
OPINION

ByRachel Shteir

Betty Friedanwas just a fiery radi-
calwith a bad temper.
It’s convenient to believe this, but

at amomentwhenmany of the rights
forwomen she gained are being
overturned, it’s time to reconsider
commonwisdomabout her charac-
ter.
Friedan, a towering figure in the

women’smovementwhodied in
2006,wrote the 1963 groundbreak-
ing book “TheFeminineMystique”
and co-founded theNational Organi-
zation forWomen and theNational
Women’s Political Caucus.
Fifty years ago, onMay 1, 1973, Frie-

dan participated in the first public
airing of the pros and cons of the
Equal Rights Amendment at Capen
Auditorium inNormal, Illinois, with
Phyllis Schlafly, founder of the STOP
ERAmovement. Schlaflywanted
to destroy the amendment. Frie-
danworried thatwithout it passing,
women’s rights— and themovement
itself—wouldwither.
The stakeswere high. In 1973, 30

states had already ratified theERA;
eightmorewere needed to enshrine
it in theConstitution.
Aswe all know, Schlaflywould play

onwomen’s fears to slow the amend-
ment’smomentum; by 1982, in part
thanks to her efforts in convincing
several states to rescind ratification,
theERAdid not ratify.
It also did not die. Thirty-five years

later, after #MeToo, several states,
including Illinois, began ratifying it.
However, procedural complications
and blocks from the right continue.
OnApril 27 a vote in theU.S. Senate

did not secure enough support to
end the filibuster to start a debate on
it. (EveryRepublican voted against
it except Sens. LisaMurkowski and
SusanCollins.)
If you’re trying to figure outwhy

it’s so hard to protectwomen’s rights
in theConstitution, one answer can
be found in this half-century-old
debate in Illinois and the derision
aimed at Friedan, especially since her
death.
The popular 2020Hulu show

“Mrs. America” in part focuses on
Schlafly, as played by the elegant Cate
Blanchett. In an article published
lastweek, a Politicowriter blames
Friedan’s slurs, which in 1973were
reprinted inTheNewYorkTimes, for
tanking the amendment.
“The comments didn’t help the

cause of theERA,which has yet to
become a constitutional amend-
ment,” ShiaKaposwrites.
Sure, in the 1973 debate Friedan

called Schlafly “a traitor to your sex”
and an ‘‘AuntTom” and said she
would ‘‘like to burn (Schlafly) at the
stake.”
Today, thosewordswould get you

canceled. But at amomentwhen the
rights that Friedan helped secure are
in jeopardy, it’s time to tell the full
story of this debate.
The two adversaries sharemore

than is commonly thought. Both had

Illinois connections—Schlafly lived
inAlton, andFriedanwas born in
Peoria. Bothweremothers, and both
believed thewomen’smovement had
gone too far.
But inNormal onMay 1, 1973, their

differencesweremost in evidence.
Friedan reminded her audience

that a broad coalition ofwomen
supported theERA—“theLeague
ofWomenVoters, YWCA, church
grandmothers, granddaughters, black
andwhite”— in an effort to distance
the amendment from radical femi-
nistswhom themedia associated
with thewomen’smovement.
Turning to a protectionist argu-

ment, Schlafly claimed the amend-
mentwould hurtwomen’s status as
mothers and force them into the draft
and tomanual labor.
Initially, Friedan owned the room.

Hecklers interrupted Schlafly, swear-
ing and jeering, and objected to her
calling them “girls.” Friedan plowed
on. She aimed to strike downSchla-
fly’s characterization of theERAas
radical, which she knewwould alien-
atemanymoderates andMidwest-
erners needed to sway politicians on
the fence.
So she pointed out that Toni

Adams, anERA supporter and a
Democratic candidate for the Illinois
General Assembly the previous year,
had nearly beaten incumbentGerald
Baker.
Friedan,whohad spent a decade

working on reforming laws to
supportwomen in every arena,was
a liberalwho did notwant to blame
men for inequality but rather sex
roles. She later chastised Schlafly for
criticizing thewomen’smovement,
since she had benefited from its gains
by, for example, attending law school.
But inNormal, Schlafly continued

to use scare tactics to defeat theERA,
telling the audience the amendment
would force them to lose status.

