Reagan’s War on Women

By Harold Ford

Much of the credit for the demise of
the ERA belongs to the Reagan Ad-
ministration and the henchmen of the
Mew Right. However, the attack on the
ERA is only a small part of the anti-
woman war being waged by conservative
forces in this country.

““It’s surprising the rate with which
this (Reagan) administration is reversing
trends of the past 20 years,”" declares
Eleanor Smeal, president of the
National Organization for Women. *‘He
has established an atmosphere in which

social progress for women is not
believed possible in a legal or progressive
way.”’

Informed feminists knew what to ex-
pect from Reaganites long before his
ascension to the presidency via the 80
elections. The 1980 Republican Plat-
form read like a right wing manifesto.
The anti-women’s rights platform drop-
ped support for ratification of the Equal
Rights Amendment, endorsed the anti-
choice Human Life Amendment, un-
dermined affirmative action regulations
by opposing timetables to goals, sup-
ported repeal of Title IX (which outlaws
sex discrimination in education), sup-
ported a subminimum wage, supported
“‘right to work’’ laws, opposed national
health insurance, and on and on.

Mistrust for Reagan by women voters
was clearly reflected in the results of the
1980 presidential election. ‘‘For the first
time since passage of the 1¥tn Amcnu-
ment, women voted differently than
men,"" according to MNational NOW
Times. ““And they did so on the basis of
women’'s issues. Apparently, a
significant number of women were
aware of the Republican Right’s op-
position to women’s rights... Accor-
ding to all...polls, women voted for

Reagan significantly less than men did.”" |

Adam Clymer wrote in the New York

Times on November 9, 1980, that, “‘Mr. |
Reagan’s long-standing difficulty in per- '
suading women to vote for him. .. held |

down his percentage’® in the 1980
presidential election.

Feminists estimated a loss of 9 votes in
the U.S. Senate and 14 in the U.S.
House for women’s rights in 1980. Sen.
Howard Baker, the new Republican
majority leader in the Senate, supports
the Human Life Amendment and op-
poses the extension of the ratification
deadline for the ERA. The majority
leader under a Democratic majority,
Senator Robert Byrd, supported the
ERA extension and opposed HLA.

Chairmanship of the Senate Judiciary
Committee passed from Senator Edward
Kennedy to the reactionary Senator
Strom Thurmond. Its subcommittee on
Constitutional Reform is now chaired by
right winger Orrin Hatch of Utah in-
stead of Senator Birch Bayh.

Notably, Representative Elizabeth
Holtzman (D-NY), chief sponsor of the
ERA extension and a leading
Congressional feminist, was defeated by
less than one percentage point in a 3-way
Senatorial race.

Following the election, Reaganites
and right wingers envisioned a ““‘man-
date’’ from the electorate and began the
assault on women’s rights. The
following is an alarming laundry list of
accomplishments and endeavors by the
anti-women forces in America in recent
years.

a patchwork quilt of federal, state
and local laws to enforce equal
rights for women in place of ERA
passage. But ERA opponents have
maintained all along that the problem
with this approach is that such statutes
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could easily be repealed by reactionary |

politicians.

In the days following Reagan’s elec-
tion, his radical right supporters did
more to validate the need for the Equal
Rights Amendment than eight years of
advocacy by its supporters. In the few
days after the election, the radical right
called for:

* a constitutional amendment to
prohibit affirmative action programs for
women and minorities in employment to
education;

* repeal of all Executive Orders
issued by President Johnson, Ford &

| Carter requiring affirmative action for
women, minorities and the handicapped |

by federal agencies and government con-
tractors;

* the elimination of the homemaker’s
benefit under Social Security, which
provides a check to wives not in the

| labor force of 50% of their husband’s

benefit;

program under which most retraining
programs for displaced homemakers
were financed.

Reaganites opposed ERA despite the
fact most Americans supported it.

“There’s just no substitute for being |

protected by the constitution,”” ad-
monishes columnist Ellen Goodman.
““There is just no E and no R without the
A
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| subsidized housing.

“So you want an ERA, huh? Well, take that Pepper?™ — Ronald Reagan gives Angie Dickinoun a pivec of hia mind (scene
from ““The Killers,”” 1964, Reagan’s last film).

efforts to slow inflation has
achieved some success at the
woeful expense of an increased unem-
ployment rate. In 1979, the nationwide
unemployment rate for the total work
force was 5.8%, 6.8% for women and
12.3% for black women. The *‘official’”
unemployment rate now hovers near the
10% mark.
Reagan’s tax cut package is generally
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a gift to the already-affluent. About |

84% of the benefits from tax reductions
would go to taxpayers whose incomes
are over $20,000. Only 12% of female
householders and 10% of widows are in
this category.

““The evidence is undeniable that the

| biggest losers under the new budget will

be poor women and their children,”” ac-
cording to National NOW Times. The
poor ‘‘...are overwhelmingly women

| who live without men.”’
According to 1979 Census Bureau |
| statistics,
| households lived below the poverty

30% of all female-headed

level. Almost one-half of all families
headed by black and hispanic females
are in poverty. The second largest class
of poor adults consists of women 65 and

| over; 70% of aged poor are women.
¢ and the end of the CETA jobs |

Because of their poverty, women are
more dependent upon federal assistance
programs such as AFDC, Social
Security, food stamps, Medicaid, and
The following
examples illustrate how the Reagan
budget cuts will have a devastating im-
pact on women:

* The Women's Education Equity Act

and Title IV of the Civil Rights Act of |

1964 are federal aid programs aimed at

helping schools and coileges end
discrimination based on sex. WEEA was
slashed by $6 million, Title IV by $37
million.

* The CETA program has been
drastically cut. Some 70% of CETA
workers are women, including single
mothers, minority women and displaced
homemakers. Displaced homemakers
include some 4 million women who lose
their source of support via death or
disability of a spouse, separation or
divorce. Congress recognized the plight
of the displaced homemakers in entering
the job force and in 1978 appropriated
funds stressing job-orientation, skill

| training or vocational education to job

placement.

* Federal funding to support women
in science programs has been cut.

* About 75% of Social Security
recipients are women. Social Security is
due to receive huge cuts.

* Cuts in WIC (Women, Infants and

| Children) nutrition programs will hurt

the *“‘truly needy’’ because, to become

| eligible, recipients must be women of

low income, pregnant or nursing a child
to be diagnosed as ‘‘nutritionally at
risk.”” The aim of the program is to
reduce birth defects and infant mor-
tality. A Harvard study found that for
each $1 invested in WIC, a $3 savings
resulted from reduced hospital costs for
babies born with medical problems.

* Aid to Families with Dependent
Children is a program almost exclusively
for female-headed households. The
Reaganites want to count the income of
step-parents in determination of income,
a measure which would discourage
marriage among the poor. About 93%
of AFDC recipients are women and their
children.

* Approximately 61% of all Medicaid
recipients in 1979 were women; 11






