind to
babysit others‘ children. They typically met once a week, and conducted most of their
business on the telephone. Looking back, Jane Gilroy noted that their lack of political
experience, especially in the presidential arena, put them at a great organizing
disadvantage. Yet, not being part of the political establishment also had one major
advantage: they could focus exclusively on anti-abortion activism, without being
beholden to party insiders.19
Skipping the usual initial outreach to senior politicians, by late 1975, Gene
McMahon initiated PLAC‘s campaign by reaching out to the anti-abortion contacts they
had amassed through the years. They hoped to identify key leaders in each state to
coordinate fundraising and get-out-the-vote efforts on the local level. McMahon
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encouraged supporters to change their voter registration, if necessary, to the Democratic
Party, thereby privileging the anti-abortion cause over any specific party affiliation.
Gilroy recalled that many ―would have blithely become Socialists if [they] had thought it
would have helped [their] cause.‖ Later, this exact point frustrated party insiders and
feminists. PLAC had used the Democratic presidential primary for an anti-abortion
campaign aimed at passing a HLA, with little concern for the party or its broader set of
concerns, especially its increasing commitment to women‘s rights.20
PLAC also began searching for a presidential candidate. Still without a candidate
after some promising leads fell though, in August of 1975—a time when other Democrats
were busy preparing for the primaries less than six months away—PLAC turned inward
to Ellen McCormack, their vice-chairman, as they called her (preferring to use traditional
male-designated titles). In early August, while McCormack was on vacation in Eastern
Long Island, the others called her to urge her to run. Fran Watson—PLAC‘s chairman,
who by extension became McCormack‘s campaign manager—told People magazine
months later that their thinking went something like this: ―Ellen‘s a woman, she‘s over
thirty-five [the legal minimum age for a presidential contender], she‘s somebody we‘ve
worked with and we knew she‘d be qualified.‖ McCormack agreed to run after talking it
over with her family. Soon after, Gene McMahon drew up a legal contract that stressed
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McCormack‘s obligation to appear in televised commercials, thereby underscoring how
central the anti-abortion ads were to PLAC‘s campaign.21
McCormack, as a founder of New York‘s Right to Life Party, had more political
experience than the average homemaker she presented herself as on the campaign trail.
She was in her forties and had been married to Jack McCormack, a deputy inspector with
the New York City Police Department, for twenty-six years. A Catholic woman who was
originally from New York City, McCormack and her husband had moved to Merrick,
Long Island to raise their family. They lived in a modest three-bedroom house and had
four children, ranging from ages nine to twenty-five, and two young grandchildren.
McCormack had written a weekly editorial column since 1972 that was called ―Who
Speaks for the Unborn Child?‖ The column was syndicated in approximately forty
newspapers, nearly all of them Catholic ones, making her a household name in certain
anti-abortion circles, which later helped with fundraising. More important, the column
had enabled her to work through her ideas about abortion—to, in effect, develop certain
linkages, witty retorts, and related language that served as talking points for her
campaign. But before McCormack could focus on reaching out to supporters, her
campaign had to first immerse itself in the mechanics of presidential politics.22
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One of their chief concerns was raising money to produce the anti-abortion
commercials they had staked their campaign on—a goal that new federal election finance
laws put in closer reach. The investigations surrounding the recent Watergate scandal had
revealed several federal election fundraising abuses, prompting President Ford to sign the
Federal Election Campaign Act Amendments of 1974. The reforms established the
Federal Election Commission (FEC) to enforce stricter media expenditure limits and
curtail how much money national party committees could spend on candidates. The
reforms also created a new system of federal matching funds for presidential candidates,
which gave them the option of taking public funding in the general election and the
ability to qualify for federal matching grants in the primaries.23
Since PLAC never anticipated competing in the general election, their attorney
Gene McMahon focused on the new finance laws for party primaries. To qualify for
federal matching funds in a primary, a candidate had to acquire $100,000 in the following
manner: $5,000 had to be raised in twenty different states, and the money had to come
from individuals, not political action committees, with no one person giving more than
$250. If a candidate did this, then the federal government would give her or him an
additional $100,000 in matching funds; it also would match every dollar raised beyond
that amount. The program not only provided an obvious financial advantage, but fifteen
states holding primaries granted automatic ballot access to candidates qualifying for
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federal matching funds—another plus for McCormack who would face obstacles erected
by party insiders in her quest to appear on Democratic primary ballots.24
With these regulations in mind, once McCormack agreed to run in August of
1975, PLAC immediately sent out a detailed fundraising memo to their growing list of
contacts nationwide. In it, they encouraged supporters to engage in a variety of
fundraising techniques, many that had worked well for them in the past in New York:
canvassing door-to-door; setting up booths in shopping centers; and discussing the
campaign at the meetings of local anti-abortion groups, and sending request letters using
the mailing lists that those groups maintained. These techniques allowed PLAC to
increase their list of supporters and build a successful grassroots fundraising operation
throughout the primary campaign.25
That initial memo also contained explicit fundraising instructions. As PLAC
officer Jane Gilroy later recalled, ―Gene [McMahon] would give us page after page of
rules. The FEC had its laws and you had to follow them to a T because, Gene said, even
if others can get away with [mistakes], we can‘t. And he was right.‖ At McMahon‘s
behest, this information also was included in all printed campaign ads. PLAC even
included these excruciating details in their press releases. As a result, almost every
mention of McCormack‘s campaign focused donors on helping her qualify for federal
matching funds.26
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To maximize their fundraising potential, PLAC strategically sent their press
releases and advertisements to certain target markets, especially Catholic ones. They
concentrated on Catholic publications across the country, relying heavily on the National
Catholic wire service to get their materials printed in local parish newspapers. Catholics,
especially those who read church newspapers and were engaged in parish life, were more
likely than the general public to hold anti-abortion views and donate to McCormack‘s
campaign. This was especially true since Catholic leaders had been condemning legal
abortion since reforms first surfaced at the state level in the sixties. McCormack‘s
editorial column had run in many of these Catholic publications since 1972, which further
encouraged readers to give money to her campaign. Catholics were also historically
Democrats, making McCormack‘s party affiliation attractive to potential donors. Such
targeting made PLAC more competitive in seeking at least $5,000 in twenty different
states to qualify for federal assistance.27
In addition to fundraising, another attendant concern was placing McCormack‘s
name on the Democratic primary ballot in various states—and much like on the financial
front, PLAC sought to take advantage of a new set of rules. The most dramatic rule
change was the Democratic Party‘s recent adoption of a new proportionate delegate
system. Unlike in the past, the winner of a primary would no longer be allocated all of
that state‘s delegates. With the exception of the Illinois and New York primaries—where
delegates would be selected on the congressional district level—in each primary,
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delegates now would be awarded proportionately based on a candidate‘s popular vote
total in that state.28
PLAC and others believed that the new proportionate delegate rules would benefit
their cause. They did not have to win an entire state, just a small enough slice of the
popular vote to qualify for a delegate. Even earning just one delegate would entitle
McCormack to a nominating speech at the 1976 Democratic National Convention, which
would grant them a free, and potentially televised, platform to talk about the anti-abortion
cause. The eventual victor in the Democratic primary contest of 1976, Governor Jimmy
Carter of Georgia, also used the new proportionate delegate rules to his advantage.
Instead of only competing in select primaries, as was typically done in the past, Carter
campaigned everywhere. Ultimately, he won most of the states, but, as a relatively
unknown figure in a crowded field of ten Democrats, his initial plan, like McCormack‘s,
was to compete in as many states as possible and pick up delegates where he could under
the new proportionate system.29
With a clearer sense of the rules, in November of 1975, the women staged a press
conference in Boston to gain media attention for their campaign. The event was held at
the Parker House Hotel, at the heart of the state‘s political scene. Local volunteers in
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Massachusetts set up the event‘s logistics, enabling McCormack and her core team to
spend a mere eight hours in Boston. Ostensibly, their purpose was to announce
McCormack‘s entry into the Massachusetts Democratic primary to be held on March 2,
1976. But, at the event, which one reporter panned as ―quietly put[ing] her presidential
campaign into high gear,‖ McCormack also promised to compete in New Hampshire and
as many other contests as possible. She vowed to force ―professional politicians‖ to enact
a HLA and to qualify for federal matching funds to help finance anti-abortion
commercials. In Boston, campaign manager Fran Watson revealed that their national
grassroots campaign had raised at least $5,000 in four states—New York, Nebraska,
Wisconsin, and Indiana—and expected to qualify soon for federal matching funds by
doing so in sixteen more.30
The press conference was well-covered, which helped PLAC spread the word
about its anti-abortion campaign. Both the Associated Press and United Press wire
services attended the event, along with Newsweek magazine and a local Boston television
station with a large network of affiliates. This coverage helped remedy an observation
that The New York Times made in its first article about PLAC‘s campaign: ―Ellen
McCormack, who announced her presidential candidacy in Boston recently, is an unusual
figure in American national politics. For one thing, the average voter has never heard of
her.‖31
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Staging a press conference and obtaining news coverage also was important for a
far less obvious reason—one that attorney Gene McMahon had learned about from his
extensive study of ballot access. In general, there were two ways to enter a candidate in a
Democratic primary contest. One, as mentioned, involved qualifying for federal matching
funds, which provided ballot access in fifteen states. The other way was to prove to a
state‘s secretary of state that your candidate was recognized by the national news media.
Campaign manager Fran Watson therefore encouraged supporters across the country to
mail PLAC any coverage they saw about McCormack in the press. Soon after, PLAC
subscribed to a national press clipping service to help bolster their case.32
With the exception of the Catholic press, however, the media mostly ignored or
trivialized McCormack‘s campaign, and her gender did not help matters. Shortly after the
Boston press conference, one male supporter in Pennsylvania dutifully sent PLAC a
newspaper article from the widely-read Philadelphia Sunday Bulletin entitled, ―A Bonnet
in the Ring.‖ The supporter lamented, ―Let‘s hope the papers will stop treating [the
campaign] in a semi-humorous vein before long.‖33 Closer to home, Newsday, a popular
Long Island newspaper, described McCormack in what became an increasingly common
and gendered way, calling her ―soft-spoken‖ and ―attractive.‖34
The fight to be taken seriously as an outsider and as a woman soon came to a head
on one of the most popular and well-respected news programs, Walter Cronkite‘s CBS
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Evening News. On October 8, 1975, McCormack‘s campaign chairman, Fran Watson,
tuned into Cronkite‘s program along with millions of other Americans, only to hear
correspondent Morton Dean say that no women were running for president in 1976. This,
he implied, was in stark contrast to the 1972 presidential contest when U.S.
Congresswomen Shirley Chisholm of New York and Patsy Takamoto Mink of Hawaii
ran in the Democratic primary and championed core feminist concerns.35
Watson immediately contacted CBS, sending irate letters to Dean, news
executives, and even Cronkite, accusing the broadcast of shoddy journalism. ―As even a
cursory check with the Federal Election Commission would have revealed,‖ she wrote, ―a
woman presidential candidate, Ellen McCormack, has been registered with the FEC for
three months prior to the Dean broadcast.‖ Watson chided the CBS team for missing this
fact, when others had picked up on it ―through the normal journalistic process‖ of
checking ―prime sources‖ like the FEC filings. She worried that the slight would hinder
PLAC‘s fundraising efforts. ―Here we are contacting potential contributors throughout
the country‖ about McCormack‘s candidacy, Watson wrote to Cronkite, while ―[a]t the
very same time, a national news network tells millions of people—including many of our
potential contributors—that no such [woman‘s] candidacy exists.‖ A month later, still
with no response from CBS, the National Right to Life Committee (NRLC) helped by
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confirming McCormack‘s candidacy in their newsletter; they asked readers to send her
money and contact CBS to complain about the slight.36
It is unclear how many NRLC members contacted CBS, but on December 8,
1975, the newscast issued an apology. There are, correspondent Morton Dean noted, at
least two women running in the 1976 race: ―Ellen McCormack, Democratic candidate
supported by anti-abortion groups‖ and ―Democrat Mary Britt, a custodian from
Philadelphia.‖ This roster led Dean to deduce, ―All you need is ambition, a point of view
that you champion or gall or all these things‖ to run for president. In this trivializing
manner, the esteemed newscast recognized McCormack‘s anti-abortion campaign by
labeling her candidacy as ―interesting‖ and comparing her to a female custodian whose
name ultimately never appeared on a single statewide primary ballot.37
Despite this noteworthy mention, three days later, on December 11, 1975, the
Secretary of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts, Paul Guzzi—citing a lack of
demonstrated press coverage—refused to certify McCormack‘s name for the state‘s
primary contest in March of 1976. Meanwhile, undeclared candidates such as consumer
advocate Ralph Nader and U.S. Senator Ted Kennedy of Massachusetts were included on
the ballot. Gene McMahon wrote to Secretary Guzzi days later to protest the oversight;
he mentioned McCormack‘s coverage on Cronkite‘s CBS Evening News and enclosed
additional evidence showing that the campaign had been mentioned in eighteen other
publications from ten different states that reached an estimated five million people. He
36
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also reported that as of December 15, 1975, their grassroots fundraising drive had
reached or exceeded $5,000 in six of the required twenty states (CO, NE, IN, FL, NY,
and WI) and had contributions totaling more than $3,000 in six more (MA, KY, SD, NJ,
OH, and PA).38
McMahon‘s pleas were completely ignored, forcing PLAC to circumvent the
Massachusetts political establishment. McMahon found a loophole in the law stating that
if a candidate did not meet the secretary of state‘s definition of being nationally
recognized in press, she or he could gain ballot access by gathering the signatures of at
least 2,500 registered Democrats in Massachusetts. In order to do so by the December 31
deadline, PLAC tapped into its large network of roughly 200 local volunteers, many of
them Catholics, who went door-to-door to collect 3,500 signatures—a thousand more
than necessary. As they saw it, the pro-legal abortion political establishment had reduced
them to these tactics over the Christmas holiday. A female volunteer from the workingclass suburb of Lynn, Massachusetts, asked, ―Why is [McCormack] being ignored in this
day of women‘s rights? We would expect the press and the politician alike to provide our
lady candidate with fair treatment and coverage.‖ Their canvassing tactic worked;
Secretary Guzzi certified McCormack‘s name for the ballot on December 29, 1975.39
PLAC‘s struggles in Massachusetts presaged similar battles across the country in
their quest for ballot access. In the end, McMahon‘s grasp of arcane election rules—
bolstered by the help of volunteers across the nation—succeeded in placing
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McCormack‘s name on nineteen statewide primary ballots and in a scattering of
congressional districts across New York and Ohio. With thirty-one states holding
Democratic primaries that year, as opposed to state conventions or party caucuses, this
amounted to access in about 60% of the contests.40
In addition, by the end of January 1976, PLAC had raised $5,000 or more in
nineteen of the required twenty states to apply for federal matching funds. With Virginia
close to putting them over the top, McCormack traveled there to ask supporters to help
her ―take a very important step‖ that would somewhat level the playing field. ―Proabortion groups are already complaining very loudly that perhaps as much as $200,000
will come from federal tax money to our right to life campaign,‖ she remarked. ―What
the pro-abortionists fail to mention, however, is that $50 million in federal tax money
comes every year to the pro-abortion effort‖ to fund abortions for low-income women.
This rationale, which PLAC often deployed to defend their use of federal dollars for their
anti-abortion campaign, worked on the Virginia crowd.41
Immediately after, Gene McMahon filed with the FEC for federal matching funds,
making McCormack the eleventh candidate that year and the first woman in U.S. history
to do so. The process began on February 10, 1976, when federal auditors descended upon
the home of Mrs. Leonard K. Brennan, a Long Island volunteer, to check PLAC‘s
40
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meticulous records for days. PLAC‘s treasurer, Mary Jane Tobin, reported $150,000 in
contributions from roughly 8,000 people who gave $250, the legal limit, or less. As she
put it, the money came from ―very God-fearing people … upset about what is
happening,‖ but resolved to ―do something to combat [it].‖42
On February 19, the FEC approved PLAC‘s request for federal matching funds.
Less than a week later, a check for $100,000 arrived from the U.S. Treasury to match
PLAC‘s initial fundraising in that amount. Federal funds also assured automatic ballot
access in several statewide primaries and entitled McCormack to twenty-four-hour Secret
Service protection. Although she initially rejected the Secret Service protection, PLAC‘s
officers eventually prevailed upon her, especially since they began receiving hate mail
once her campaign became better known. Not surprisingly, the Secret Service agents
generated a lot of attention in suburban Long Island. Several human interest stories ran in
the local papers, all of which underscored the same theme: despite receiving Secret
Service protection, McCormack was an outsider in the competitive (male) world of
presidential politics.43
McCormack‘s campaign always had engendered a wide range of feelings, and
debate only intensified once she qualified for federal funding. Some people wrote
passionate editorials rehashing an old question: should abortion be legal or not? Her
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candidacy also spurred discussion about the new federal matching funds system and the
validity of single-issue campaigns. Public financing had been created in 1974 to cut
corruption and democratize politics. Some people, on both sides of the abortion issue, felt
that McCormack‘s grassroots campaign had fulfilled that promise. Conversely,
Republican Congressman Charles Wiggins of California, who had voted against the 1974
public financing reforms, called her ―candidacy a perversion that could open the Treasury
floodgates to candidates seeking to promote controversial causes, not win office.‖44 An
anti-abortion columnist in New Jersey agreed, writing that McCormack had ―cheapened
her crusade by mounting a false [presidential] campaign‖ to obtain federal dollars.45
NOW and NARAL even pursued legal action, alleging that McCormack was
funded by the Catholic Church and that her ads presented PLAC as an anti-abortion
group, not a presidential political action committee. McCormack fought the charges, and
in doing so, even compared herself to African Americans in the Jim Crow South. Just as
the ―literacy test … became a way to discriminate against black people,‖ McCormack
claimed that as a ―right to life candidate and a non-professional politician [who qualified]
for matching funds,‖ she was subjected to more scrutiny than her opponents. In the end,
although the FEC disqualified two of her advertisements created by supporters in San
Diego, nothing more came of the charges.46
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NOW and NARAL‘s complaints did, however, highlight an allegation that
continually followed McCormack: the idea that her campaign was a pawn of the Catholic
Church. As noted, the anti-abortion activism of McCormack and her allies on Long
Island had grown from a dialogue group that a Catholic priest had started. Since the
sixties, the Catholic Church had been deeply involved in the political fight to end legal
abortion in New York and across the nation. The United States Conference of Catholic
Bishops even adopted a resolution in 1975 that urged all Catholic officials and
organizations to lobby ―all leadership types (business, government, professions,
academic, labor),‖ legislators, state and local party leaders, as well as ―communications
leaders (press, TV, radio)‖ for the passage of a HLA.47
Sharing a common goal, the Catholic Church was an important ally for the
McCormack campaign. Church leaders, notably New York‘s Cardinal Cooke, encouraged
Catholics to vote for anti-abortion politicians; he and others stopped short of
recommending specific candidates, but McCormack still seemingly benefitted. For
example, McCormack‘s strong showing in Northern Kentucky—where she won 30% of
the popular vote, as opposed to roughly 6% statewide—was attributed to local Bishop
Richard Ackerman‘s indirect endorsement of her candidacy two days before the primary.
The church‘s newspapers also provided favorable free press coverage, its organizations
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were rich with volunteers and donors, and church officials lobbied for a HLA and
promoted McCormack‘s goal of pressuring legislators into passing one.48
Critics painted these obvious links and advantages as improprieties, which
prompted PLAC to defend itself against charges that McCormack was ―ardently
furthering Papist schemes.‖49 Jane Gilroy argued that records certified by the FEC
showed that the church had not given money to the campaign. She also defended the right
of priests to speak out against abortion, feeling that, if anything, their response was
somewhat underwhelming. As McCormack once sarcastically told a reporter, ―the last
bishop I met was the one who confirmed me in Manhattan when I was eleven years
old.‖50 PLAC denied that the anti-abortion movement in general and McCormack‘s
campaign in particular were solely made up of Catholics—although, undeniably,
Catholics made up a large percentage of both. McCormack instead accused the media of
anti-Catholic prejudice. As one flyer read, ―Isn‘t it about time somebody stood up boldly
to CBS and The New York Times and said: ‗Let‘s cut out the anti-Catholic bigotry and
[tell] the public the truth?‘‖51
In other words, the Catholic Church played a very supportive, but by no means
direct, role in the McCormack campaign—and unable to prove an unequivocal link or
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otherwise deny McCormack federal funding, Congress changed the rules in mid-game. In
May of 1976, a bill passed stipulating that if a candidate competed in only one state or
failed to earn at least 10% of the popular vote in two consecutive primaries, he or she
would be cut off from federal matching funds. Only McCormack and Senator Henry
―Scoop‖ Jackson of Washington state, by then an unpopular hawkish Democrat, were
affected by the change. Throughout the primaries, McCormack had won, on average, 35% of the popular vote. PLAC argued that her results were significant, but their pleas
were ignored. Congress instead effectively excluded single-issue candidates from federal
financing. McCormack‘s funds were cut off in May of 1976, but not before the federal
government had doled out an incredible $244,000 to her anti-abortion campaign.52