“Thewomen of this country don’t
want to be lowered to equality,” she
said.
Friedan,who believed that a

goodway to galvanize amovement
in danger of losing its forcewas to
create an enemy, accused STOPERA
of receiving funding frommembers
of the ultraconservative group the
JohnBirch Society, a charge Schlafly
always denied. (A fewmonths later,
Friedanwould tell a BostonGlobe
reporter: “You can’t tellme these
women earned somuchmoney by
holding cake sales.”)
Schlafly countered by arguing that

womenhadwon somany rights that
theERAwas no longer necessary.
She ridiculedNOW’s overturning
of protective labor laws,which had
prohibitedwomen fromcertain jobs,
and shewarned that theERAwould
create a female draft.
Friedan replied that she did not

want anyone to fight awar. She
turned the debate to how, despite

the enormous strides thewomen’s
movement hadmade since she had
published “TheFeminineMystique”
10 years earlier—many spearheaded
byNOW—women still didn’t have
equal pay or political representation.
“We can’t value responsibility too

highly,” she said, especially at a time
whenWatergatewas unfolding.
When Schlafly did not back down,

Friedan began lobbing slurs,which
TheNewYorkTimes reprinted in its
‘‘Notes onPeople’’ column, as if the
debate about theERAweremerely a
squabble between two broads.
Schlafly kept her cool, using

Friedan’s temper to argue that the
women’smovementwas soweak it
had to resort to insulting opponents.
At a timewhen the fate of the

amendment has become entangled
with theU.S. SupremeCourt’s 5-4
ruling to overturnRoe v.Wade,we
need reformers to speak upmore
than ever.
What Friedan should be remem-

bered for is not her temper but her
tireless efforts to securewomen’s
rights in theConstitution.
Fifty years after this debate,we still

don’t have equal pay or equal repre-
sentation.
Without theERA,wewill not.
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Sept. 12. She lives in Chicago.
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ItwasA.PhilipRandolph, a
leader in theCivilRightsMove-
ment,who said: “Equality is the
heart andessenceof democracy,
freedom, and justice, equal-
ity of opportunity in industry,
in laborunions, schools and
colleges, government, politics,
andbefore the law.Theremust
benodual standardsof justice, no
dual rights, privileges, duties, or
responsibilities of citizenship.No
dual formsof freedom.”
The ironyofRandolph’s quote

is that in2023,AfricanAmericans
andwomenstill arenot treated
equalwhen it comes laborunions.
Where is theprogressiveoutcry
fromelectedofficials andcivil
rights organizations? It breaksmy
heartwhen Idriveby a construc-
tion site, and there arenoAfrican
Americansorwomenworking.
That strikes at theheart of equity
and inclusion.This is anation-
wideproblem.
TheU.S.BureauofLabor

Statistics issueda report inApril
2022with employmentdemo-
graphics fromthe construction
industry for 2003 to2020.The
report indicatesAfricanAmer-
icans andwomenare signifi-
cantlyunderperformingwith
construction tradeunions. In

2020,Latinos accounted for 36%
of construction laborers;African
Americans, 5.1%;Asians, 1.8%;
andwhites, 60.9%.AfricanAmer-
icanswere4.5%of carpenters;
Latinos, 35.9%; andwhites, 56.3%.
Unionsprofess adevotion to

racial equity, yet it is clear the
rungon the ladder to themiddle
class remains elusive forAfrican
Americans andwomen in the
building andconstruction trades.
Chicago’s labormovement

dates to 1864, and labor’s influ-
encenowdominates the Illi-
nois political landscape.Mayor
BrandonJohnson, a formerunion
organizer, couldusehis influence
toget tradeunions toopenup
apprenticeshipopportunities for
thosemired inpoverty andhope-
lessness.
Historically, theChicago

FederationofLabor’s constituent
unions shut outAfricanAmeri-
cans entirely or segregated them
intoJimCrow locals.Manyof the
tradeunionswere forced to inte-
grate throughpressure fromthe
federal government, court orders,
theCoalitionofBlackTrade
Unionists andother groups.
The recently released2022

