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For nearly a century, American feminists have fought tirelessly to 
enshrine gender equality in the Constitution. By becoming the 
38th state to ratify the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA), Virginia 
made it possible. Meet the activists who could have changed 
history. 

This Monday afternoon, a group of teenagers roam the corridors of 
Congress in Washington DC. As soon as classes were over, they escaped 
from their high school in Arlington, Virginia, to jump on the subway, 
heading to the federal capital. Guided by Rosie Couture, a 16-year-old high 
school student whose words flow as quickly as ideas, the group examines 
the office plan, then heads with determination towards that of a senator 
from South Carolina. Between two elevators, the teenagers repeat a 
scrupulously written text. In the maze of the Senate, Rosie is at ease: "That's 
Christopher Coons' office, one of our biggest successes since he supports 
us... Ah, that's James Inhofe's, we can't not really saying he's pro-ERA. » 
When the high school students arrive in front of the office of their target, 
Senator Tim Scott, they drop off their backpacks and enter. Faced with an 
advisor, the young people explain the reason for their visit. “We are part of 
Generation Ratify, we are here to tell you that your constituents would like 
you to ratify the Equal Rights Amendment. » The pitch lasts less than five 
minutes, the advisor promises to get the message across. Further on, the 
ritual is repeated in the office of Lindsey Graham, a notoriously 
conservative senator. The reception is frosty, but the teenagers are 
delighted, their mission is accomplished. 
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Rosie and her comrades search the corridors of Congress for the office of 
Tim Scott, senator from South Carolina. 
© Susana Raab/Institute Artist for Causette 
 

Baby lobbyists 

When most young people her age have never heard of the Equal Rights 
Amendment (ERA), Rosie Couture devotes all her free time to it. In July 
2019, she co-founded the organization GenERAtion Ratify, mobilizing a 
group of baby lobbyists for a little-known legal text. In the United States, 
72% of Americans are convinced that gender equality is enshrined in the 
Constitution*. Except… that’s not the case. While the vast majority of 
developed countries have this mention in their supreme text, the country 
has lagged behind. In 1923, Alice Paul, already the originator of the 19th 
Amendment granting women the right to vote, proposed the Equal Rights 
Amendment according to which "equal rights under the law cannot be 
denied or abridged, nor by the United States or by any State, on account of 
sex.” Why then did this text, although so simple, never come into force? A 
timeline could summarize its history. In 1972, the ERA was passed by 
Congress. As required by the American legislative process, it must be 
ratified by thirty-eight states to be adopted. To complicate the task of 
feminists, legislators imposed a deadline to collect the thirty-eight 
ratifications: 1979. A deadline then pushed back to 1982. But it was on 
January 27, 2020 that the magic number was reached, with Virginia 
becoming the thirty-eighth State to vote on the text. The deadline had 
passed, but hope had returned. 

That day, all eyes were on Virginia. For the vote at the Capitol in Richmond, 
the state capital, feminists of all generations were gathered. Elected officials 
brought their children, grandmothers their granddaughters. Some wore the 
same scarf as in the 1970s, others wore purple, the color of the suffragettes. 
“Virginia has always been on the wrong side of history, Richmond was the 
capital of the Confederate state, one of the cities most involved in the slave 
trade in the United States, for once we were on the side of progress” , 
enthuses Kati Hornung, head of the VAratifyERA campaign. Pat Fishback, 
80, a member of the ERA Ratification Council, has dedicated his entire life 
to this battle. “We never let our resolve waver. Even after the deadline 
passed, we continued to demonstrate, to organize parties for the birthday of 
Susan B. Anthony [famous suffragist], to put pressure on elected officials. I 
so wish Flora Crater, the founder of the ERA Ratification Council, could 
have been there to see this…” 

At the time of the demonstrations of the seventies 



At 74, Donna Granski is also a figure in the movement. “I moved to Virginia 
in 1978. I had lived in Connecticut, Maryland, New York, three states that 
had already ratified the ERA. I remember asking politician John Watkins: 
what is going on here? At the time, he told me that it would take forty to 
sixty years before being ratified. My reaction was immediate: I will make it! 
» Donna remembers the demonstrations alongside the famous feminist 
Gloria Steinem, the buses which transported activists by the hundreds to 
march in the neighboring state of North Carolina or in Washington DC, the 
silent vigils in front of the Capitol. “In order not to stir up animosity, we had 
a very feminine approach. We wore leather ankle boots and white dresses 
despite the snow…” She has also not forgotten the violence of the opponents 
of the ERA, led at the time by the charismatic Phyllis Schlafly. “One day, 
while we were having a vigil, one of her supporters spat on my candle and 
“called” me a lesbian. At the time, it was extremely violent,” she recalls. Like 
Pat, Donna did not give up after 1982. “As there was no way to pass the 
ERA, we fought by passing laws for equality in education, sports or equal 
pay. Kind of a consolation prize. » 