The Campaign
While the federal funds lasted, they better enabled McCormack to target others
who were no longer hopeful about government—especially after the Democratic Party
embraced the women‘s movement and legal abortion. McCormack was certain that the
vast majority of women in America agreed with her, and she asked for their votes to steer
Democratic lawmakers away from feminist goals and toward a HLA. Like Richard Nixon
and George Wallace, she assumed the mantle of an outsider and used populist rhetoric to
speak for and to the so-called silent majority of disaffected Americans, especially
Democrats. McCormack crafted a form of gendered populism to reach, in particular,
other white, middle-class, suburban, religious homemakers. To do so, she tried to appeal
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to raw feelings of exclusion, discomfort with rapid change, and patriotic and populist
sentiments. One of PLAC‘s printed advertisements summed up her overall campaign
message by stating, ―Behind the front page [headlines] of the libbers and the liberals …
[m]illions like you … make the country go, day in and day out. We know you‘re there
and we know you believe in the traditional values, as Ellen does.‖53
McCormack spread this message by holding rallies in seventeen of the twenty-one
states where she competed. She traveled without pretense on commercial airlines and in
the car with PLAC officers and family members. McCormack‘s increasing appearances,
though unprofessional when compared to her presidential competitors, were nonetheless
impressively coordinated for a campaign consisting entirely of volunteers. In twenty
states, the Long Island group relied on key leaders to organize local fundraising, recruit
additional volunteers, generate press coverage, and plan campaign events. Whenever
possible, McCormack combined her campaigning with outside speaking engagements to
minimize PLAC‘s planning and costs. McCormack‘s one campaign stop in Indiana, for
instance, was a speech she gave at the Indiana Right to Life Convention. She spoke at
similar gatherings elsewhere, including Nellie Gray‘s annual March for Life in
Washington, DC in January of 1976, which an estimated 65,000 people attended.54
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Large forums like this helped McCormack reach a wide audience, but PLAC‘s
anti-abortion commercials were a far more effective way to do so. PLAC had run a
Democratic candidate to push the party, legislators, and the electorate toward finally
getting a HLA out of committee and passed by Congress. Federal matching funds
allowed PLAC to reach more people by purchasing expensive primetime ad slots during
popular television programs such as Name that Tune and Treasure Hunt. Other major ad
buys were determined by the FCC‘s equal time law. PLAC purchased a five-minute block
of airtime during the half-time of an NBA basketball game, for example, after one
competitor, Senator Frank Church of Idaho, had done the same. As one of their
volunteers in Colorado remarked, McCormack had to purchase as much national airtime
as she could ―to get only a small fraction of the exposure some of the other candidates get
for free under the guise of news coverage.‖ By April of 1976, the ads had reached an
estimated forty million people—thanks to Jane Gilroy, who learned to negotiate and buy
airtime, a task she compared to buying grapes, since both could only be bought
effectively within a very small window of time.55
Mindful that moral and religious claims would be dismissed by critics, PLAC
filled their commercials with images of fetuses and facts about prenatal developmental.
They believed that sticking to ―scientific information‖ would sway voters and insulate
them from criticism. Of course, by obtaining their information from doctors with strong
anti-abortion views, PLAC overlooked the fact that even seemingly objective fields like
55
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biology involve some measure of interpretation. For example, they asked the
aforementioned Dr. Willke, an anti-abortion activist in Ohio, for feedback on the roughcut of their first commercial. Willke‘s response illustrates the graphic imagery and
language in McCormack‘s commercials, as well as how conscious PLAC was of
minimizing criticism from their opponents. Willke noted that the commercial:
[S]tates that a D & C [popular abortifacient] literally pulls apart the body of the
baby. Might I suggest the wording, ‗with this loop shaped steel knife, the body of
the tiny baby is cut in pieces.‘ On the salt poisoning things, undoubtedly babies do
convulse before death. Certainly they all do not. I think we would be open to
specific scientific criticism if that remains in. … [It would be better to say] this
healthy, living unborn baby ‗swallows and breathes in this poisonous salt, and is
slowly killed by it.‘ The word ‗salt-poisoning‘ is in fact completely accurate as
per a recently published scientific paper. There can be no comeback on that
phraseology.56
Abortion rights activists were appalled that such language (e.g., ―baby,‖ as
opposed to ―fetus‖), graphic imagery, and sensitive subject matter were being used in a
presidential campaign commercial. NARAL and others urged their supporters to write
editorials and contact media outlets in protest. As PLAC feared, complaints surfaced
based on a different interpretation of the facts. An article in the Detroit Free Press
accused McCormack‘s campaign of appealing to ―hearts, not brains.‖ In essentially
claiming that an ―embryo, a few weeks old, suffers and sobs like a two-year-old kid hit
by a truck,‖ the article argued, ―McCormack‘s entire campaign is as scientific and
rational as a midnight horror movie.‖57
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Most complaints, however, were unrelated to science and exposed a wide gap
between PLAC and legal abortion advocates. To win supporters, PLAC, like others in the
anti-abortion community, used graphic images and language to convey their belief that
aborting an unborn fetus was akin to murdering an independently living child or adult.
Yet, some viewers were not swayed by PLAC‘s commercials. As one abortion rights
group in Westchester County, New York, wrote, ―pictures of developing fetuses, many
looking like full term babies,‖ are ―used to evoke the strong emotions we all have about
babies or blood. We don‘t use pictures because freedom to choose can‘t be
photographed.‖ The abortion rights, or ―pro-choice‖ community—as it increasingly
referred to itself as—was chiefly concerned with who should control access to abortion:
the government or women themselves. Graphic commercials alleging what abortion
entailed and how the fetus felt did little to sway those concerned with this more pressing
question of access. PLAC was concerned with the unborn fetus‘s livelihood; advocates of
legal abortion, chiefly feminists, focused on the expectant woman‘s rights and the
availability of a legal and safe abortion if she elected not to remain pregnant.58
Despite this lack of understanding, it is clear that PLAC conceived of their
commercials—and their whole campaign—as a direct response to the women‘s
movement. Tellingly, production of their first commercial began in Manhattan on August
26, 1975—Women‘s Equality Day—which honors the passage of woman‘s suffrage. As
PLAC made their commercials, New York‘s Governor Hugh Carey and Mayor Abraham
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Beame were speaking at nearby rallies to promote the New York State ERA, which
would soon be rejected by voters that November. First Lady Betty Ford was upstate at
historic Seneca Falls unveiling a commemorative stamp to honor the International
Women‘s Year celebrations of 1975. Summing up her contempt for the women‘s
movement and abortion rights, McCormack recalled, ―While we were working on [the
commercials] in a New York City television studio, a number of pro-abortion feminists
were demonstrating in the city streets and the media, as usual, were (sic) informing the
public that abortion is a wonderful thing for women.‖59
In that comment and throughout the campaign, McCormack showcased an
updated form of maternalist politics by establishing authority through her identity as a
woman and mother. In exchange for the vote, some suffragists, for example, had
promised to apply their household skills and supposedly higher moral authority as women
to clean up politics. PLAC believed that women were central to the anti-abortion
movement. Mothers aid and protect their children, just as McCormack promised to do the
same for unborn fetuses by coming from the outside and challenging a supposedly
entrenched abortion rights political establishment in Washington, DC. She was an
outsider, forced to enter the foreign realm of politics to voice the sentiments that she was
certain countless silent Americans, especially mothers, also felt. As McCormack
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frequently said, ―If things have gotten so bad that a housewife from Merrick [Long
Island] says she is running for president, then it‘s time for a change.‖60
In addition to legal abortion, McCormack also rejected other aspects of the
modern women‘s movement. She supported economic reforms for women, such as equal
pay for equal work—reforms in line with the Democratic Party‘s historic embrace of
labor. Yet, when the major unions endorsed, for instance, the ERA, no longer believing
that it would impede protective labor laws designed to help women, she and her allies did
not follow. Instead, McCormack publicly opposed the ERA and government-sponsored
daycare for the middle class, saying ―I believe in childcare for the poor, but I don‘t favor
childcare for the middle class. I think we are teaching mothers it is more prestigious to
work than [to] be home with their children.‖ Echoing sentiments of the broader profamily movement, she felt that like legal abortion, these issues threatened traditional
family life, specifically the homemaking role that she enjoyed.61
McCormack entered the presidential race with these concerns and the desire to
enact a HLA foremost in her mind, but as a presidential contender, the media forced her
to take a stand on a wide variety of issues. From the perspective of a mother and
grandmother, McCormack supported gun control, favored diplomacy over war, and
approved of sending economic aid, not arms, to the Middle East. As a devout Catholic,
she favored school prayer, called for peace in Northern Ireland, and opposed euthanasia
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and the death penalty. In other words, McCormack‘s position on a broad array of issues
reflected who she and the vast majority of PLAC‘s officers, volunteers, and supporters
were: white, middle-class, suburban, religious homemakers.62
Racialized concerns similarly cut across her message. McCormack approved of
equal pay for men and women and welfare for the truly poor. But she worried that
(mostly Democratic) politicians were promoting abortion as a solution to poverty—that
instead of providing better maternity and infancy care, they were offering Medicaid funds
for abortion. Yet, despite these social welfare impulses, and perhaps because
McCormack‘s family of six people subsisted on a single police detective‘s salary, she
also called for a thorough study of the welfare system, to rid it of possible corruption. As
the economy spiraled downward in the seventies, similar impulses led many Democrats
to vote for Republican Ronald Reagan by 1980. These so-called Reagan Democrats were
attracted to his promises to curb welfare and taxes—racialized promises intended to
attract middle- and working-class whites who felt that African Americans were
benefitting from tax-payer-funded welfare at their expense.63
McCormack‘s race and class were similarly reflected in her opposition to school
busing. She reported being ―as anti-busing as she [was] anti-abortion,‖ and used more
conservative language to describe the issue by calling it ―forced busing.‖ Like other
PLAC members, McCormack lived in a mostly white, middle-class suburb with a good
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public school system—comfortably insulated from the tumultuous busing battles
occurring nearby in more urban settings such as Canarsie, Brooklyn. She favored
achieving racial balance, but insisted that ―black as well as white mothers don‘t want
busing. What we all want is (sic) good schools.‖ This comment reveals that McCormack
approached the busing issue as a mother from a comfortable personal distance. She could
not imagine a court order disrupting her children‘s school experience and busing them
into potential violence, but the issue was theoretical for her, since her children had never
faced a sub-par school system or unequal access to resources. It seems unfair to call
McCormack a racist, but she offered no alternatives to busing and assessed the issue from
a privileged position of race and class. This oversight is unsurprising, given that PLAC‘s
leaders and supporters—much like the broader pro-family movement—were almost
entirely white and middle-class.64
PLAC engaged in minimal outreach to African Americans. One notable exception
was their support from Dr. Mildred Jefferson, an African American surgeon who was
president of the National Right to Life Committee and appeared in some of
McCormack‘s commercials. Jefferson often echoed sentiments expressed by the Black
Power movement65 by claiming that ―legalized abortion [was] genocidal to black people.‖
McCormack avoided such language, but made at least one attempt to reach out to African
Americans with a flyer that featured Jefferson, the Reverend Jesse Jackson, and comedian
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Dick Gregory, along with anti-abortion quotations attributed to the three. Gregory and
Jackson likely never agreed to serve as spokesmen for McCormack‘s campaign, and
PLAC‘s success in reaching Africans Americans was meager. Yet, it seems that PLAC—
who saw themselves as an embattled minority—tried at least once to reach a segment of
another minority group, notably black nationalists, who also opposed legal abortion,
albeit for different reasons.66
What‘s more, PLAC often compared their anti-abortion activism to the
abolitionist movement. As one anti-abortion newsletter surmised in describing the
Democratic Party of 1976, ―history repeats itself (as closely as it ever does), and the Party
of Slavery is born again as the Party of Abortion.‖67 McCormack compared the Roe and
Doe decisions to the Dred Scott U.S. Supreme Court case in 1857, which upheld Scott‘s
slave status after he settled in the free state of Illinois. ―The Supreme Court ruled that
Dred Scott was not really a human being,‖ McCormack argued, ―and now [it] has ruled
that a living embryo is not a human being.‖ One feminist group in New York rightly
pointed out, however, that the cases were not analogous: the Scott decision had denied
the U.S. citizenship, not personhood, of slaves.68
This comparison, imperfect as it was, provided a convenient moral justification
for PLAC to sell on the stump. It encouraged supporters to weather adversity, just as
abolitionists had done. It also allowed PLAC to imply that legal abortion was analogous
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to repugnant chattel slavery, with advocates of legal abortion akin to former slave
holders. By grounding their moral claims in a secular American narrative about the
triumph of legal justice—as opposed to a morality-based religious narrative—PLAC
avoided links to religion, particularly the Catholic Church.
In these ways, on the campaign trail and in the media, McCormack delivered a
message that reflected her white, suburban, middle-class, religious, and maternal
perspective. Despite some outreach to others, she focused on others like her—in an
attempt to rally supporters and push politicians into addressing a host of changes that
upset her, in particular legal abortion, which passing a HLA would outlaw.

