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Why Wc Need 
The Equal Rights
Amendment

technical training to boys. Sports programs would either 
have to be broadened to include girls or else separate but 
equal programs would have to be set up.

A t one time or another we've all heard about the 
EQUAL RIGHTS AMENDMENT (ERA), Not many 
people however, really know what i t  says or what i t  
could mean in our day-to-day lives. Anti-ERA forces 
spread rumors about co-ed restrooms, forced child care, 
an end to women's sports competition and, last bu t not 
least, an end to protective laws fo r women workers.

In the following article, the Organizer w ill attempt to 
dear up some o f the confusion about the ERA, at the 
same time explaining why we support i t  along with the 
extension o f protective laws to all workers -  men, 
women, organized and unorganized.

Women demonstrate for the right to vote in early 
1900's. The ERA is part of the continued struggle for 
democratic rights.

The ERA was first proposed to Congress in 1923. For 
the past 53 years, it's been shuffled back and forth 
between committees until today, when only four more 
states are needed to ratify it as a constitutional amend
ment (Illinois, Georgia, North and South Carolina.)

W HAT DOES IT  SAY?

The Equal Rights Amendment states that:

Equality o f rights under the law shall not be denied or 
abridged by the United States or by any state on 
account o f sex.

W HAT CAN IT  DO?

If adopted, the ERA will call into question all previous 
laws and practices which treat women in a way that is 
different ~ and consequently unequal -- to men. Let's 
look at some concrete examples of how present laws are 
discriminatory towards women. There are six major 
areas which w ill be affected by the ERA: Criminal Law, 
Jury Selection, Public Education, Selective Service, 
Family Law and Protective Laws.

C R IM IN A L LAW

In most instances there are separate and stiffer penalties 
fo r women offenders. For example, in Pennsylvania up 
until 1968 women were sentenced under the Muncy Act 
to up to 10 years for robbery, while men were sentenced 
to from 1 to 4 years. This sentencing pattern is based on 
the theory that it "required longer to rehabilitate female 
criminals than males." The criminal code varies from 
state, and laws like the Muncy Act are still operating in 
many areas of the country.

JURY SELECTION

Along these same lines, in many states women must 
express interest in serving for jury duty. In other words, 
they must register, while all male citizens are subject to 
this duty automatically. A t first glance, some people 
might think they could live w ithout the hassles of this 
particular right, but let's look at the other side of it.

Female defendants have a right to be tried by a jury of 
their peers -  this right is severely restricted by the jury 
registration law. Concretely, many women are unaware. 
of this responsibility and many others would never get 
around to it. So, on the one hand, female offenders are 
given less chance to a fair trial which includes women's 
perspectives and on the other hand, they have more of a 
chance to get a s tiff sentence! Passage of the ERA would 
nullify these registration laws and equalize penalties for 
men and women.

PUBLIC EDUCATION

ERA ratification would potentially mean an end to dis
crimination in admissions, hiring, salaries, and scholar
ships. It would make it illegal for high schools to restrict 
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Schools would no longer be able to impose the old doub 
le standard of expelling pregnant or married girls, depriv
ing them of a high school education, while allowing un
wed fathers or married boys to finish their education. 
We're not advocating massive teenage marriage or preg
nancy here, but since it is a fact of life, why intensify 
the problems these young people have to face by forcing 
them to leave school? This "casting ou t" is reminiscent 
of even harder times for women when pregnancy literal
ly meant confinement!

On the college level, admissions procedures would have 
to be adjusted. For example: The University of N. Carol
ina has stated that: "admissions of women at the fresh
man level will be restricted to those who are especially 
well qualified." Similarly, the University of Va. turned 
down 21,000 female applicants and rejected not one 
male applicant. ERA would not mean a lowering of 
scholastic requirements; it would only mean an equaliza
tion of them so that all students were given a fair chance 
for both acceptance and scholarships.

SELECTIVE SERVICE

Passage of the ERA would mean that women would be 
required to register in the event of a draft. However, 
women serving in combat really isn't the unheard of 
atrocity that anti-ERA forces would have us believe.