Illinois StateConstruction
Minority andFemaleBuilding
TradesAnnualReport reveals
thatwomenaccounted for 5%of
apprenticeships in2021 and2022.
AfricanAmericans accounted
for 9%of apprenticeships for
the sameperiod.WhileLatinos
improved their numbers from
17% in2021 to20% in2022,white

mencontinue todominate the
apprenticeships in tradeunions.
The statehas required the

building and tradeunions to
providedata annually onethnic-
ity of unionapprenticeships.
Laborunions continue tounder-
perform in trainingAfrican
Americanworkers.According
to a2020 IllinoisDepartment
ofLabor report, contractors
revealedemploying even fewer
AfricanAmericanworkers. For
example, in June2020, contrac-
tors reported aworkforceof 1%
AfricanAmerican, 32%Latino
and76%white.
The state recognizes that this

is amajor issue.Last year, the
governorprovided$9.6million
to support pre-apprenticeship
programsand increasediversity
in construction trades.
Studieshave consistently

shown that unemploymentdrives
violence.Anewstudyby the
University of Illinois atChicago
showsadramatic increase in
unemployment amongAfrican
Americanyouths.The survey
suggests theunemployment rate
forAfricanAmericanyouths in
Chicagoages 20 to24was57% in
2021, up from44% in2019.The
rate forAfricanAmericanwomen
in the agegroupnearlydoubled
from32%to59%between2019
and2021.Also, theunemploy-
ment rate amongAfricanAmeri-
canChicagoans 16 to 19 years old
remains veryhighat 87%.
There is adirect correlation

betweenviolence andunem-

ployment.Thecommunities in
Chicagowith thehighest levels
of violence includeEnglewood,
SouthShore,Austin,Garfield
Park,NorthLawndale,Chatham
andRoseland. InWestGarfield
Park, it is estimated that nearly
80%ofmaleAfricanAmericans
ages 17 to 34areunemployed.
The tradeunions couldhave

amajor impact on reducing
violence in these areas. It has
been said thatnothing stops a
bullet like a job.Thebest and
most effective violencepreven-
tion strategy is a job that propels
aperson into themiddle class.
A jobgives apersona senseof
purpose, self-worth, hopeand
financial support.
Electedofficials have anobli-

gation to ensureneighborhoods
are safe and topass budgets that
improve thequality of life for all
citizens.Thismeans theymust
holdunions accountable for
meeting equity and inclusion
goals. Failure todo sowouldbe a
continuationof JimCrowpolicies
fromtheSouth.
I recommend the following

solutions to lift disadvantaged
communities:
1.Congress and theDepart-

mentofLabormust insist that
building and tradeunionsopen
apprenticeshipopportunities for
AfricanAmericans andwomen,
especially indisadvantaged
communities.
2.The state of Illinois, city of

ChicagoandCookCountymust
use their contracting leverage to

insist onequity and inclusionof
AfricanAmericans andwomen in
tradeunions.
3.The IllinoisDepartment of

Labor’s annual reporting should
include apprenticeshipopportu-
nities provided in communities
with thehighest unemployment,
poverty andviolence.
4.Construction job sites should

reflect thediversity of theneigh-
borhoodswherework is taking
place.
5.Electedofficials shouldpass

legislationprioritizingAfrican
Americans,womenandveterans
for tradeunionopportunities as
laborers, carpenters, electricians,
painters,welders, plumbers and
constructionmanagers.
6.Enforce theflagging lawon

construction sites.
7.Disadvantagedcommunity

members andwomenshouldbe
prioritized for leadpipe removal
inhomes.
8.Tradeunions shouldwork

closelywithChicagoPublic
Schools to expandvocational
education andhave anatural
pipelineof talent.
Our city is in crisiswith a

school systemthat is notworking
formostAfricanAmericansor
Latinos, soaring violence, corrup-
tion andhigh taxes. Laborunions
have amajor role toplay in stabi-
lizingdisadvantagedcommuni-
ties.

WillieWilson is aChicagobusiness
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candidate.
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