End Game
McCormack attracted relatively few voters in the end, but her campaign was
happy with their impact on the race. McCormack won, on average, 3-5% of the popular
vote in the states she competed in, or 267,590 votes total, which amounted to three
delegates heading into the Democratic National Convention that July. PLAC believed
that their overall impact could have been greater if the media had paid more attention.
McCormack‘s results often were not mentioned in televised coverage of the primaries,
and she spent much of late April trying to convince reporters that she was still in the race
after prominent pollster Louis Harris told the New York Post otherwise. Despite these
setbacks, McCormack was pleased with her performance and labeled her results as ―an
important swing vote.‖ She noted that the 1960 and 1968 presidential elections were
decided by less than 3% of the vote, and she encouraged critics to ask Ronald Reagan,
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who had lost the 1976 New Hampshire Republican primary to President Ford by a mere
3%, if such a small slice of the electorate was insignificant.69
Beyond the numbers, McCormack‘s campaign helped bring abortion to the
forefront of presidential politics. As the primaries began, few knew how abortion would
impact the first presidential election held since the U.S. Supreme Court decisions in 1973.
Most politicians were hesitant to take a stand on such a controversial issue, and
McCormack used her campaign to force them to do so. As Walter Cronkite speculated
before the primaries began in January of 1976, although it is ―unlikely that Ellen
McCormack stands any chance at all‖ of becoming her party‘s nominee, she could ―have
a major impact on the campaign by forcing political decisions on an issue that most
politicians would much prefer to see buried in a time capsule.‖70
Abortion‘s impact soon divided along party lines. On the Republican side,
California Governor Ronald Reagan‘s challenge to the sitting President Ford in 1976 was
fueled, in part, by Reagan‘s support for a HLA. In response, Ford dropped Vice-President
Nelson Rockefeller—New York‘s former governor who had long supported legal
abortion and other feminist goals—from the 1976 ticket. Despite First Lady Betty Ford‘s
outspoken support for legal abortion and other feminist goals such as the ERA, President
Ford began saying that abortion should revert back to the states. Later on, during October
of the general election, Ford supported the Hyde Amendment, which, backed by
conservative Republicans, ended Medicaid funding for abortions. Democrats, on the
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other hand, had to walk a fine line in 1976 between maintaining their strong Catholic
base and accommodating their growing women‘s caucus and groundswell of feminist
support. Some political strategists credited Jimmy Carter‘s surprising win in Iowa, a
culturally conservative state, to his initially ―ambiguous stand on abortion.‖71
McCormack‘s candidacy, however, forced her Democratic competitors to take a
more defined stance. As McCormack campaigned on an anti-abortion platform, a pattern
emerged: reporters began asking all the candidates about abortion, and her competitors, in
turn, were cornered into a response. Somewhat overstating McCormack‘s impact, but
nonetheless capturing this trend, Lifeletter, an anti-abortion publication widely read on
Capitol Hill, intoned:
Jimmy Carter, George Wallace, Walter Cronkite, Birch Bayh, Evans & Novak,
Ted Kennedy, Newsweek, Sargent Shriver, Jim Buckley—toss in dozens more
politicians and every major publication and TV (even radio) stations in the
country—what do they all have in common? Just a few weeks ago, the answer
would have been ‗nothing!‘ Now, everybody in American knows the answer: the
abortion issue. … Democrats … are stumbling all over the issue. … That is why
Ellen McCormack is a real threat to all the other Democratic hopefuls.72
McCormack took pride in this trend and pressed her case beyond the primaries at the
Democratic National Convention (DNC) held that July in New York City.
PLAC hoped to insert an anti-abortion plank into the Democratic Party‘s
platform, but that goal was largely untenable by 1976. Many Democratic feminist leaders
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were still incensed by what had occurred at the 1972 DNC. That year, thanks to the
McGovern-Fraser Reform Commission developed after the 1968 DNC, the Democratic
Party had a slate of delegates that included more racial minorities and women, among
them 1,173 female delegates, or roughly 38% of the total number of delegates. Members
of the newly-formed National Women‘s Political Caucus—led by New York
Representatives Bella Abzug of Manhattan and unsuccessful 1972 presidential candidate,
Shirley Chisholm of Brooklyn—arrived at the 1972 DNC with a sixteen-point ―women‘s
plank‖ that supported several core feminist goals such as federal funding for childcare,
the ERA, and the creation of a more equitable tax code for the sexes. The women also
hoped to include a plank supporting legal abortion, but the party‘s nominee, Senator
George McGovern of South Dakota, refused to take a political risk on a potentially
divisive issue; as it was, he was a political outsider whose strong anti-war position put
him at odds with much of the party‘s establishment.73
Refusing to back down, the women‘s delegation at the 1972 DNC took their
abortion plank to the floor for a vote in what became a very contentious fight—albeit one
that few people witnessed live on television since it began after 2 a.m. Several husband
and wife delegates split on the issue of whether to include abortion rights in the party‘s
1972 platform. So did feminists. Congresswoman Abzug, for example, loudly screamed
at actress Shirley MacLaine for siding against the abortion plank for reasons of political
expediency. Protecting his image, McGovern stayed away from the floor that night, but
deployed his top male aides, among them a young Gary Hart, to round up votes to defeat
the plank through various forms of backroom brokering. Observing what was going on,
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Democratic delegate and women‘s rights leader, Gloria Steinem, by then reduced to tears,
yelled to a McGovern aide, ―You promised us you would not take the low road, you
bastards!‖ The women—many at their first convention—later admitted to being woefully
unprepared for the mechanics of a floor fight. After an exhausting battle that ended at
4:30 a.m., their challenge failed by approximately 475 votes; abortion rights consequently
were left out of the ―women‘s plank‖ of the 1972 DNC platform.74
Determined to avoid the same fate in 1976, the growing Democratic feminist
political caucus began planning a year before the convention by rolling out a ―women‘s
agenda‖ that included strong support for abortion rights, which they hoped to put in the
party‘s platform. But when the Democratic Platform Committee met to finalize the
platform in June of 1976, feminists noticed that abortion rights were once again left out,
reportedly to avoid controversy. Feminist leaders began lobbying Jimmy Carter‘s
representatives; they noted that they were prepared to wage another divisive convention
floor fight, and that this time, they had their own whip system for votes. Within hours,
Carter‘s camp drafted an abortion rights plank. Anti-abortion advocates who attended the
platform deliberations—including members of PLAC and the United States Catholic
Conference—protested the plank. But, lacking the necessary political skills and insider
ties, they failed to block the abortion rights plank from being inserted into the 1976 DNC
platform. The Republican platform, as the following chapter describes in more detail,
began calling for a HLA in 1976, which initiated a split that still exists today: the
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Democratic Party officially supports abortion rights and several core feminist issues such
as government-subsidized childcare, while the GOP does not.75
As these partisan lines hardened, millions of Democrats threatened to bleed across
them. Fran Watson, McCormack‘s campaign manager, warned, ―Mr. Carter may think he
needs the feminist vote … but he‘s closing the door on millions … who are being told to
vote Republican‖ because of the abortion rights plank; Carter is telling anti-abortion
supporters ―that they don‘t belong in the Democratic Party.‖ PLAC complained that
Carter, a born-again Southern Baptist, had labeled their campaign a Catholic movement.
They also felt that Carter had insulted Catholic leaders by calling their anti-abortion
views out-of-touch and failing to invite them to give an invocation at the 1976 DNC, as
they had at previous Democratic conventions. Even though Carter made feminists
nervous because he personally opposed legal abortion—despite vowing not to change the
law—PLAC used the abortion rights plank to paint him as completely beholden to
feminists and dismissive of the party‘s historically strong Catholic base. McCormack had
sounded the alarm: could the Democrats both support abortion rights and hold onto the
Northern Catholics who had been a core strength of the party since 1936?76
Unable to get what they considered a fair hearing on the floor, PLAC found other
ways to make their presence known at the convention. They helped convene a rally in
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Manhattan‘s Central Park on July 11, which attracted 10,000 people. One PLAC
supporter announced at the rally that a million registered Democrats had signed a petition
vowing not to vote for Carter because of the abortion rights plank; for dramatic effect, he
opened a suitcase said to contain 85,000 signatures. McCormack was the guest of honor
at that rally, and in a speech given a week after the nation‘s bicentennial celebrations, she
repeatedly referred to the Declaration of Independence by demanding ―certain inalienable
rights … life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness‖ for unborn fetuses. The crowd then
marched to Madison Square Garden, where they surrounded the convention hall in a
―circle of life‖ and handed out literature.77
In one final indignity for McCormack, Democratic strategists sought,
unsuccessfully, to keep the two delegates who gave nominating speeches on her behalf
off of television. One of them, James Killilea of Massachusetts, accused Carter of
―disenfranchise[ing] millions of Democrats who favor the pro-life cause.‖ The speeches
were partially responsible for bringing McCormack‘s final tally in the roll call to twentytwo delegates from five different states.78 In his live coverage of the convention vote,
Walter Cronkite referred to McCormack as the ―right to life candidate who campaigned
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in many of the primaries‖ and ―won a respectable vote, around two, three, five
percent.‖79
In the first presidential election held since Roe v. Wade, McCormack had helped
solidify abortion‘s place in national electoral politics. PLAC‘s ads reportedly reached 200
million Americans. They did not, however, inspire enough votes to push expedient
politicians, especially Democrats, into supporting a HLA as the campaign had hoped.
Gallup polls conducted in 1976 instead indicated that a majority of Americans supported
legal abortion. But the fact that abortion was talked about at all—in commercials, on the
stump, and in the press—significantly altered political discourse. As one Long Island
newspaper later editorialized, ―In 1976, a housewife from Merrick ran for president. In so
doing, she helped put the anti-abortion movement on the political map.‖80
McCormack raised issues that led many Democrats to leave the party in coming
years. She aimed her message at people like her—white, middle-class, suburban,
religious mothers—by stroking the resentments they shared. As McCormack said, ―[t]he
Democratic Party, which has traditionally been the party of the people, has become the
party which supports the killing of pre-born human beings.‖ Exit polls from the 1980
presidential election indicate that issues such as abortion prompted many people,
especially Catholics, to vote for anti-abortion conservative Republican Ronald Reagan—
despite having voted in the past for Democrats because of their social justice, ―party of
the people‖ tendencies that McCormack often alluded to in her campaign. This was
79
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particularly true among the demographic that McCormack‘s campaign appealed to:
married women aged forty-five to sixty-four. The following chapter examines how the
broader ―pro-family‖ movement in New York helped conservative Republicans in the
state—who were aligned with Reagan—win office and usurp power from their party‘s
more liberal, pro-feminist ―Rockefeller‖ faction.81
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CHAPTER 6
―FAMILY VALUES‖ AND THE MAKINGS
OF A MORE CONSERVATIVE REPUBLICAN PARTY, 1976-1980

Ellen McCormack failed to convince the Democratic Party to embrace antiabortion, pro-family politics in 1976, but the Republican Party was moving to do so.
Republican President Gerald Ford, a moderate, was challenged from the right that year in
the GOP presidential primary by conservative Ronald Reagan. In response, Ford‘s camp
pressured his vice president—the liberal, pro-feminist Nelson Rockefeller—to bow out of
the 1976 race before he named conservative Senator Bob Dole of Kansas as his running
mate. Ford also backed a human life amendment (HLA) in the party‘s platform, and the
ERA nearly suffered the same fate as legal abortion in 1976. Phyllis Schlafly and other
―pro-family‖ delegates for Reagan at first convinced the Subcommittee on Human Rights
at the party‘s 1976 convention to go against decades of Republican tradition by not
mentioning the ERA in the platform. After a feminist bloc of Republican delegates and
supporters appealed to the full platform committee, the ERA was restored by a very thin
margin. These events in 1976 foreshadowed what was to come in 1980, when the
Republican platform renounced the ERA and all feminist goals in favor of what it termed
―family values.‖1
Presidential platforms provide a snapshot of where a national party is at any given
moment, and events in New York from 1976 through 1980 offer a vivid local example of
1
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how pro-family politics became more important to the Republican Party in those four
years. When Rockefeller retreated to private life in 1976 after leaving the vice
presidency, his stranglehold over New York‘s Republican Party came to an end. This
departure created a power vacuum in the state party, which opened the door for more
conservative leaders to emerge in his place. These leaders hoped to consolidate their
power by removing all Republicans in Rockefeller‘s mold from the state party, and they
realized that embracing pro-family politics was one way to do so. The battles over issues
such as abortion, the state ERA, and the International Women‘s Year had fueled the
growth of grassroots networks across the state that could be used to elect conservative
Republicans. At the same time, this alliance was attractive to pro-family activists who
had lost faith in Democrats and were beginning to link Republican demands for smaller
government and lower taxes to the viability of the ―traditional‖ nuclear family.2
This chapter illustrates how Rockefeller‘s New York City-based wing of the state
GOP was eclipsed by 1980 by a growing, far more conservative bloc in the surrounding
suburbs. These areas—Westchester and Rockland Counties just north of the Bronx and
Nassau and Suffolk Counties on Long Island—were places of strength for the pro-family
movement. They were also increasingly more important in New York politics: a quarter
of all votes in the state came from these four suburban counties by 1980. This new
conservatism, as Republican strategist Kevin Phillips observed, was a ―designedly antielitist‖ movement built around the ―mobilization of Levittown‖ and other suburbs, as
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opposed to ―the old [Herbert Hoover-era] conservatism of bank boardrooms and Union
League clubs.‖ Conservative Republicans appealed to voters by arguing that both
Democrats and more liberal members of their own party were cultural elites who
supported a ballooning federal government, taxes that hurt the suburban middle class, and
feminist goals such as legal abortion that would destroy the family.3
The results of New York‘s gubernatorial race in 1978 paved the way for even
greater cooperation between conservative Republicans and pro-family leaders from the
Right to Life Party. This chapter focuses on that race, in which the RTLP ran Mary Jane
Tobin, one of their founders, for governor. Tobin received enough votes to qualify her
party for a regular line on every state ballot—making New York‘s RTLP the only
explicitly anti-abortion political party in the country. With regular party status, the RTLP
no longer had to spend a large portion of their time on ballot access, which made it easier
to cross-endorse candidates. In doing so, they demonstrated to politicians—in particular
to conservative Republicans looking to bolster their power in the state—how an antiabortion stance could sometimes mean the difference between victory and defeat.4
The chapter underscores how the RTLP‘s new cross-endorsement powers shaped
the 1980 U.S. Senate race in New York. During the Republican Senate primary race that
year, longtime incumbent Senator Jacob Javits sought re-election. As he campaigned
across the state, Javits acknowledged that he was a liberal Republican in Rockefeller‘s
mold who supported feminist goals such as legal abortion and the ERA. But the political
3
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climate had changed in the state and Republican Party. Javits lost the GOP primary in
1980 to Al D‘Amato, a little-known conservative town supervisor from Long Island who
was also backed by the RTLP, a cross-endorsement that later provided his margin of
victory in the general election.5
As the GOP‘s suburban-based right wing gained ascendency, it set the stage for
Ronald Reagan‘s victory in New York—a state that, The New York Times noted, had
―once [been] the most arid political terrain‖ for his conservative politics. Despite being
pressured to remove his name from Ford‘s ticket, Rockefeller ensured that Reagan was
barely competitive in New York in 1976 by locking up nearly all of the state‘s delegates
for Ford that year. Just four years later, however, the state was central to Reagan‘s victory
strategy. He announced his candidacy in New York and named several people in the state
to prominent roles in his campaign. At the Republican National Convention that year,
conservatives dominated New York‘s delegation and platform procedures. At every turn
along the way, the RTLP and their allies vied for Reagan‘s attention. They forced him to
articulate his support for their concerns. They also tried to demonstrate that Reagan did
not need to court liberal, pro-feminist Republicans like Javits to win in the state, even
though his campaign thought otherwise. In the end, Reagan‘s fidelity to pro-family issues
played a role in his victory in New York, just as it did elsewhere in the country. To
understand this reversal of fortunes for Reagan and other conservative Republicans in the
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state by 1980, it is useful to consider the factors that enabled New York‘s GOP to shift
rightward in the wake of Rockefeller‘s departure from politics in 1976.6