In fact, Congress has always had the power to induct 
women and during WW II a bill to draft nurses passed in 
the House. History is filled with examples of women 
doing their part during periods o f just wars and not only 
by rolling bandages. Women played a major role in the 
anti-fascist resistance movements in Europe; American 
women kept heavy industry alive and functioning during 
World War II; the Vietnamese women defended and 
rebuilt their land.

Basically, women are willing and able to do whatever is 
necessary in the course of a just struggle.

On the other hand, if a war were being aggressively 
waged against a people's struggle for liberation as 
occured in Vietnam and a draft were instituted, women 
could mobilize along with men against service in what 
they considered to be an unjust and imperialist war. 
Even w ithout the threat of active duty, thousands of 
women did actively demonstrate their disapproval of our 
government's actions in Viet Nam.

Cambodian women fighters on the alert.

FA M ILY LAW

This area of the law will be closely reevaluated under the 
ERA. Since the present code is based on old English 
Common Law which regards women as chattels (proper
ty ), we can see clearly why change is in order. Some of 
the immediate changes would be:

A ll property and earnings would be seen as jo in t posses
sions o f the two marriage partners.

This would mean that in the event of a breakup, alimony 
would be paid by the most able partner (the same goes 
for child support). Pennsylvania is the only state that has 
dropped the alimony requirement; however, 97% of all 
divorced women do not receive alimony due to lack of 
enforcement of the laws. Much the same goes fo r child 
support.

This situation, coupled with the lack of low cost quality 
child care, forces large numbers of women with families 
onto the welfare rolls. Concretely, since women earn 
about 56 cents for every $1.00 that men earn, men 
would still bear the brunt of alimony payments until 
wages for men and women are more balanced.

Child custody is judged on the basis o f what is best for 
the child and that rule w ill remain.

Women would not be forced to work and or place their 
children in public child care facilities.

Passage of the ERA would be a real boost for those forc
es fighting to establish their need and right to low cost 
quality child care, but it would in no way force the issue 
on unwilling parents.

Men as well as women could collect social security or 
pension benefits in the event o f their spouse's death.

Given the total inadequacy of most pension plans, the 
widowed party could probably use the money, in the 
case of retirees. In the case of a family where the woman 
is survived by a husband and children, if that family was 
dependent on two salaries to get by, then the benefits 
which are their due would certainly be put to good use.

Single women w ill be able to establish credit, get loans, 
own property, etc., w ithout depending on their fathers, 
brothers, uncles or whoever to co-sign.

"PROTECTIVE LAWS"

This is probably the^most controversial area of the law in 
relation to the ERA. Advocates of the ERA claim that 
passage w ill simply mean extension of all protective laws 
to men as well as women, while opponents claim the 
exact opposite. Let's look at some of the protective laws 
and their future under the ERA.

Protective laws are largely state laws which cover things 
like rest or break periods, lifting maximums, minimum 
wage, number of hours worked, maternity leave, etc.

For women in unions, many of the positive "protective 
laws" have been negotiated into their contract, and these 
benefits would have to be extended to men as well.

Some examples would be pregnancy leave for fathers 
too, so they could help with other children at home or 
just take care of the new infant if their wife were unable 
to do so. Lifting laws could be extended. For example, 
the law which is presently in effect in Georgia removed 
the specific weight lim it and now relieves anyone from 
"lifiting  weights that cause strain or undue fatigue."

For unorganized women who depend on these protective 
laws for the little  defense they have, ratification of the 
ERA could mean a loss of those benefits, slight as they 
are.

It is on this basis that most anti-ERA forces on the left 
and in the labor movement rest their case.

4 .. ■ ;f
They claim that the bosses w ill turn an ERA victory into 

j  defeat for the working class -  that it w ill become a 
banner for extended exploitation rather than protection 
or equality. To gauge the merit of-this argument, we 
need to look at how real the protective laws are for the 
majority of unorganized workers, many of whom are 
members of oppressed nationalities.
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WOMEN'S FAIR HELD

ERA 
March, 
Women’s 
Fair in 
Phila.

Throughout the world. International 
Women's Day has traditionally been marked 
as a day of celebration of women and their 
struggle for equality. This year was no ex
ception as various events were held in many 
cities throughout the US.