Emergency in the Trump era 

But the election of Donald Trump has made the need to anchor women's 
rights in the Constitution more pressing. As if struck by an electric shock, a 
new generation has awakened. This is particularly the case for Madison, 
Donna’s granddaughter. In January 2017, she went with her grandmother 
to the Richmond Women's March. There, she found herself propelled to the 
front row by a sixty-year-old activist, who stuck a pro-ERA banner in her 
hands. “Of course, I had heard my grandmother talk about it, but I didn’t 
know exactly what it was. Then I started to find out, I met her activist 
friends, participated in demonstrations, I even gave a presentation at high 
school. » Madison speaks about it with passion, but some wonder: why fight 
for the Equal Rights Amendment in 2020? Around a piece of gingerbread 
just out of the oven, Pat tells us about the daily lives of women in the 1970s. 
The impossibility of having a bank account without her husband's consent, 
the conservatives who feared that by working, women abandon their 
children and transform an entire generation into delinquents... In the 21st 
century, all that seems to be a thing of the past. Yet Pat insists: “Our 
Constitution is like the foundation of my house. When I wanted to enlarge 
my kitchen, I was told that it was not possible, because the basement was 
not suitable. It’s the same thing, without solid foundations, our rights are 
not guaranteed. » In the Ordinary Equality podcast, lawyer Kate Kelly 
dissects, episode by episode, why the ERA still matters today. “First, it 
would force governments, at the local and national level, to review the 
discriminatory laws that exist. For example, the United States does not have 
mandatory maternity leave, which is discrimination on the basis of gender, 
because if men had a similar condition, they would receive leave. Second, 



the ERA would give Congress the power to pass new laws to protect women. 
Recently, a law banning female genital mutilation was struck down as 
unconstitutional. » 

The relevance of the amendment is not the only thing that has survived the 
decades. In 2020, opposition to the ERA is still very much alive. When Kati 
Hornung took over the VAratifyERA organization two years ago, she did not 
imagine encountering the same resistance as her predecessor. And yet. “I 
have heard elected officials quote the Bible and tell us: “You are lucky to 
have the right to vote”; declare that under the ERA, pregnant women would 
be forced to do military service, that men and women would share the same 
toilets or the same prison cells. This is all absurd! » she gets annoyed. The 
other stumbling block concerns the right to abortion. Faced with the threat 
of an amendment that could be used to protect access to abortion, 
conservatives are enraged. So, Kati Hornung set up a resistance campaign. 
Transforming the basement of her house into her headquarters, she worked 
hard to ensure that the Democratic majority won in the 2019 local elections, 
an essential step for elected officials to finally vote for the ERA. Equipped 
with banners identical to those of the 1930s, his group organized movie 
nights, sent postcards to 50,000 voters, and traveled the state by bus to 
educate about the ERA. She even launched the “Ice Cream for Equality” 
operation, equipping a minivan with coolers to distribute ice cream on 
campus and start discussions with students. 

At the age of 17, Madison participated in this excitement. On movie nights, 
she took up her grandmother's ritual, dressing in white and silently waving 
a pro-ERA banner. On her scarf, she wears the badges that Donna passed on 
to her, including a half-century-old relic that reminds her that it is up to her 
to continue the fight. Looking at her, Donna has tears in her eyes: “I dream 
of this day when equality for my granddaughters will be enshrined in the 
Constitution. The fact that Madison was a part of this with me is incredible. 
I know now that even if I don't succeed in my lifetime, she will carry the 
torch for me. » 

In the Senate and the House of Delegates in Richmond, the January vote 
also marked this handover. During her speech, delegate Vivian Watts, 79, 
held up a photo of herself protesting in the late 1970s. In the same chamber, 
her colleague Danica Roem, 35, wore a pro-ERA necklace as her mother had 
received by subscribing to the feminist magazine Ms. in 1977. For Vivian 
Watts, the number of years did not alter the force of the amendment. “In the 
1970s, the ERA was important because it said: don't call me inferior. Today 
we have acquired rights, but we want to make sure that we stand on a solid 
legal basis,” she explains, emphasizing the collective nature of this victory. 
Aware of participating in History, delegate Danica Roem ingrained this 
moment in her flesh. “I’ve dreamed of a tattoo since I was a teenager. I 



wanted something very special and, frankly, how many times in your life do 
you get the opportunity to amend the Constitution of the United States? » 
she calls out to us, showing off the text of the ERA tattooed on her arm. 
Virginia's first transgender elected official, Danica Roem sees the strength 
that this text carries today for LGBTQ people: “The ERA is fundamentally 
based on the concept of intersectionality. Transgender, queer: no woman is 
forgotten. And you will notice the way the text is written: it does not specify 
female or male gender, it is written for everyone. » 

Thanks to their vote, in Virginia, the battle is won. But the war is now 
national. Activists must convince Congress to overturn the 1982 deadline so 
that the text finally becomes a reality. The House of Representatives voted 
to do so on February 13, 2020, leaving the Senate to do the same. Except 
that with a Republican majority, the Senate is proving difficult to convince. 
Rosie Couture and the teenagers of Generation Ratify have heard the stories 
of their ancestors, they know that the road will be chaotic, but they refuse to 
let it be as long as for their elders. Rosie is optimistic: “The ERA will be 
passed in early 2021. Once we elect a president and a senate that believe in 
equality, it will be done. » 

* Poll The Associated Press-NORC Center for Public Affairs Research. 