1976 and the Road to a More Conservative Republican Party in New York
In 1976, pockets of grassroots support for both anti-feminist measures and Ronald
Reagan surfaced in New York‘s Republican Party. Pat Gmerek, a Wakeup leader who
had worked to defeat the state ERA in 1975, recalled going door-to-door during the
presidential primary to collect designating signatures for Reagan with her local
Richmond Hill Republican Club in Queens. When Reagan spoke to the club, a huge
crowd turned out. Gmerek was particularly attracted to Reagan‘s anti-abortion stance.
Rather than support a third party like the RTLP, a tactic that historically had not been
successful in America‘s two-party political system, Gmerek wanted to work through the
establishment. She hoped that by voting for politicians such as Reagan, she could help
remake the GOP into a more conservative party that did not back legal abortion as
Rockefeller and his allies did. Meanwhile, George Clark, the energetic thirty-five-yearold Republican county chairman in neighboring Brooklyn, amassed fifteen convention
delegates for Reagan in 1976 out of a total of only nineteen delegates pledged to him in
the entire state that year.7
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Yet, despite these local efforts, Rockefeller still delivered nearly all of New
York‘s delegates to Ford at the 1976 Republican National Convention (RNC). As Ford
and Reagan headed into the convention after a very close primary contest, both were
scrambling for delegates to lock in the nomination—and New York‘s 135 votes, second
only to California‘s number, were a coveted prize. Rockefeller prevailed upon the state‘s
county chairmen and delegates to vote for Ford, and falling into line, they cast 116 out of
their 135 votes for him. U.S. Senator Jacob Javits of New York, the liberal Republican,
conceded that there was a ―conservative impulse and tone‖ permeating the convention
that year. But even with some of these impulses running through parts of New York‘s
delegation in 1976, it ultimately mattered very little.8
Rockefeller may have been in Washington, DC for the past few years serving as
Ford‘s vice president, but his behavior at the 1976 RNC, as at past conventions,
demonstrated that he was in full command of New York‘s Republican Party. Ever since
Rockefeller had been elected governor in 1958, Republican presidential primary
candidates effectively were barred from fielding their own delegate slates in New York.
All delegates in the state were to remain officially uncommitted until Rockefeller and his
surrogates determined who they should vote for at the RNC. Although he was unable to
sway nineteen delegates in 1976—evidence that a shift to the right was underway—
Rockefeller always delivered the state to his desired presidential candidate.9
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These strong-armed convention tactics encapsulated Rockefeller‘s tight grip over
the state‘s Republican Party. New York‘s GOP was a top-down operation with few strong
county organizations and meek fundraising capabilities. Rockefeller and his allies
supplied much of the organization and money needed to keep the state party afloat, and
their influence was decidedly moderate, pro-feminist, and New York City-based. Thus,
although there were conservative rumblings in New York‘s Republican Party in 1976,
Rockefeller‘s more liberal wing still prevailed—just as Ford triumphed over Reagan that
year at the national level, despite the growing influence of the party‘s right wing. 10
Moderation won out at the 1976 convention, but Rockefeller understood the
political mood, and his state party backed conservative James Buckley‘s U.S. Senate reelection race that year. Buckley had won the Senate seat in 1970 on the Conservative
Party line with only 39% of the vote in a tight three-way contest. With no big-name
Republicans coming forward to challenge him in 1976, the state GOP realized that
Buckley was their best possible candidate—despite his vast differences with
Rockefeller‘s inner-circle on issues such as abortion and the ERA. Buckley was, after all,
a registered Republican prior to 1970 and caucused with the party in the U.S. Senate.
Rockefeller and his allies allowed Buckley to run on the GOP line in addition to his
Conservative Party designation in 1976. Buckley, who consistently introduced antiabortion measures into the Senate, also had the RTLP‘s support that year. The RTLP was
busy with Ellen McCormack‘s presidential bid for most of 1976, and therefore lacked the
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resources to endorse him officially; but just like in 1970, the anti-abortion party
encouraged their supporters to donate money and time to Buckley‘s primary and general
election campaigns. Buckley‘s only challenger in the GOP primary was U.S.
Congressman Peter Peyser, a moderate Republican from Westchester County who, with
little help from Rockefeller‘s state party, ran an under-funded campaign out of his
basement. Buckley easily beat Peyser in the primary before being defeated in the general
election by Democrat Daniel Patrick (Pat) Moynihan, a professor and policy veteran of
several prior presidential administrations in both parties.11
Riding the growing conservative tide in the state, Moynihan had won the
Democratic Senate nomination by running to the right of his major opponent in the
primary, feminist Congresswoman Bella Abzug. Moynihan often noted, for example, that
he was personally opposed to abortion, although he ultimately supported a woman‘s right
to choose for herself. Moynihan narrowly edged out Abzug in the Democratic primary.
This outcome pleased some Democrats in the state who had worried about the party
nominating Abzug, an outspoken liberal and a prominent feminist, against Buckley a year
after the state ERA was defeated. Abzug‘s colleague in the House, Jerome Ambro of
Suffolk County, Long Island—where the state ERA had lost by a wide 60-40% margin—
remarked that if Abzug had been the Democratic Senate nominee, running behind her in
his district would have been ―like running behind Mao Tse-tung.‖12
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Both parties were moving to the right in the state, especially the Republican Party
as Rockefeller and his allies began to lose favor in 1976. One of Rockefeller‘s last public
acts occurred right after the elections that year when, as in the past, he tried to determine
who would become the next chairman of the state Republican Party when the current
chair announced his retirement. The post had been held by Richard Rosenbaum,
Rockefeller‘s ally who ensured that the party remained under his thumb while he was in
Washington, DC serving as vice president. Instead of choosing another moderate as GOP
state chairman, Rockefeller tried to curry favor in the current climate by recommending
Joseph Margiotta, a conservative Republican assemblyman who was the Nassau County
Republican chairman on Long Island. But by late 1976, with Rockefeller out of public
office and clearly losing his national stature, the state‘s county chairmen were less willing
to fall in line. They resented Rockefeller‘s meddling, and instead elected Dr. Bernard
Kilbourn, a dentist who chaired the Oneida County Republican organization upstate.
Kilbourn was conservative, but he hoped to focus more on organization than ideology.13
Kilbourn gave up his dental practice and began building up the state party‘s weak
infrastructure—an important first step in the party‘s shift to the right. The organization
that he inherited was incredibly thin at the county and local levels after decades of topdown management under Rockefeller and his predecessor, moderate Republican
Governor Thomas Dewey. Kilbourn criticized the party for ―develop[ing] bad habits‖ by
becoming reliant upon Rockefeller‘s personal fortune and direction. He divided the state
Daily News, 6 November 1975, p. 17C, The Personal Collection of Claire Middleton; ―Moynihan smiles in
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into eight fundraising regions and created Republican county-level organizations in
places that lacked them, which were mostly areas upstate. These attempts to organize
from the bottom-up—when coupled with Rockefeller‘s complete withdrawal from state
politics in 1977 and subsequent death in 1979—allowed county-level GOP chairmen to
have real power in the state party unlike in the past. When this occurred, the combined
effects of demographic growth and an economic downturn led to the rise of a new
downstate conservative Republican bloc in the suburbs outside of New York City.14
The so-called ―downstate suburbs‖—Nassau and Suffolk Counties on Long Island
and Rockland and Westchester Counties just north of New York City—had been growing
exponentially in terms of people and votes since after World War II. Government-backed
loans from the Federal Housing Authority and the ―GI Bill‖ fueled this growth for the
families of white veterans who left the city and bought affordable homes in places such
as the famous Levittown housing development on Long Island. This population growth
led to more electoral power in the state, especially since people in the suburbs tended to
vote more than people in the city. Nassau County, for example, where Levittown is
located, experienced a 65% increase in voting from 1948 to 1952. In the 1964
presidential election, Nassau surpassed Manhattan‘s vote totals for the first time, and by
1980 it had the most votes of any of New York‘s sixty-two counties; in fact, that year the

14

Quotation from: Wolfgang Saxon, ―Bernard Kilbourn, 81, Republican State Chairman,‖ The New York
Times, 7 July 2005, p. B10; Thomas P. Ronan, ―Party Workers Don‘t Live on Pay,‖ The New York Times,
14 August 1977, p. 368; Frank Lynn, ―G.O.P. Presidential Race Shaping Up in New York,‖ The New York
Times, 6 February 1979, p. B8.

243

four downstate suburban counties as a whole accounted for a whopping 25% of the
state‘s vote total.15
As the downstate suburbs grew, the aftermath of New York City‘s nearbankruptcy in 1975 spilled into the area. These suburbs already had some of the highest
property taxes in the nation, but with the city‘s troubles, local school districts in places
like Nassau County on Long Island were unable to issue debt without help from the state.
This led to higher interest rates on their bonds and notes, which some school districts
made up for by raising property taxes. In addition, Democratic Governor Hugh Carey
was forced to decrease state aid to local schools as one of many measures to finance the
bailout of New York City. Even with less money coming in from the state, many school
districts refused to reduce their spending, which provided another impetus to raise
property taxes. These increases were far worse in the suburbs than in New York City,
where property taxes accounted for a much lower proportion of the school budget. In
Levittown, for example, property taxes increased by a staggering 23% in 1975.16
Conservative Republican county chairmen and legislators tried to exploit these
economic circumstances to win political support. They blamed a profligate urban left in
both parties for these problems affecting suburban homeowners: from New York City‘s
Democratic Mayor Abraham Beame, who reportedly had run the city into the ground, to
moderate Republican Vice President Rockefeller and President Ford, whose
15
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administration at first refused to offer federal aid to mitigate the threat of bankruptcy.
This economic climate persisted in subsequent years, thereby ensuring that many of the
Republicans who filled the power vacuum created by Rockefeller‘s departure from state
politics were not moderates like him, but conservatives calling for measures such as
lower property taxes.17
Suburbs all over New York were hit by these economic issues, but with the
downstate suburbs growing in size and political stature, conservative Republicans from
that area became incredibly influential in the state party. This was particularly true of
Joseph Margiotta, the chairman of the Nassau County GOP on Long Island, whom
Rockefeller unsuccessfully had tried to install as head of the state party in 1976. Like
other conservative Republicans, Margiotta previously had enjoyed very little power. In
the sixties, for example, when he recommended removing liberal Republican U.S.
Senator Jacob Javits from the ticket, Rockefeller reportedly snapped, ―You take Javits on
and you take me on, and I‘ll beat every one of you [conservative Republicans].‖ But by
the late seventies, Margiotta was one of the most powerful Republicans in the state. He
had resigned from his seat in the State Assembly to focus on his county chairmanship,
and earned $50,000 a year to do so—the same amount given to state chairman Bernard
Kilbourn.18
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Margiotta and his allies formed a powerful new downstate counterweight to the
conservative bloc upstate that was led by State Senate Majority Leader Warren Anderson.
Except for a scattering of conservatives like Margiotta who had been in power since the
sixties, during Rockefeller‘s tenure the downstate suburbs had been a source of strength
for more liberal Republicans. Rockefeller‘s family estate and some of his closest political
ties, for instance, were in wealthy Westchester County. On the other hand, a bloc of
conservative Republicans led by Majority Leader Anderson long had been in place
upstate, even though they, like other conservatives in the state, had little influence under
Rockefeller. A prime example was the Donovan-Crawford bill in 1972 that would have
overturned New York‘s 1970 abortion law. State Senator James Donovan of Chadwicks
and four fellow upstate conservative Republicans managed the bill‘s passage in the
legislature, only to have their party‘s leader, Governor Rockefeller, override their work
with a veto. Once Rockefeller retreated to private life, these upstate leaders were
positioned to wield real power in the state. To some extent they did so, but their influence
in the state and the party largely was eclipsed by their conservative allies downstate—like
Margiotta—as the suburbs outside of New York City grew in size and political
importance.19
As conservative Republicans downstate and elsewhere gained power, they looked
to the pro-family movement to help them shift the GOP and state politics to the right. The
pro-family movement mobilized the exact demographic most likely to vote in any
election: married women aged forty-five to sixty-four. The battles surrounding issues
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such as abortion and the ERA had shown that if these women felt that the so-called
traditional family was in peril, they would not only vote, but they would organize and
lobby. Presumably, if conservative Republicans espoused anti-abortion and related
positions—which many of them sincerely agreed with anyway—they could harness this
pro-family energy to expand their electoral base and power in the state party. What‘s
more, Wakeup and others had built grassroots networks that, as the state ERA results
showed, were strong upstate, but particularly extensive in the downstate suburbs. In short,
the two areas of the state where conservative Republican county chairmen were located
and hoped to lock in their power by building strong local GOP organizations after
decades of top-heavy rule under Rockefeller—an endeavor that grassroots pro-family
networks could supplement.20
Finally, although the state‘s GOP had supported feminist political goals under
Rockefeller, by the end of the decade, pro-family positions were being linked to
Republican ideology. At any point from 1976 through 1979, a suburban homeowner on
Long Island could have tuned into radio host Phyllis Graham‘s weekly show to hear her
relate issues such as lower taxation to the ―traditional family.‖ As Chapter Four
described, Graham often promoted lower taxes and smaller government as a means to
stymie feminist goals such as the state-funded International Women‘s Year activities that
depended on taxpayer dollars.21
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But Graham also imagined lower taxes as a means to help families better conform
to the male/breadwinner, female/homemaker paradigm. One of her broadcasts on
taxation, for example, relied heavily on conservative North Carolina Republican U.S.
Senator Jesse Helms‘s book, When Free Men Shall Stand. Graham noted that
―[a]ccording to the Tax Foundation, … [t]axes are the largest item in the family budget,
more than food and housing put together.‖ Most troubling, she claimed, was that these
high taxes had ―caused many of our nation‘s women, mothers of young children, to have
to go out to work.‖ In other words, both fiscal conservatives and those like Graham who
cared about preserving traditional family gender roles could rally around the same core
Republican goal—in this case, lower taxes—even if they did so for different reasons.22
The Republican Party was moving to embrace the pro-family movement, and
events in New York surrounding Rockefeller‘s departure from state politics offer a
poignant local example of how this occurred. With Rockefeller gone, conservative
Republicans looked to embrace pro-family positions to bolster their power and win votes.
Conservatives‘ success after decades of more liberal Republican rule—especially in the
downstate suburbs—was not inevitable, but the 1978 gubernatorial race in New York
proved to be a crucial turning point in their quest to shift the politics of the party and the
state to the right.