While all the events were extremely diverse 
in character, common themes emerged in 
response to the immediate needs of women 
during the past year. For these events took 
place in the midst of an intensifying drive to 
deny women the gains which have been 
made over the past decade of struggle.

This attack has focused on several issues:

1. Ratification of the Equal Rights Amend
ment is facing serious setbacks.

2. The Supreme Court decision legalizing 
abortion is under widespread attack.

3. The unemployment crisis is reversing the 
gains women and national minorities had 
made in equal employment. ^

4. Government cutbacks in social services are 
affecting women by denying them the vital 
services which are needed.

These issues were the focus of many rallies, 
demonstrations, and programs throughout 
the nation.

ERA MARCHES

In Philadelphia, a march and teach-in to 
support ratification of the ERA was 
sponsored by NOW (National Organization 
of Women) on Saturday, March 6. Other 
organizations supporting the event included: 
the ACLU, AFSCME, American Postal 
Workers Union, Grey Panthers,Rational 
Black Feminist Organization, Oil Chemical 
and Atom ic Workers Union, PUSH, PWOC, 
UE Local 107, and others.

1976

Approximately 200 people, mostly young 
white women, assembled at noon at City 
Hall, marched through Center City to the 
First Unitarian Church. The demands and 
slogans were limited to abstract calls for 
passage of the ERA. Calls for class-wide 
unity in this struggle were notably absent. 
An exception was the PWOC initiated chant: 
"Men, women, Black and white; Unite to 
fight for equal rights."

Following the march a teach-in was held at 
the Church, whose main speakers were 
women involved in a NOW-sponsored 
campaign to pass the ERA.

The main speaker was Karen DeCrow, the 
national President of NOW. In her speech, 
she stressed the fact that it is not the majori
ty of women that are creating the backlash 
against the ERA -- that the polls indicate in 
fact, a majority of support for the amend
ment.

Rather it is the corporations, and the legisla
tures - that is, those who hold power and 
will lose profits by men and women gaining 
equal rights -  who are backing the well-fi
nanced reactionary campaign against the 
ERA.

While she recognized that it is only a broad 
visible campaign which w ill win passage of 
the ERA, she still however, tended toward a 
narrow legislative approach to the struggle. 
She stated, for example, that in the end, it  is 
a change in the personnel of the state legisla
tures that w ill ultimately affect the passage 
of the ERA, and encouraged all present to 
become involved in supporting pro-ERA 
democratic candidates.

ERA marches such as these occured through
out the US, the most successful being held in 
San Francisco, where nearly 1000 people 
were mobilized for a rally in Golden Gate 
Park.

On that same day, in Philadelphia, an Inter
national Women's Day Fair was held in co
operation with the ERA march at the Center 
City YWCA, sponsored by the Women's 
Union of Philadelphia and other groups.

Among its goals fo r the day were: to cele
brate International Women's Day as marking 
an historical tradition of women's struggles 
against oppression all over the world, to 
bring together women from various areas of 
the struggle to defend and improve our living 
and working conditions, to promote recog
nition that the struggles o f women are part 
of a larger struggle of all people against e- 
conomic exploitation, racial discrimination, 
and sexual discrimination, and to make 
visible women's contributions to and parti
cipation in history.

There were over 20 booths on subjects rang
ing from housing and health to women in 
other countries, to women in prisons, as wel 
as booths fo r various participating organiza
tions such as the Puerto Rican Solidarity 
Committee, the Women's Union, Philaposh, 
Medical Committee for Human Rights and 
the PGH Coalition, Choice, Parents Union, 
the United Farm Workers, th£ Puerto Rican 
Socialist Party, Black United Liberation 
Front, the Philadelphia Workers Organizing 
Committee, Workers Viewpoint, and others.

There was a continuous program of films, 
skits, and music throughout the day, includ
ing films such as " I  Am Somebody," about 
an 1199 strike, "Women Health Workers," 
'Why We Boycott," by the UFW, "Women 

in Prisons," and "A  Day in the Life of a 
Cuban Woman."

