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In 2008, Alaska Governor Sarah Palin grabbed the national spotlight when Republican presidential candidate
John McCain nominated her to be his running mate. Although reporters were mistaken in their speculation
that Palin was chosen to woo female voters from the Democratic Party, McCain’s choice of a woman for the
GOP ticket both underlined and heightened the profile of conservative women in U.S. politics.

Conservative women activists are not a new phenomenon. As central actors in social movements on the right,
they have been politically active for as long as feminists and their supporters have pushed goals such as
women’s suffrage, equal pay, the Equal Rights Amendment, and legalized abortion. A full understanding of
women in U.S. politics is simply not possible without recognizing the many ways in which conservative women
have shifted, reshaped, and pushed the boundaries of political engagement and policy debates.

The Prominence of Conservative Women’s Organizations

A closer look at conservative national women’s organizations offers an excellent window into the efforts and
impact of right-wing women. In addition to older groups like Concerned Women for America, the National
Federation of Republican Women, and the Eagle Forum, a spate of newer organizations have gained visibility –
including the Independent Women’s Forum, the Clare Boothe Luce Policy Institute, the Network of Enlightened
Women, Smart Girl Politics, and the Susan B. Anthony List.

All of these groups use proven tactics to challenge feminist claims. Conservative women deliberately organize
separately and visibly as women. In turn, their organizations position women in leadership positions and in
the media to challenge feminists and argue that they, too, speak for, and represent American women. One
activist referred to this strategy as playing “femball” – dramatizing a political contest between conservative and
feminist women about who truly understands what American women want and who acts effectively on their
behalf.

Non-Feminists Who Claim to Speak for American Women

Conservative women’s activism requires observers to drop the assumption that women are fettered by “false
consciousness” if they do not pursue feminist goals. Although media accounts dubbed Sarah Palin a
“conservative feminist,” most female activists on the right do not embrace that term. Indeed, much of their
work and public rhetoric is explicitly antifeminist, and conservative women’s groups deliberately situate
themselves in opposition to feminist organizations like the National Organization for Women and the Feminist
Majority Foundation. They want to show that conservative women can organize for themselves, while
remaining conservative in identity and goals.

Women’s political participation on the right shatters the misconception that conservatives simply encourage
females to “stay at home.” Although it is true that some conservative leaders like Eagle Forum founder Phyllis
Schlafly believe that women should be primarily wives and mothers at certain points in their lives, Schlafly and
others also hold that women’s domestic lives need not detract from political engagement. Groups like the
Concerned Women for America maintain that it is women’s moral obligation as wives and mothers to fight for
and protect their families. Indeed, activism is presented as a religious mission for members of that
organization.

Conservative women’s organizations frame their positions as true women’s issues. Building on Schlafly’s
successful opposition to the Equal Rights Amendment in the 1970s and early 1980s, today’s female
conservative activists assert that they have better policies than feminists to help American women. Schlafly,
for example, once asserted that the Equal Rights Amendment would harm women by forcing them into the
military draft and encouraging men to abandon their financial obligations to their wives and children. Today,
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right-wing women make similar claims.

• Arguing that opposition to abortion is in the interest of women. Concerned Women for America, for
example, contends that abortions lead to depression, anxiety, and breast cancer. Although scientists
question such claims, activists push them in public debates. 
 

• Framing gun control legislation as harmful to women. In January 2013, for example, Gayle Trotter of the
Independent Women’s Forum testified that guns reverse the gender “balance of power in a violent
confrontation. Armed with a gun, a woman can even have the advantage over a violent attacker…An
armed woman does not need superior strength or the proximity of a hand-to-hand struggle.” 
 

• Encouraging young college women to oppose feminists and question women’s studies curricula. The
Clare Booth Luce Policy Institute, for instance, trains and organizes conservative college students to
protest campus productions of the feminist Vagina Monologues. Activists assert that “true
empowerment” for women “lies in the heart and the mind” rather than in the feminist approach of
reducing women “to their sexual organs.”
 

• Challenging the reauthorization of the Violence Against Women Act. Since its inception, the
Independent Women’s Forum has opposed this law, arguing that too little funding is used to address
“proven causes of violence including substance abuse, psychological disorders, and marital instability,
because they do not fit with the presumption that sexism is the root cause of domestic violence.”

A Force to be Reckoned With

Like many scholars who study social movements, feminists and other progressives have too easily dismissed
female activists on the right. But the efforts of these well-organized activists deserve be taken seriously.
Conservative women enjoy close ties to members of Congress and other conservative leaders, and the media
give them considerable air time. They have changed the parameters of public debate by deploying female
voices to publicly contest feminist interpretations of the interests of American women. Just like men, politically
engaged American women are ideologically diverse – and women’s activism from the right reveals much about
the dynamics of gender politics and social movements in U.S. politics today.

Read more in Ronnee Schreiber, Righting Feminism: Conservative Women and American Politics (Oxford
University Press, 2012).
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