Mary Jane Tobin for Governor
As talk turned toward New York‘s gubernatorial race in 1978, the Long Island
women who ran the RTLP foresaw an opportunity that would offer them more leverage
22
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in state politics. As always, their goal was not to win the race, but to earn enough votes to
compel politicians to support anti-abortion measures. After running Ellen McCormack
for president in 1976, the women felt more prepared to take on a statewide political
campaign—and more confident than ever that they could win at least 50,000 votes in the
race. If they did so, their party would be given a regular line on the ballot for at least four
years until the next gubernatorial race. The RTLP would no longer have to spend an
inordinate amount of time trying to obtain ballot access. In theory, they could field a
candidate in every race in the state. Since 1970, they had won a steady 3-5% of the vote
in every race that they had entered. With a regular line on the ballot, their efforts would
have more visibility; they would be an officially-sanctioned third party like the Liberal
and Conservative parties, and expedient politicians, they hoped, would vie for their crossendorsement. This later occurred, but from the onset, the women could not have predicted
how much conservative Republicans would one day covet the RTLP‘s endorsement in
their attempt to rid the GOP of its more liberal wing that supported legal abortion.23
Instead, when the RTLP officers first convened in the spring of 1978, their
thoughts were attuned to basic concerns such as finding a gubernatorial candidate—a
consideration that once again was subordinate to the anti-abortion cause. They decided to
run Mary Jane Tobin as governor and McCormack as lieutenant governor. Tobin recalled
how casually they decided on these arrangements: ―Oh, I said I‘d like to run for governor
and [Ellen McCormack] said fine.‖ Although she had never run for office before, Tobin
had been involved with the RTLP from the start. As McCormack‘s treasurer in 1976, she
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had managed the process of qualifying for federal matching funds. At the time, Tobin
was a registered nurse living in Merrick, Long Island with her husband, a corporate vice
president, and their three children. She was also president of an anti-abortion group called
the Nassau County Division of Doctors and Nurses vs. Abortion.24
By now accustomed to running shoestring political campaigns, the RTLP first
created a form letter in May of 1978 to introduce Tobin‘s candidacy and solicit money to
fund anti-abortion commercials. They mailed the letter to supporters across the state and
beyond, and encouraged them to circulate it widely. The form letter explained why antiabortion commercials, due to the FCC‘s so-called equal time law, could only be aired
within the context of a political campaign. As in the past, they hoped that their
commercials would stop women from having abortions. The commercials were
necessary, they argued, because of ―the silence of the New York press and TV‖ on
abortion. As the RTLP saw it, the gubernatorial race would provide them with a visible
platform to educate the public about their views in the hope of stopping abortions.25
But their intent was also political since both the Democratic and Republican
candidates for governor supported legal abortion. Tobin‘s initial form letter reminded
supporters that Perry Duryea, the Republican nominee and current Assembly minority
leader, not only supported legal abortion, but had cast the deciding vote in favor of the
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state‘s abortion law in 1970. Incumbent Governor Hugh Carey, the Democratic nominee,
had vetoed a recent parental consent abortion bill. Tobin also criticized Carey for
continuing to cover Medicaid abortions. The Hyde Amendment that outlawed federal
funding for abortions in 1976 had stipulated that state and local governments could
decide if they wished to continue funding abortions for low-income women—a
prerogative that the U.S. Supreme Court upheld in 1977. The RTLP was upset that under
Governor Carey, New York was one of fewer than ten states nationwide to continue
funding abortions for low-income women. Duryea initially supported this funding, but
began opposing it once he entered the gubernatorial race in an attempt to earn the crossendorsement of the Conservative Party, which he did. True success, Tobin wrote, was
forcing Carey, Duryea, and every other candidate for local, state, and federal office to
talk about abortion—and, more important, especially if the RTLP earned a regular party
line, for all politicians to realize that they too ―may face the same threat from Right to
Life in future elections.‖26
The RTLP believed that if their campaign could remake Albany into an antiabortion political capital, it would have an impact beyond the state. Tobin‘s initial letter
to supporters declared that ―[j]ust as the defeat of the New York State ERA [in 1975]
signaled the death knell of the national ERA movement, … the passage of pro-life
legislation in New York State will have far-reaching consequences for the national pro26
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life effort.‖ Given the strength of feminism in New York, the state ERA‘s defeat had
provided an effective fundraising and recruiting pitch for national groups like Phyllis
Schlafly‘s StopERA and Eagle Forum organizations. If Tobin‘s campaign led to antiabortion legislation in Albany that further weakened federal abortion policy, as the RTLP
hoped, they assumed that other states would follow.27
Tobin‘s comparison between the state ERA battle and her anti-abortion campaign
is unsurprising since both causes attracted similar followers. Tobin‘s letter noted, for
instance, that Carolyn Dlugozima, of nearby Floral Park, Long Island, would be
collecting funds for the gubernatorial campaign—the same woman who had started a
local anti-ERA group in 1975 that was affiliated with Wakeup. Tobin and McCormack
had not played a major role in defeating the state ERA, but they opposed the amendment;
above all, they feared its potential impact on abortion. Tobin praised Wakeup for
opposing an extension of the federal ERA ratification deadline in 1978, and urged the
group in a telegram to keep up their ―courageous fight against those well-financed
elements … who are seeking to undermine and destroy respect for life and the integrity of
the family[.]‖ Like Tobin, many people saw the two issues as conjoined threats to the
family: just as legal abortion offered an escape from motherhood, the ERA would
eliminate gender-specific roles for the male breadwinner and female homemaker.28
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The RTLP depended on electoral politics to prevent these fears from being
realized, and Tobin‘s gubernatorial bid was one of their most successful statewide
campaigns. In the Democratic presidential primary in 1976, McCormack‘s delegates only
had appeared on the ballot in four of New York‘s thirty-nine congressional districts. A
lack of volunteers to gather nominating signatures and the simultaneous challenge of
managing ballot access in twenty other states accounted for this disparity. In the
gubernatorial race in 1978, the RTLP learned from their past mistakes. With the help of
volunteers across the state and their pro-bono attorney, Gene McMahon, they secured
ballot access for Tobin in all thirty-nine districts. The party did not run any other
candidates in 1978, so they had more time to dedicate to this process; their contacts
across the state also had grown during McCormack‘s presidential campaign. Relying on
tactics that had worked in the past, such as door-to-door canvassing and mail campaigns,
the RTLP raised $64,000. The money mostly came from small donations, but included
larger sums from the party‘s officers and closest supporters. McCormack‘s family, for
example, gave $992 to the campaign.29
Tobin‘s more systematic campaign and desire to win a regular party line led her to
hire a press secretary, Richard Bruno, who was involved in local anti-abortion activism.
Bruno first met Tobin as he and others in Rockland County were gathering nominating
signatures to get her name on the gubernatorial ballot. As Chapter Two described,
Rockland County had a very active branch of the Right to Life Committee (RTLC),
which had helped repeal New York‘s abortion law in 1972 before Governor Rockefeller
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overrode their actions with a veto. But unlike the RTLP, the RTLC was not allowed by
law to endorse candidates or sponsor them for office. Bruno supported the RLTC‘s local
efforts, but he had always been more interested in electoral politics. In 1972, he first
attempted to run against his Republican state assemblyman, Eugene Levy, who supported
legal abortion. He gathered 1,500 signatures for his candidacy, but Levy challenged many
of them. Unable to compete in that race, Bruno tried to mount similar challenges in
subsequent years, but few made it onto the ballot. Since ballot access had eluded him in
the past, Bruno was intrigued by the RTLP‘s effort to win a regular party line in 1978. He
agreed to sign on without pay as Tobin‘s press secretary.30
Bruno, who ran a fireplace and chimney servicing company in Rockland County,
was an odd choice for press secretary; yet, his resourcefulness helped Tobin effectively
communicate her message. By his own admission, Bruno was not a good writer. He had
no formal experience in communications and lacked the basic typing skills needed to
create a press release. But as a successful small business owner, he was organized and
knew how to delegate responsibilities well. Bruno also was willing to dedicate vast
amounts of time and money toward the anti-abortion cause, the only political issue that
mattered to him. Records indicate that Bruno contributed $1,900 toward the $64,000 that
Tobin raised in 1978. In addition, he hired a press assistant and paid him a salary of
$1,026 out of his own pocket. Bruno‘s assistant, Stewart Ain, was a reporter with the
New York Daily News. At the time, the Daily News was on strike and Ain, by no means
an anti-abortion activist, was looking to make extra money. As a professional reporter
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usually on the other end of political campaigns, Ain knew what press releases looked like
and which media outlets to send them to in order to ensure good statewide coverage.
Bruno knew that this level of professionalism would be necessary if Tobin were to win at
least 50,000 votes to qualify for a regular party line.31
Bruno and Ain soon settled into a routine. Every morning at 6:30 a.m., they met at
Bruno‘s small chimney company office in Rockland County. They started the morning by
reading all the national newspapers and a scattering of local ones to ascertain the top
issues of the day. They paid particular attention to what, if anything, related to abortion.
With Ain at the typewriter and crafting prose, the two would create a press release based
on the day‘s news. Bruno would then call Tobin at her Long Island home to ensure that
she was comfortable with the release. Once he secured her approval, Ain would send out
the press release with Bruno‘s name on it.32
Bruno made sure that Tobin had an informed position on the major issues being
debated in the news. Tobin spoke out most often and most passionately about the need to
enact a HLA that would outlaw abortion by granting unborn fetuses constitutional rights.
Echoing McCormack‘s presidential bid and the official Catholic line about protecting all
lives, she also spoke out against Euthanasia. As mentioned, she opposed the ERA and
linked it to abortion, saying that she could not ―support any legislation which could
jeopardize the cause of the unborn child.‖ With Catholic parochial schools in mind,
Tobin supported giving state aid to non-public schools. As a Catholic, she expressed
31
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reservations about capital punishment, but criticized Governor Carey for recently vetoing
a bill that would have allowed it. She argued that capital punishment was preferable to
abortion since it did not ―involve the taking of an innocent human life,‖ clearly missing
her own hypocrisy since the RTLP claimed to protect all forms of life. In effect, like
other RTLP candidates before her, Tobin‘s positions reflected a politics designed to
defend and promote traditional gender roles and a white, overwhelmingly Catholic,
middle-class lifestyle.33
Following the lead of those like radio host Phyllis Graham, Tobin mixed profamily concerns with support for smaller government and lower taxes. She accused her
opponents, Republican Assemblyman Perry Duryea and incumbent Democratic Governor
Hugh Carey, of wasting taxpayer dollars by ―appoint[ing] their friends to ‗no-show‘ jobs‖
and ―flying around the state at public expense‖ on unnecessary business trips to promote
their political campaigns. In making these remarks, Tobin presented herself as an
ordinary citizen and non-professional politician taking on a corrupt two-party system. As
she saw it, her opponents not only both advocated legal abortion, but were out-of-touch
on a variety of issues. Elite professional politicians literally were flying above ordinary
citizens, far removed from everyday family life as they wasted taxpayer dollars. Tobin
positioned herself as a champion for average citizens struggling to make ends meet. In
doing so, she espoused a politics that conservative Republicans across the state and the
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nation would echo—a politics that linked anti-abortion sentiment and other pro-family
positions to anti-elitism and support for smaller government and lower taxes.34
Tobin delivered her message across the state by adhering to the two basic dictates
of similar, under-funded campaigns: take advantage of all free help and maximize your
coverage in areas of support. The campaign created its own flyers, but benefitted from the
help of other anti-abortion groups that printed and distributed material for Tobin. To
secure free coverage, Tobin agreed to be interviewed whenever possible. Bruno tried to
place advertisements in the print media, although some were refused for their editorial
content. The campaign also spent about half of their $64,000 to produce and air television
commercials. As in prior campaigns, the ads ignored the candidate to focus on, as Tobin
said, ―facts about the life of the pre-born baby.‖ The spots aired during family- and
women-centered programs, such as the Merv Griffin and Phil Donahue shows, that
presumably attracted voters who shared Tobin‘s views. Most of the commercials ran
upstate, an area that was more conservative and likely to yield votes—upstate voters,
after all, had defeated the state ERA in 1975. This decision reflected a wise financial
calculation on their part. The upstate media markets were relatively cheap to air ads in
and the RTLP had fewer people on the ground there; the downstate suburbs, where their
support was even stronger, were part of the far more expensive New York City media
market, but fortunately the Long Island-based party had better visibility there.35
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Ultimately, although Tobin was vastly outspent and barely visible compared to
her opponents, she easily qualified for a regular party line—making the RTLP the only
official anti-abortion political party in the country. Ellen McCormack later told The New
York Times that based on their contact with supporters in the days leading up to the
election, she was optimistic about their prospects for a party line. Tobin‘s final tally was
130,193 votes: more than double what they needed, and, crucially, more votes than the
123,457 that the Liberal Party received. The official canvass showed that only 4.9 million
New Yorkers voted in 1978, the lowest turnout in the state since 1942. In New York City,
only 50% of eligible voters went to the polls. Since the order in which each political party
appears on the ballot is determined every four years by the results of the gubernatorial
race, the RTLP assumed Line D on the ballot (the fourth line) behind the Conservative
Party, pushing the thirty-year-old Liberal Party back to the fifth line. The low voter
turnout that year, especially in places like New York City where support for legal
abortion was high, helped Tobin‘s candidacy and hurt the Liberal Party, even though the
Liberal candidate, incumbent Governor Hugh Carey, won the overall contest by roughly
272,000 votes.36
Tobin‘s results were hailed as proof that the anti-abortion movement had come of
age politically in New York. In addition to Tobin‘s success, the Right to Life Committee
had set up a separate political action committee a month before the 1978 election to
support anti-abortion candidates in the major parties. Several of their candidates won,
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leaving New York with anti-abortion representation among 55% of the State Senate
(including four newcomers), 43% of the State Assembly (including ten newcomers), and
33% of its delegation in the U.S. House of Representatives (including two newcomers).
These results hinted at the increasing influence of single-issue parties and campaigns—
whether measured by Tobin‘s results in New York or that of property tax opponents in
California who passed Proposition 13 that year.37
Tobin‘s 130,193 votes were mostly from the downstate suburbs, especially those
on Long Island, and several counties upstate. The RTLP earned more than double the
amount of votes of the Liberal Party in the upstate counties, with ―upstate‖ defined as all
counties excluding New York City and the downstate suburbs. The Liberal Party only
earned 47,000 votes outside of New York City, while the RTLP won roughly 100,000.
The RTLP outpolled the Conservative Party in six counties, all of them upstate. Tobin
received a large plurality on Long Island, where she earned roughly 33,000 votes, or 25%
of her total. In sum, Tobin did best in her native Long Island and in places upstate where
the state ERA amendment had little support in 1975—all areas where conservative GOP
county chairmen were looking to consolidate their new power within the state party, and
soon would vie for the RTLP‘s cross-endorsement as a means to do so.38
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The RTLP likewise focused on its new cross-endorsement powers after it earned a
regular line. Tobin defiantly told The New York Times after the election that it was ―now
evident that just as the major party candidates have courted the Liberal Party
endorsement, they must now turn their attention to the Right to Life Party.‖39 The party
planned a series of meetings with supporters across the state to discuss how best to attract
candidates to their line. Filling the RTLP line was to their advantage since the fourth row
of every ballot printed in the state until at least 1982 would contain the party‘s name,
with or without a candidate. The party also began taking positions on issues other than
abortion—coming out, for example, in support of tax vouchers for parents who send their
children to private schools. This position was unsurprising given the RTLP‘s support for
Catholic parochial schools. But, press secretary Richard Bruno warned, the RTLP was
―not going to try to be all things to all people.‖ As Bruno explained, ―We wouldn‘t
endorse a candidate who failed to take a pro-life stance … even if we agreed with his
positions on everything else.‖ To ensure that this did not happen, the party developed a
six-point questionnaire for prospective candidates.40
The RTLP‘s opportunity to cross-endorse came just months later in March of
1979 in a special election on Staten Island for a State Assembly seat. As a viable player
in state politics for the first time, Tobin, as titular head of the RTLP, was invited to a
meeting with Serphin Maltese, the executive director of the Conservative Party. The two
39
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party chairs agreed to endorse James P. Molinaro, the Staten Island Conservative Party
chairman, in his bid for the Assembly seat. Sensing an ally in the Conservative Party‘s
longtime mission to shift the Republican Party to the right, Maltese told the press after his
meeting with Tobin that he foresaw his party and the RTLP continuing to collaborate
frequently in the future. But Tobin refuted this assertion, likely recalling how the
Conservative Party had endorsed Republican Perry Duryea, a proponent of legal abortion,
in the 1978 gubernatorial race. ―We are not in a box with the Conservative Party,‖ she
told The New York Times, ―or else we wouldn‘t have started our party.‖41
The voter returns from that special election seemingly confirmed the RTLP‘s new
sense of entitlement. As expected in this left-leaning district on Staten Island, the
Democratic candidate, Paul Viggiano, won. The Liberal and Republican lines placed
second and third, while Molinaro, the Conservative and RTLP candidate placed last. But,
in an unexpected twist, Molinaro won more votes on the RTLP‘s line than on the
Conservative Party‘s line: 902 votes versus 768 votes for the Conservative Party that he
led in the area. Although few citizens paid attention to the special election, its results put
the state‘s political leaders on alert; as their thoughts turned toward bigger contests to
come, it was clear that both the new RTLP and the issue of abortion would be formidable
forces to contend with in New York State politics.42
In the off-year elections that November of 1979, the RTLP continued to make
important strides. They endorsed 600 candidates, although few waged campaigns that
41
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were as active as Tobin‘s had been in 1978. In Westchester County, for example, the
RTLP officers named a supporter, Robert McKeon, as the party‘s county chairman.
McKeon identified ninety anti-abortion candidates to run on the RTLP line in the county,
eighty-seven of whom also were running on another line, mostly from the Republican or
Conservative parties. The three candidates in Westchester running solely on the RTLP
line were simply lending their names to the cause. As one such candidate, Marilyn Joan
O‘Lear—a single woman with a full-time job, health problems, and no financial
resources—told The New York Times, ―All they want is my name. … They don‘t expect
me to build up a budget and go out grandstanding.‖ Instead, RTLP leaders hoped to use
the 1979 off-year elections to prove themselves to the more established political parties in
advance of 1980, when candidates for every office including the presidency and the U.S.
Senate would be on the ballot in New York.43
In the end, although only 2.5 million New Yorkers went to the polls in 1979,
about half of the total in 1978, the RTLP had a good showing that boded well for 1980.
The party averaged around 4% or 5% of the total vote in each county. While the
Conservative Party did slightly better, the two parties emerged with virtually the same
amount of bargaining power. The results were most dramatic on Long Island where, for
example, the RTLP‘s percentage of the total vote in Nassau County, where the party was
founded, rose from 4% in 1978 to 7% in 1979—with anywhere between 1,300 and 2,000
votes separating them there from the Conservative Party in some contests. Based on the
1979 results, the RTLP‘s pro-bono attorney, Gene McMahon, predicted that the party
43
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would win 300,000 votes in 1980, or more than double the roughly 130,000 they had
polled in Tobin‘s gubernatorial race. Frank Lynn, ace political reporter for The New York
Times, reached a similar conclusion, writing: ―Clearly, with these results, the new party
will have some leverage in close elections as it tries to pressure candidates for the
Legislature and Congress to adopt its anti-abortion position next year [in 1980].‖44
The RTLP had succeeded in its quest to form a viable swing vote in the state.
They had a regular party line by 1980 to field candidates for any office in the state, and
they could use their cross-endorsement powers to compel politicians to vote for antiabortion legislation. The 1980 elections were a major turning point in America‘s socalled rightward turn. In New York, the result was no different—and that year the
RTLP‘s core issues and constituency helped conservative Republicans upstate, and
particularly in the downstate suburbs, consolidate their power over the GOP‘s more
liberal faction.