While the event was an overall success and 
brought a variety of perspectives to the cele
bration of International Women's Day, it 
remained, as have such events in previous 
years, too limited to the "movement" in 
terms of attendance and participation. Many 
of the booths, literature tables, skits and 
films had the potential for drawing numbers 
of working class women into the celebration. 
While this potential remained unrealized in 
1976, it is something which can be built on 
in future International Womens' Day Cele
brations.
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leads only to tragedy for herself and those 
close to  her. And Erica Caine, a selfish and 
mean young woman who ruins her first 
marriage by destroying her husband's love 
and trust when she has an abortion in 
order to continue her evil modeling career.

And Cathy Craig, the independent young 
writer who lives by her own values, having 
her baby alone rather than enter a loveless 
marriage. But what becomes of her? She 
loses the child, and gives up a chance for 
happiness with a man who really loves her, 
because she wants independence. So she's 
independent and miserable!

The basic lesson of the soap operas is clear: 
D on't question your situation, little  house
wife, because there's no alternative that 
can ever work out. You're better o ff  than 
you realize! And now, stay tuned, and 
we'll show you a new and truly exciting 

i way to dean your oven! _

s u b s c r ib e  to

‘THE ORGANIZER’
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ber of 1975 as well). A delegation of the other large 
anti-revisionist organization, the PCRML, attended, but 
made it clear unity is not on the immediate agenda. This 
is probably just as well, for it would be unity around 
dogmatism, not Marxism-Leninism.

For example, the PCMLF (which, by the way, is the or
ganization put forward by the October League (ML) 
here in the US as the leading force of French Marxist- 
Leninists) wants to explore the possibility of a "h istori
cal compromise" between Marxist-Leninists and other 
political forces "against the imminent invasion of Rus
sian social-imperialism."

Such a political line, no matter what the subjective in 
tentions of those that advance it, can only lead to ob
jective unity-in-action with US imperialism and its lack
eys in France. One is reminded of the insane behavior of 
certain ultra-left forces in Portugal recently, who united 
with outright fascists to sack Communist Party head
quarters!

Undoubtedly, there are authentic Marxist-Leninist forces 
in France who understand the disastrous character of 
this nonsense, and who are actively involved in develop
ing an authentically revolutionary current w ithin the 
workers' movement. But unfortunately little  informa
tion is available regarding their work.

By providing an object lesson in how not to make a revo
lution, the PCF has rendered a certain service to Marxist- 
Leninists. Here in the US a much weaker revisionist par
ty , the CPUSA, preaches an Americanized brand of "his
torical compromise" and the peaceful, parliamentary 
road to socialism. The French experience ought to 
strengthen our resolve to out-organize these fakers, so 
that when the revolutionary crisis matures here they will 
be on the sidelines where they belong. If they're on 
stage center we are in trouble!

E.R.A.
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M IL ITA N T  UNIONISM NEEDED

Unorganized women workers face two problems in rela
tion to the so-called protective laws:

First, how to  deal with protective laws that work against 
you -  such as Nevada's maximum lifting law of 10 
pounds for women -- you can be denied employment on 
this basis.

Second, how to get the positive protective laws enforced 
consistently w ithout getting fired! The situation at worst 
is total violation of the laws and at best (if you can call 
it that) racism and favoritism in enforcement.

In any case, the second part of the problem, the ques
tion of equal and consistent enforcement, is the most 
important. With or w ithout the ERA, unorganized 
women workers have nowhere to turn in the face of rac
ism and exploitation but to each other and to their fel
low male workers. Only through unionization and real 
organized mass pressure can protective laws mean any
thing. ’

In conclusion, we need the laws for all workers, but we 
need the bodies to back them up or we all end up 
losers. Under capitalism real equality for women is im
possible, but does this mean that real gains can't be 
made? Sure,-the bosses will try  to  turn the ERA to their 
advantage, just like they try to turn every real reform 
into its opposite, but does this mean we abandon the 
fight for reforms?

Sure, the big politicians are only supporting equal rights 
in order to win votes. So should that mean we oppose 
ratification and accept second class status for women?
NO -  we're first class citizens, working class citizens and 
we need to use every opportunity available to better our 
conditions at work, at home, in society at large.

With regard to the Equal Rights Amendment, that 
means: ORGANIZE and make passage o f the ERA a 
victory fo r a ll workers: men, women. Black and white!

(
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