Reagan, D‘Amato, and the Election of 1980
In many ways, events that took place at a Long Island Republican Party dinner in
May of 1980 epitomized the more conservative tone and tenor of New York State politics
that year. The dinner was hosted by Joseph Margiotta, the newly-powerful chairman of
the Nassau County Republican Party, which was by then the largest GOP club in the
state. An estimated 4,200 people attended the packed dinner, and it was the biggest
Republican event in the state that year. Ronald Reagan recently had won the state‘s
Republican presidential primary, and he was determined to win New York‘s forty-one
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electoral votes in the general election that November. Margiotta asked Reagan to be the
dinner‘s keynote speaker, and that night he solidified his hold over 105 of the state‘s 123
delegates to the upcoming Republican National Convention—a staggering difference
from 1976, when thanks to Rockefeller‘s heavy hand, Reagan only won nineteen
delegates in New York.45
Margiotta had hoped to celebrate the rising power of fellow conservative
Republicans that night, but underlying tensions in the state‘s GOP were forced to the
surface on account of Jacob Javits attending the dinner. Javits was New York‘s liberal
Republican U.S. Senator, an heir apparent of Rockefeller who was up for re-election in
1980. Margiotta was working to rid the state party of remaining holdovers like Javits, and
he did not want to promote his re-election campaign in any way; originally, he was not
even planning to invite Javits to the dinner. Reagan insisted behind the scenes, however,
that Javits be invited as a precondition of him speaking at the event. Reagan‘s campaign
saw that New York‘s political culture was shifting rightward. But after their experience in
the state in 1976, they felt that the key to victory in 1980 was uniting both GOP
moderates and conservatives behind his candidacy. Margiotta and his allies in the state
party and pro-family movement were convinced from the beginning that Reagan‘s camp
was wrong about needing the support of more liberal, feminist-backed Republicans in
New York.46
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Instead of supporting Javits, for example, Margiotta and others threw their
support behind Al D‘Amato, a conservative town supervisor from Hempstead, Long
Island. Margiotta may have kowtowed to Reagan by inviting Javits to his Republican
county dinner, but he defiantly hung a massive fifty-yard banner across the back of the
ballroom that night that optimistically read, ―Nassau County Salutes Our Own Al
D‘Amato—United States Senator from New York.‖ The Conservative and Right to Life
parties also endorsed D‘Amato in 1980, and Mary Jane Tobin directed her supporters to
promote his candidacy in any way that they could. The RTLP even engaged in a form of
hardball politics with Reagan‘s camp by forcing him to more or less beg for their
endorsement. Both Reagan and D‘Amato ultimately won the state, in part by embracing
pro-family issues. These results seemed to indicate that Javits‘s faction of the GOP was
irrelevant, as those like Margiotta had posited all along—in an election year where
conservatives and their pro-family allies tried to demonstrate their new power in New
York at every juncture of the 1980 presidential and U.S. Senate contests.47
The 1980 presidential race was one of the most exciting in recent state memory
since Reagan made winning New York a priority. Reagan‘s strategists determined that he
would have to hold the states that Ford had won in 1976, plus pick off some of the
electorally rich states that had gone to Carter that year—states that seemed to be shifting
rightward in recent years, and ones where Reagan could put together his desired coalition
of moderate Republicans, conservatives, and disaffected Democrats. New York and its
forty-one electoral votes became a particular target in 1980, despite the fact that Reagan
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had been one of the state‘s most vocal critics in the past. During New York City‘s
bankruptcy scare in 1975, for example, he had advised President Ford not to bail out the
city, which he saw as an immoral and corrupt welfare wasteland. 48
But as the 1980 campaign heated up, Reagan looked for ways to temper his tone
and indicate his commitment to the state. He kept conservatives, including pro-family
activists, happy by recommending positions such as lower taxes, an end to Détente with
the Soviets, the defeat of the ERA, and a HLA to ban abortion. At the same time, he tried
to attract GOP moderates and disaffected Democrats in the state. He, for example,
announced his entrance into the race at a Hilton hotel in New York City in November of
1979. By beginning his candidacy in a place that had been the epicenter of more liberal
Republicanism, Reagan showed that he would not write off New York (or the Northeast)
in 1980 as he and other conservatives had in the past. He also appointed several New
Yorkers to key leadership positions in his campaign. Former U.S. Securities and
Exchange Commission chairman, William J. (Bill) Casey of Long Island, was chosen as
his national campaign manager, while conservative Congressman Jack Kemp was named
as his chief spokesman and chairman for policy development. In addition to crafting
policy positions, Kemp, a popular former professional football player and anti-tax
crusader from suburban Buffalo, helped to ensure that the campaign had upstate
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representation to supplement the support of Casey and Margiotta‘s conservative faction
downstate.49
As Reagan‘s campaign expanded in New York, they decided to break with
tradition and run in the state‘s GOP primary in March of 1980. In the first presidential
election since Rockefeller had died of a heart attack in 1979, Dr. Bernard Kilbourn, the
New York State Republican chairman, had expected the party‘s primary to be run in 1980
as it was in the past: presidential candidates would not campaign actively in the state, and
Kilbourn, performing the role that Rockefeller had once played, would assign the state‘s
uncommitted delegates to his preferred candidate. Kilbourn begged Reagan not to
commit the ―unfriendly‖ act of running a primary campaign with his own delegates. But
Reagan‘s team ignored him and bombarded the airwaves with television ads, ultimately
winning the primary and seventy-one of the state‘s 123 convention delegates. Although
many of his opponents did not actively compete in the race, the win was significant. A
new tradition of conservative power politics had replaced the Rockefeller era.50
Reagan‘s ascendancy in New York effectively forced Senator Javits to back his
presidential bid in 1980. Although Javits had not supported Barry Goldwater in 1964 or
Reagan in 1976—citing distain for the policies of their conservative wing of the GOP—
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Reagan courted him in 1980 due to his campaign‘s belief that he would need moderate
votes. By April of 1980, Reagan was all but assured of becoming the GOP‘s presidential
nominee, and sensing that the political winds had shifted, Javits publicly endorsed him—
reportedly in exchange for a seat as delegate-at-large from New York at the upcoming
Republican National Convention. Reagan wrote to Javits to thank him for his support,
and promised to ―wag[e] an aggressive, full-scale campaign in that section of the country
and, especially, in New York State.‖ With this as a backdrop, Reagan insisted that
Margiotta invite Javits to the aforementioned Nassau County GOP dinner that May.51
Reagan thought he needed Javits‘s more liberal base, but, in truth, Javits needed
Reagan far more that year. Al D‘Amato was his first primary challenger since he initially
ran for the U.S. Senate in 1956. When Rockefeller ruled the party, he all but prohibited
primary races for fear that they would weaken the Republican candidate in the general
election. Javits tried to minimize any suggestion that he was losing ground in the state.
When reporters asked him about the large D‘Amato banner that had been displayed at the
Nassau County dinner, Javits brushed it aside. He purported to welcome D‘Amato‘s
conservative challenge, but tried to draw cover on the right by reaffirming his support for
Reagan. At that point in May of 1980, despite D‘Amato‘s intention to run, he was not yet
an official primary contender; his name would only be placed on the primary ballot if
25% of New York State Republican Committee members voted to add it. The committee
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was scheduled to meet in June, and the general consensus at the Nassau County dinner
was that D‘Amato would have enough votes to be placed on the Senate primary ballot.52
This suspicion prompted national Republican leaders to try and intervene before
the state committee voted in June. U.S. Senate Minority Leader, Republican Senator
Howard Baker of Tennessee, made a special trip to Manhattan on Javits‘s behalf in May
to appeal to the GOP county chairmen in New York City and the downstate suburbs—
eight counties that had a lot of votes and always had backed Rockefeller. Baker argued
that most people in the state, even those on Long Island, had never heard of D‘Amato.
Plus, he noted, if Republicans re-gained the majority in the Senate, Javits would recover
his chairmanship of the powerful Senate Foreign Relations Committee. D‘Amato,
meanwhile, would be a freshman senator with no committee influence. But Baker‘s
arguments that day and in subsequent attempts did little to shift the state Republican
county chairmen. Five of the eight chairmen invited to Baker‘s meeting declared their
support for D‘Amato; among them, the Brooklyn and Bronx chairmen supported the
newcomer, while the Queens chairman was undecided. Margiotta and the other Long
Island chairman from Suffolk County also backed D‘Amato, but they did not even bother
to attend the meeting. Their own increasing power—bolstered the state ERA‘s defeat in
1975 and the RTLP‘s recent successes—had convinced them that there was enough
support upstate and in the downstate suburbs to elect D‘Amato to the U.S. Senate.53
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Not surprisingly, both Javits and D‘Amato won enough support at the state
committee meeting that June to have their names placed on the primary ballot in 1980.
Several state committee members—along with national Republicans without voting
privileges such as former President Ford—gave nominating speeches for Javits. The
speeches stressed his name recognition and winning record. New York Assembly
Minority Leader James Emery recalled that Javits had won all sixty-two counties in the
state in 1974, which helped down-ticket candidates. To call him ―a winner,‖ Emery
concluded, ―is to state the obvious.‖ Former President Ford called Javits ―one of the
outstanding legislators in the Congress.‖ Those who nominated D‘Amato were
unimpressed by these remarks. George Clark, the county chairman in Brooklyn who had
been one of Reagan‘s most visible backers in 1976, argued that in 1980, ―Republicans of
this state sent a message when Ronald Reagan won all the primaries that took place.‖
Clark felt that only D‘Amato represented the new conservative impulse permeating the
state, while Javits was so liberal that he might as well be a Democrat. After all, he noted,
Javits had voted a striking 82% of the time with Democratic President Carter, whom
Clark blamed for bungling foreign policy and plunging the economy into decline.54
D‘Amato echoed these remarks in the months leading up to the GOP primary
election that September. As D‘Amato wrote to his supporters, ―I am running in the
primary against Jacob Javits because, for [twenty-five] years, he has been masquerading
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as a Republican while voting as a liberal Democrat.‖55 D‘Amato painted Javits as an
elitist because of his personal wealth and Manhattan address, as well as a tax-and-spend
liberal who was soft on defense and communism. He even went after the fact that Javits
was seventy-six years old and had a motor neuron disease that made walking more
difficult. When he gave specifics, D‘Amato assailed Javits for voting against the recent
Kemp-Ross bill, which would have provided a tax cut for small businesses and
families—while failing to point out that Javits‘s vote was prompted by a core
conservative concern about the deficit. He also targeted Javits‘s vote against federal
funding for a B-1 bomber and his decision to provide $75 million in aid to ―the Marxist
regime in Nicaragua.‖ In contrast, D‘Amato stressed that he was only forty-three years
old and lived a middle-class lifestyle on Long Island that was being hurt by the liberal
monetary policies Javits championed. He often pictured himself with his wife and four
children on campaign literature to underscore his relative youth, middle-class suburban
lifestyle, and general ―everyman‖ appeal.56
Javits tried to shed the liberal label; in fact, he had long maintained that ―the
adjective ‗progressive‘ more accurately describe[d] [his] political beliefs.‖ As he
explained, ―Progressives have always led the truly meaningful movements in the
Republican Party,‖ whether it be Lincoln ending slavery, Teddy Roosevelt‘s conservation
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programs and trust-busting, or Richard Nixon opening up diplomatic relations with
China. Far from being ―a flaming liberal,‖ Javits said, a progressive Republican mixed
this ―quality of enlightenment‖ with ―a relatively conservative philosophy on many
issues,‖ although Javits declined to state them. In addition, a progressive had ―the
courage to leave party lines when the time or the issue demand[ed].‖57
Javits had presented himself like this for years, and during the primary he also
looked for other ways to make himself more attractive to conservatives. His polling firm
advised him to add language about shrinking the size of the federal government to his
stump speech—especially since polling showed that New Yorkers viewed him as very
knowledgeable about the inner-workings of government. The polling firm stressed that
Javits ―should not hesitate to use the word ‗conservative‘ in describing his position on
reducing … the scope of the federal bureaucracy.‖ In a final attempt to win over
conservatives, Javits‘s friend and colleague in the Senate, conservative icon Barry
Goldwater, made a commercial for him. Goldwater did not call Javits a conservative, but
he argued that Javits could hold the seat for Republicans and continue using his vast
legislative knowledge to benefit New Yorkers.58
Despite this outreach, many conservatives were unable to overlook the fact that
like other ―Rockefeller Republicans,‖ Javits unabashedly backed the feminist movement.
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On Women‘s Equality Day on August 26, 1980—the sixtieth anniversary of woman‘s
suffrage and less than two weeks before the GOP primary election—he used the occasion
to promote the ERA. The best way to honor the anniversary was to pass the ERA, he said,
so that the U.S. Constitution finally would reflect full equality for women in areas other
than suffrage. Javits‘s campaign also consciously reached out to women, noting that he
had, among other accomplishments, helped to procure federal funding for family
planning, teenage pregnancy programs, battered women‘s shelters, and rape prevention
and treatment. If re-elected to the Senate, he promised to continue his strong support for
abortion rights, the ERA, and federal funding for childcare. As a result, Javits won the
support of feminist groups in New York such as NOW and the Abortion Rights Brigade,
while organizations like the Right to Life Committee lined up behind D‘Amato.
Endorsements from these outside groups could be helpful, but being cross-endorsed by a
third party was a far more reliable way to guarantee votes on election day.59
D‘Amato sought the Conservative Party line, while Javits accepted the Liberal
Party‘s endorsement. The Liberal Party‘s announcement was no surprise since they had
endorsed Javits in the past. The Conservative Party‘s actions were also predictable. Even
before D‘Amato had entered the race, Conservative Party leaders began raising money
for a ―Dump Javits‖ campaign in 1979. As J. Daniel Mahoney, the party‘s chairman, told
a reporter from The Syracuse Post Standard, ―With Nelson Rockefeller gone … Javits
can be challenged in a Republican primary by a candidate backed by the Conservative
59
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Party.‖ Hoping to be that candidate, D‘Amato began pursuing the Conservative line after
declaring his candidacy in January of 1980. By March, he had the party‘s support. This
cross-endorsement was important since D‘Amato lacked the fundraising capabilities of
the more seasoned Javits. The Conservative Party ultimately dedicated $100,000 to
D‘Amato‘s primary campaign.60
Given recent trends in the state, D‘Amato sought and won the RTLP‘s backing as
well. Joseph Margiotta, the powerful Nassau County GOP chairman who had pushed
D‘Amato‘s candidacy from the start, reached out to Mary Jane Tobin on his behalf.
D‘Amato also met with Richard Bruno, Tobin‘s former press secretary, to push for the
party‘s cross-endorsement. To bolster his case, D‘Amato sent Bruno a whopping 100
newspaper articles that mentioned his support for the (largely symbolic) HLA that had
passed recently in his home county of Nassau. As a strong anti-abortion advocate from
Long Island, D‘Amato was a fitting candidate for the RTLP to cross-endorse in their first
statewide election since gaining a regular party line. When the RTLP‘s newly-formed
state committee met in June of 1980, they voted to endorse him. As Marie O‘Connor,
wife of the local Erie County RTLP chairman, told The Buffalo News, the cross-
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endorsement was necessary since Javits‘s support for legal abortion made his candidacy
―totally unacceptable‖ to her party. 61
The RTLP lacked the financial resources of the more established Conservative
Party, but D‘Amato‘s campaign was impressed that their vote totals had accounted for 35% in recent elections. The RTLP‘s help in the GOP primary included a pro-D‘Amato
form letter that Tobin wrote and encouraged the candidate‘s campaign to circulate
widely. The party also produced five sixty-second television commercials that aired in
the New York City media market, which covered the downstate suburbs. The ads,
featuring a Catholic nun, cost about $4,000 and criticized Javits for trying to ensure that
doctors could not be fired from hospitals for performing abortions. The ads were an
attempt to energize the RTLP‘s base: Catholics in the downstate suburbs who were
primarily motivated by the anti-abortion cause. The D‘Amato campaign welcomed the
ads, mindful of the fact that if the RTLP‘s base turned out on election day, it could tip the
scales in their favor in a close primary race.62
As D‘Amato solidified his RTLP and Conservative Party cross-endorsements,
Reagan sought to do the same. His campaign was convinced that winning votes on the
Conservative and RTLP lines would be crucial since New York‘s Liberal Party had
chosen moderate Republican John Anderson, a losing candidate in the 1980 GOP
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presidential primary, for their party line in the general election. Anderson‘s candidacy
had the potential to attract both Democrats and more liberal Republicans in New York—
two groups that Reagan‘s camp thought they had to make inroads with if he were to carry
the state. The Conservative Party understood this predicament and cross-endorsed
Reagan early on; as they saw it, he was the first conservative GOP presidential candidate
since Goldwater in 1964. But the RTLP refused to do the same, instead taking months to
decide between giving Reagan their line and placing Ellen McCormack on it, who agreed
to run for president again. Since New York was the only state in the country with an
official RTLP, if McCormack ran on that line, the party would then have to enter her
name as an Independent candidate in as many other states as possible.63
The RTLP drew criticism from several would-be-allies as they dragged their feet
into the summer of 1980. Most anti-abortion groups, including the National and New
York State Right to Life Committees, endorsed Reagan in 1980. He, after all, called for a
HLA and supported the recent Hyde Amendment‘s ban on federally-funded abortions.
But the RTLP was upset that Reagan had signed an abortion reform law as governor of
California in 1967, a decision he later regretted. They also criticized Reagan‘s support for
abortion in cases where it was necessary to save the life of the expectant woman—an
exception the RTLP officers felt could easily be manipulated by doctors and patients.
Reagan‘s pragmatic overtures to Javits created further suspicion. This hard line turned off
many anti-abortion groups in New York and across the country. The National Pro-Life
Political Action Committee, which endorsed Reagan, for instance, criticized the RTLP

63

Maurice Carroll, ―Conservatives Give Reagan Line on the New York Ballot,‖ The New York Times, 16
September 1980, Folder 24, Box 2, Series 2, Conservative Party of New York State Records, UA-SUNY.

276

for ―holding up unreasonable and impractical standards,‖ which prompted McCormack to
resign as a member of the group‘s advisory council. The RTLP made more enemies when
they ran print advertisements during the GOP presidential primaries that criticized
Reagan‘s actions as governor—including a full-page spread in the Nashua Telegraph a
day before the crucial New Hampshire primary that Reagan ultimately won.64
Still, Reagan‘s campaign deputies in New York continued to pursue the RTLP‘s
cross-endorsement throughout the spring and summer of 1980 before falling short in the
end. Frustrated by the RTLP‘s indecision, Roger Stone, Reagan‘s Northeast regional
coordinator, publically expressed his aggravation with the RTLP in June, telling reporters
that since McCormack had no chance of winning the presidency or even the state, he
predicted that most anti-abortion voters in New York would vote for Reagan anyway,
with or without the RTLP‘s endorsement. Mary Jane Tobin retaliated by telling fellow
Long Islander Bill Casey, Reagan‘s campaign manager, that her RTLP would no longer
negotiate with Roger Stone—only Casey or, preferably, Ronald Reagan himself. As a
testament to the RTLP‘s new importance, Reagan placed a call to McCormack. But the
RTLP later decided to cling to principle and endorse McCormack.65
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The RTLP‘s strong principled stance was ironic: Reagan unequivocally backed
the HLA, and his nomination marginalized many of the feminist goals that the Long
Island women also opposed. For example, the Republican Women‘s Task Force, the
GOP‘s feminist bloc that had fought to preserve the party‘s support for the ERA in 1976,
sent representatives to testify before the 1980 platform committee about the need to do
the same. The current economic turndown, some argued, made women‘s full equality in
areas such as employment necessary. But Reagan‘s nomination provided Phyllis Schlafly
and her allies with new prominence in the party. The 1980 platform was devoid of all
prior support for feminist goals; instead, it purported to embrace measures that ―respect
traditional family values and the sanctity of innocent human life.‖ Among related goals,
this embrace of ―family values‖ translated into ending the party‘s forty years of support
for the ERA—and replacing it with a generic statement promoting equal rights for
women that lacked a specific policy proposal, and therefore was merely symbolic.66
These changes were particularly dramatic within New York‘s delegation, which at
previous conventions had been a reliably feminist force within the GOP. While D‘Amato
told the press that he was ―delighted to run on the Republican platform,‖ Javits remarked,
―I deplore these [anti-feminist] planks, and will not run on them.‖ Tanya Melich, a
journalist and leading member of the feminist-backed Republican Women‘s Task Force,
was an alternate delegate from New York in 1980. She observed that the New York
Republicans who had supported feminist causes in the past were either gone or had little
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power in 1980. When the ERA plank fell through, for example, Melich asked Javits to try
and convince six other states to vote for a floor debate that could lead to changing the
party‘s position on the ERA. But Javits could not conjure up the votes—nor did he try too
hard to do so for fear of upsetting Bill Casey, Reagan‘s campaign manager from Long
Island, who would be the state‘s direct line to the White House if Reagan became
president. This situation differed drastically from just four years before when Rockefeller
still ruled the state party and forces like the RTLP wielded very little influence in the
state.67
It also differed from the Democratic convention that nominated President Carter
for a second term in 1980. Although feminists had an uneasy relationship with the
president because he personally opposed abortion—and although many groups like NOW
had backed Senator Ted Kennedy‘s primary challenge to the sitting president that year—
most eventually came around by the convention. Many feminists served as delegates in
1980, and they were rewarded with a Democratic platform that included many of their
goals, such as support for legal abortion, the ERA, government-funded childcare, and
anti-discriminatory employment laws. The Democratic Party had reaffirmed its
commitment to the feminist movement, just as the Republican Party moved to embrace a
conservative definition of what their 1980 platform called ―family values.‖68
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After the Democratic convention in Manhattan that August, the state‘s political
community turned towards the U.S. Senate primary in September—the results of which
further moved the GOP into the ―family values‖ camp. Conservative, anti-abortion
candidate Al D‘Amato defeated Jacob Javits, the last major ―Rockefeller Republican‖
officeholder in the state, by a large margin of 70,000 votes (56% to 44%). D‘Amato took
New York City (5,100 votes) and the upstate counties (2,000 votes) rather narrowly, but
won a decisive victory on Long Island (63,000 votes, with 46,000 votes coming from his
home county of Nassau). Across the downstate suburbs, where conservative chairmen
such as Joseph Margiotta presided, D‘Amato led in some cities and towns by wide
margins of two or three to one.69
As a post-election recap in The New York Times surmised, ―For most people,
Floral Park, Uniondale, and East Meadow [on Long Island] may only be highway signs
on the way to Jones Beach and the Hamptons, but for New York Republicans, they may
point to a distinct turn to the right.‖ The article observed that ―[i]t was the votes of
conservative, middle-class, inward-looking suburban communities like these that have
produced one of their own, Alfonse M. D‘Amato, as the state‘s Republican candidate for
the United State Senate.‖ D‘Amato won by presenting himself as a conservative middleclass suburbanite fed-up with the tax-and-spend policies of liberal Republicans like
Javits. He also attacked his opponent‘s stances on issues related to women and the family,
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running on the RTLP line and benefitting from the party‘s anti-abortion support
downstate.70
As D‘Amato moved on from the primary to the general election, he unexpectedly
faced two competitors on the left. Javits chose to remain in the race and run on the
Liberal Party‘s line. The Democratic candidate was U.S. Congresswoman Elizabeth
Holtzman of Brooklyn, who had been in the House of Representatives since 1973.
Holtzman held positions that were popular in New York City—including her tough
stance against Nixon in the Watergate hearings, prior opposition to the Vietnam War, and
plans to enact tougher handgun controls. Like Javits, Holtzman supported women‘s
rights. She had long been a target of the state‘s pro-family movement, especially after she
became the lead sponsor of the bill that extended the federal ERA‘s ratification deadline
from 1978 to 1982. Groups such as NOW were torn over who to endorse in the general
election, but most chose Holtzman over Javits since she was a strong feminist woman.71
The general consensus in the state‘s political community was that Javits could
never win on a minor party‘s line; he should accept the primary results and drop out
rather than take support from Holtzman by splitting the liberal vote. Even Democratic
U.S. Congressman Richard Ottinger tried to convince Javits. In the U.S. Senate race in
1970, Ottinger had split votes with his liberal Republican opponent, thereby paving the
way for Jim Buckley of the Conservative Party to win the three-way contest. But Javits
refused to listen, and the state braced for what just months before had seemed far more
70
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unlikely: the election of Al D‘Amato, a little-known town supervisor from Hempstead,
Long Island, to the U.S. Senate.72

Women, ―Family Values,‖ and Victory at the Polls
Indeed, D‘Amato and Reagan both won in New York in 1980 by doing well in the
downstate suburbs and upstate—areas where newly-powerful conservative blocs had
emerged in recent years. Reagan won 47% of the vote, compared to 44% for Carter and
7% for John Anderson on the Liberal line. He swept the downstate suburbs, and lost only
eight of the state‘s sixty-two counties to Carter: four counties in New York City, and the
other four upstate, including the Democratic working-class strongholds of Buffalo and
Rochester. D‘Amato won in an even closer race, with roughly 45% of the vote, compared
to 44% for Holtzman and 11% for Javits; he and Holtzman were separated by only
91,000 votes. Holtzman won New York City and two additional counties, but her city
totals were low for a Democrat because Javits had cut into them. D‘Amato took the
downstate suburbs and won even more decisively than Reagan upstate. Exit polling
showed that upstate voters perceived Holtzman to be too liberal, especially due to her
recent votes to cut military spending, while Carter was considered to be much more
moderate.73
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The Democratic and Republican platforms in 1980 could not have been more
different with regard to issues of women and family, and each side sought to interpret the
election results in light of that fact. Phyllis Schlafly declared that the pro-family
movement had elected Reagan and boasted about seeing feminist leaders such as Gloria
Steinem, founder of Ms. magazine, and Ellie Smeal, then president of NOW, crying on
television. The RTLP and their allies joined in, noting that nearly all of their targeted
candidates had won in 1980. Feminist groups interjected that in New York and
elsewhere, comparatively little time was devoted to women‘s issues. They said that the
slumping economy and the brewing American hostage situation in Iran—not issues like
abortion—were on voters‘ minds. NOW also pointed out that four feminist-backed
women were elected to the U.S. House of Representatives in 1980, bringing the total
number of women in Congress to twenty-one, twelve of whom shared NOW‘s goals.74
In truth, those like Reagan and D‘Amato won in places such as New York by
appealing to suburban voters—a group that since World War II was increasingly larger
and more important than urban voters. Reagan‘s campaign was right about his need to
attract Democrats and moderate Republicans, which he was able to do. In New York, for
example, Javits won about 611,000 votes, or about 150,000 more votes than his fellow
Liberal Party candidate, John Anderson, in the presidential contest. Reagan likely won
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some of those 150,000 votes. He did so in large measure by talking about issues that were
important to suburban voters. As noted, for the first time in history that year, D‘Amato‘s
home county of Nassau had the most votes of any of the sixty-two counties in New York.
The four downstate suburban counties collectively accounted for a striking 25% of the
total vote in the state in 1980. Reagan won these counties by 321,000 votes, which was
more than double his 163,000 statewide margin of victory. D‘Amato won the downstate
suburbs by 140,000 votes, which was far more than the 91,000 that separated him from
Holtzman. To attract these voters, Reagan and D‘Amato espoused a message that mixed
support for issues like lower taxes with pro-family concerns such as anti-abortion and
anti-ERA sentiment.75
As a result, although the economy and national defense were the biggest issues in
1980, both Reagan and D‘Amato also benefitted, for example, from anti-abortion votes.
Fewer than 100,000 votes separated D‘Amato and Holtzman in the U.S. Senate race, and
while Javits no doubt took votes from people who supported legal abortion away from
Holtzman, the RTLP was able to claim that D‘Amato‘s 151,000 votes on their ballot line
more than accounted for his margin of victory. D‘Amato won roughly 20,000 more votes
on the RTLP line than Mary Jane Tobin had earned in 1978, with 51,307 of these votes in
1980 coming from Long Island. In stark contrast, Ellen McCormack only won 27,000
votes on the RTLP line in the 1980 presidential race, suggesting that about 134,000 anti-
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abortion voters in New York backed D‘Amato for senator and Reagan for president—
likely because Reagan had a better chance of winning than McCormack. Reagan topped
Carter by 163,000 votes in the state, which underscores the importance of these 134,000
anti-abortion votes. These results were consistent with Reagan‘s support for a HLA and
his desire to maintain the ban on federal Medicaid funding for abortions.76
Reagan also targeted Catholics, a huge anti-abortion bloc, in the state. Although
Catholics only accounted for 36% of New York‘s population, 60% of whom were
historically Democrats as the RTLP founders had been, their vote was an important
bellwether in the state. Carter had won New York in 1976 with 57% of the Catholic vote,
compared to 42% for Ford that year. Part of Carter‘s decline in New York in 1980 related
to him only winning 46% of the Catholic vote that year, compared to 47% for Reagan
and 6% for Anderson—a result of Reagan‘s efforts to appeal to Catholics by promising to
fund parochial schools and enact a HLA, among other pro-family concerns.77
The 1980 election results showed that married, middle-aged white women—the
same demographic that the pro-family movement attracted—had voted overwhelmingly
for Reagan. An AP/NBC News poll released on election day showed that men supported
Reagan over Carter by 56% to 35%, respectively, while women were divided more
closely, 47% for Reagan versus 45% for Carter. The same survey found a stronger
correlation between opinions on the ERA and voting—with anti-ERA people voting for
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Reagan and supporters of the amendment backing Carter—than between opinions on
subjects such as national defense and one‘s vote. This so-called ―gender gap‖ was hyped
in the media, but the real divide was not between the sexes: it was between white men
and married women, who supported Reagan in large numbers, and single white women,
who went overwhelmingly for Carter. Thus, while the economy, taxes, the hostage
situation, and national defense were the major issues in the 1980 election, Reagan and
others like D‘Amato also promoted their support for conservative ―family values.‖ They
knew that their conservative views on issues such as the HLA could only help them since
the group most likely to agree with them also was the group most likely to go to the polls,
married white women aged forty-five to sixty-four.78
But women in that demographic did more than simply vote: in New York, they
helped build the foundation for the 1980 election results. Throughout the seventies,
women such as Mary Jane Tobin created a viable pro-family voting bloc—a powerful
new swing vote that conservative Republicans leveraged in their ongoing quest to move
the state party to the right. D‘Amato and Reagan likewise pursued the RTLP‘s crossendorsement aggressively in 1980. This backing enabled a previously unknown
conservative candidate like D‘Amato to beat Jacob Javits, a more liberal, pro-feminist
Republican who had served in the U.S. Senate longer than anyone else in the state‘s
history. The 1980 election may have hinged on issues such as the economy, but it was no
accident that D‘Amato and Reagan did their best in counties upstate and especially in the
downstate suburbs. Both were areas where the state ERA had little support and the RTLP
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was strong. By 1980, the Republican Party in New York no longer resembled
Rockefeller‘s GOP, thanks in part to the issues and activism of Mary Jane Tobin and her
allies in the broader family values movement.
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CHAPTER 7
EPILOGUE: A BRIEF REFLECTION ON ―FAMILY VALUES‖
AND PARTY POLITICS BEYOND 1980

Partisan lines hardened after 1980 in New York and the nation: the Republican
Party became associated with conservative family values and the Democratic Party
maintained its strong support for feminist goals. The term ―family values‖ became
ubiquitous in American politics in the years since it appeared in the 1980 Republican
Party platform. Its precise meaning, and the differences between the major parties on
issues related to women and the family, became widely known. Of course, some
individual legislators defied expectations in each party. Occasionally, a Republican who
supported legal abortion or an anti-abortion Democrat made headlines, but in the years
since 1980, voters came to see these circumstances as exceptions to the general rule.
These legislators were at odds with their party‘s national leadership, and their candidacies
typically were only viable when a majority of their constituents shared their views—
especially since feminist and family values interest groups remained very important to the
Democratic and Republican parties, respectively.1
With the exception of Republicans serving in areas where support for feminist
goals was strong, New York‘s GOP maintained its more suburban, conservative, ―profamily‖ focus. Republican Rudy Giuliani, who served two prolific terms as mayor of
New York City from 1994 through 2001, was one of these notable exceptions. When
Giuliani first began mulling a mayoral run in 1992, he famously told The New York Times
that throughout his career he had ―worked hard to re-kindle‖ the party‘s ―Rockefeller,
1
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Javits, Lefkowitz [state attorney general under Rockefeller] tradition.‖ Giuliani supported
legal abortion, gay and lesbian rights, and related goals that the state (and national)
Republican Party had eschewed over a decade before. Yet, in New York City—where
polling consistently showed, for example, that legal abortion was very popular—this
position was tenable for a Republican. While in the mayor‘s office, Giuliani was crossendorsed by the state‘s Liberal Party and frequently at odds with the Conservative Party
and the state GOP over these positions related to women and the family, despite sharing
most of their fiscal and security-related goals.2
The case of New York‘s U.S. Senate race in 1982, however, was far more
typical—proving that the Reagan and D‘Amato victories in 1980 were not aberrant
occurrences in the state. Three Republicans ran in their party‘s primary that year.
Candidates Whitney Seymour, a former U.S. attorney, and Muriel Siebert, who had been
a state banking superintendant, defended President Reagan‘s foreign policy and economic
goals. But unlike Reagan and the other Republican contender in the U.S. Senate race,
State Assemblywoman Florence Sullivan of Brooklyn, they supported legal abortion.
Sullivan, conversely, was staunchly anti-abortion and cross-endorsed by the Right to Life
and Conservative parties. The three Senate candidates had nearly identical positions on
defense and domestic policies; they essentially differed only on abortion. Despite the fact
that Sullivan raised only $45,000, compared to her opponents‘ combined $437,000, she
easily won the primary with crucial support on the RTLP line. Sullivan polled 39% in
total, compared to Siebert‘s 32% and Seymour‘s 29%. In the general election, Sullivan
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lost to incumbent Democratic Senator Pat Moynihan by a very large margin (65% to
35%), but her victory in the primary illustrated the continued importance of an antiabortion stance in GOP state politics.3
Events surrounding Senator D‘Amato‘s second re-election campaign in 1992
underscored the vast distance between New York‘s current Republican Party and Nelson
Rockefeller‘s more liberal legacy. In the spring and summer of 1992, Larry Rockefeller,
an environmental lawyer with the Natural Resources Defense Council and a nephew of
the late governor, considered challenging D‘Amato in the Republican Senate primary.
Sounding a lot like his late uncle, Larry Rockefeller flaunted his support for legal
abortion and the environment in the press. He insisted that a majority of Republicans in
the state felt the same way, despite vast electoral evidence to the contrary in the past
decade or more. Rockefeller‘s musings about a possible Senate run garnered outsized
media attention given his famous last name and the potential for a high-profile battle
within the Republican Party—one that would be unlike anything in the state since
perhaps D‘Amato‘s first primary race against Jacob Javits in 1980.4
But while the press was hankering for a showdown between D‘Amato and
Rockefeller, Republican Party leaders in New York were not. They shut down
Rockefeller‘s candidacy in an effort to prove that the state‘s GOP now had a more
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suburban, conservative outlook. Republican leaders in the downstate suburbs, who
retained their importance in the party, led these efforts. GOP leaders dug up Federal
Election Commission filings that showed that Larry Rockefeller and his wife had donated
to Democratic candidates in the past; they also challenged his nominating signatures. By
the end of the summer in 1992, Rockefeller had pulled out of the race. D‘Amato won the
GOP primary unopposed and went on to win a third term in the U.S. Senate. As these
events were unfolding, one anonymous GOP strategist told The New York Times, ―The
[state] Republican Party is a suburban, blue-collar party now. … The high WASPs have
moved left. They‘re Democrats now. We used to be a progressive Protestant party. Now
we‘re a conservative Catholic party.‖ Polling confirmed this assertion: in 1992, 52% of
Republicans in the state were Catholic, as opposed to 36% who were Protestant.
D‘Amato was a Catholic from Long Island who embraced anti-abortion, family values
positions alongside measures such as lower taxes that were popular among less affluent
suburbanites. D‘Amato, perhaps more so than anyone in the state, was the face of New
York‘s post-Nelson Rockefeller Republican Party. Larry Rockefeller‘s more liberal,
urban, feminist orientation probably would have doomed his candidacy in the Republican
primary anyway if party leaders had not stepped in to do so before.5
The concerns raised by pro-family and anti-abortion groups in the seventies had
shaped New York‘s Republican Party indelibly—even after many of the women who laid
the groundwork for these changes retreated to private life. Wakeup (or the New York
State Pro-Family Federation, as it was called from 1979 on) disbanded in the early
eighties. Their decision to do so divided along two lines. By then, some members felt that
5
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their pro-family concerns were being addressed adequately by the Republican Party, an
organization with far superior resources and visibility than they. Others were less
hopeful; above all, they looked at the fact that abortion was still legal despite their efforts
and concluded that their time and energy had been for naught. Many of their allies in the
anti-abortion movement shared similar concerns that divided along those two lines.
Unlike Wakeup, however, the Right to Life Committee in the state (and the nation)
remained politically active as an organization, despite the fact that some of its founding
members did not.6
The Right to Life Party also continued to function after its founders moved on to
other endeavors. The party ran and cross-endorsed candidates in the state well beyond
1980. In doing so, they maintained their close ties to the Republican Party. Yet, likely
because the vast majority of Republicans in New York became reliably anti-abortion, the
RTLP‘s tallies dwindled. In the 2002 gubernatorial race, they failed to earn at least
50,000 votes on their ballot line; this ended their official third-party status and made it
much harder to cross-endorse candidates. Most of the RTLP‘s founders had left electoral
politics by then, largely for one of the two reasons stated above. Ellen McCormack, for
example, retreated from politics after her far less successful presidential run on the RLTP
line in 1980. Like the others, she continued to care about the anti-abortion cause. In 1985,
she wrote a book called Cuomo vs. O’Connor. In it, she criticized Democratic Governor
Mario Cuomo, a Catholic, for supporting legal abortion and publicly remarking that then6
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Archbishop (later Cardinal) John O‘Connor of New York should stay out of politics. In
other words, McCormack and the other original RTLP leaders found other outlets to
express the concerns that they once had articulated in the political arena.7
McCormack‘s locally-published book hardly put Governor Mario Cuomo on
notice, but he and other Democratic politicians in the state, especially Catholic ones, felt
pressure to moderate their approach in response to an increasingly powerful family values
movement. U.S. Congresswoman Geraldine Ferraro, a Democrat and Catholic from a
more rightward-leaning district in Queens, lamented in 1981, ―As a supporter of free
choice, I am quite often accused of being anti-family … because I do not believe that I
have a right to tell other women how to run their private lives.‖ To try and insulate
themselves from such attacks, Ferraro and others adopted a tactic that Catholic Democrat
Pat Moynihan had pioneered in the state when he ran to the right of feminist icon Bella
Abzug in the 1976 U.S. Senate primary. As noted, Moynihan tried to straddle the line
between supporting legal abortion—as he and his party did—and reaching out to fellow
Catholics, who remained an important bellwether vote in the state. Moynihan stressed his
personal opposition to abortion, but maintained that individual women should have a
choice in the matter. Ferraro, Cuomo, and others later said the same. Other Democrats,
whether Catholic or not, learned that instead of arguing that legal abortion allowed
women to control their own bodies—as Bella Abzug and her allies often said in the
seventies—the issue could be repositioned in more moderate language. Abortion, their
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revised approach said, was a ―difficult choice‖ that women should make with their
doctors, family, and religious leaders.8
The growing influence of the family values Right in the Republican Party led
Democrats to alter their language, and in some cases their political tactics as well. The
late William F. Buckley, Jr. once wrote that rhetoric ―precedes all action‖ in the political
arena. This was true in New York and national politics. When the federal Equal Rights
Amendment failed in 1982 after a decade-long battle against it, for example, feminist
politicians resisted numerous opportunities to reintroduce the amendment and mount
another national campaign. They knew that family values activists would resist any
attempt to do so.9
This decision was part of a more general shift to the right in the mid-eighties by
Democrats in New York and across the country who created groups such as the centrist
Democratic Leadership Council. Even if sometimes just in form as opposed to substance,
both major parties moved to the right on a series of issues—from welfare and foreign
policy concerns to those related to women and the family. Democrats had embraced
almost all of the goals of modern feminism. Meanwhile, the family values movement had

8

Quotation from: Geraldine Ferarro (speech most likely given at a fundraiser hosted by Senator Wyche
Fowler of Georgia at the Democratic Club, Washington, DC, 22 June 1981), Speeches May 30- June 25,
1981 Folder, Box 46, The Geraldine A. Ferraro Papers, Archives, Marymount Manhattan College Library,
New York, NY; ―Congresswoman Bella Abzug‘s Record: Women‘s Rights,‖ Flyer, 20 July 1976, p. 1-4,
Abzug Notes & Memoranda Folder, Box 599, Bella S. Abzug Papers, Columbia; Moynihan for Senate
Committee, ―Moynihan U.S. Senator,‖ Flyer, Undated 1976, Folder 2, Container I-490, Daniel P.
Moynihan Papers, LOC; Suzi Weaver to Joe Crangle and Pat Moynihan, ―What‘s to be talked about during
the last ten days of the campaign,‖ Memorandum, 2 September 1976, p. 1-2, Folder 6, Ibid; Daniel P.
Moynihan, ―In Defense of the Family,‖ Press Release, 1 September 1976, p. 5, Folder 10, Container I-493,
Ibid; William Saletan, Bearing Right (2003).
9

Quotation from: William F. Buckley, Jr., ―Reagan: A Relaxing View,‖ National Review (28 November
1967): p. 1348; William C. Berman, America’s Right Turn from Nixon to Clinton, 2nd ed. (Baltimore, MD:
The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1998).
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found a home within the Republican Party and successfully made their concerns a
dominant paradigm that both parties had to contend with in American politics.10
This outcome makes sense when viewed through the lens of the dramatic political
realignment that took place in the seventies, as the powerful local example of New York
State in those years demonstrates. In the decade leading up to 1980 in New York, some
women were uncomfortable with the feminist movement that was highly visible around
them. They felt that goals such as legal abortion and the ERA undermined the
―traditional‖ nuclear family and their roles as wives and mothers within it. The women
were determined to do something about their discomfort. They organized at the
grassroots level and formed statewide groups such as Wakeup to defeat, for example, the
state ERA referendum in 1975. As they moved on to oppose related issues like the
feminist-backed, federally-funded International Women‘s Year, many women began
advocating for smaller government and lower taxes—core Republican concerns that they
related to heterosexual traditional family rights. The Democratic Party, on the other hand,
had disappointed them by embracing the feminist movement.
Some of these previously apolitical women entered politics to defend their vision
of women and the family. By 1978, the Right to Life Party had earned a regular line on
the ballot in New York. The RTLP and their allies created a viable family values voting
bloc, as it was later called, that conservative Republicans co-opted to shift the state party
to the right. New York‘s political climate looked very different in 1980 and beyond than

10

Quotation from: William F. Buckley, Jr., ―Reagan: A Relaxing View,‖ National Review (28 November
1967): p. 1348; William C. Berman, America’s Right Turn from Nixon to Clinton, 2nd ed. (1998); William
Saletan, Bearing Right (2003).
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it did in 1970, the year that a coalition of feminists, Rockefeller Republicans, and
Democrats passed the country‘s most expansive abortion reform law. The grassroots
activism of those women who entered the political arena in the seventies to defend
―family values‖ crucially contributed to that change.
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