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From 1976 until 1982, the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (Mormon, 

hereafter LDS) ran a campaign against the proposed Equal Rights Amendment (hereafter ERA) 

that caught national attention1.  Most members of the church in the United States supported this 

campaign fully. The LDS church in the 1970s had a strong pro-family orientation coupled with 

the idea that the traditional family was under attack. Official and unofficial LDS documents built 

upon previous ideas of the proper place of women in the family in their opposition to the ERA. 

When there was an official announcement of opposition to the ERA, the public action against the 

ERA by members of the LDS church was motivated not only by their preexisting commitment to 

strong families but in their belief that the announcement was based on revelation from God 

through the president of the church. 

LDS opposition to the ERA was the first example of the political influence that the LDS 

church could bring to bear on the national political scene, the prime example of which is 

currently seen in their declared opposition and vigorous organizing campaigns against the 

proposals in a variety of states to allow homosexuals to marry.2 The LDS opposition to the ERA 

shows the disproportionate effects that a highly organized group can have upon American 

politics. Material listed as official LDS literature has been limited to documents found in the 

Ensign.3 Other limitations include only considering one instance of internal (LDS) opposition, 

which was found in Sonia Johnson's From Housewife to Heretic, and only one instance of 

unofficial internal support, Rex Lee’s A Lawyer Looks at the Equal Rights Amendment. During 

1 The ERA aimed to create a ban on sexual discrimination, by baning any distinction in law on account of sex 
through a constitutional amendment. The ERA was first proposed in the United States Congress in 1923, however 
the closest it came to ratification was from 1972 to 1982 when it was passed by both the House and the Senate with 
support from both the Republicans and the Democrats. Thirty five states ratified the proposed amendment with the 
last ratification occurring in 1977, leaving the proposed amendment three states short of complete ratification, see: 
Janet K. Boles, The Politics of the Equal Rights Amendment: Conflict and Decision Process, (New York: Longman, 
1979), 1, 22. and Martha Sonntag Bradley, Pedestals & Podiums, (Salt Lake City: Signature Books, 2005), 471
2  See D. Michael Quinn, The Mormon Hierarchy: Extensions of Power, (Salt Lake City: Signature Books, 1997), 

402-406
3 Ensign is pronounced en-sign , not en-sun, Joseph Fielding Smith-1970-1972 I have chosen to use his middle 

name to be consistent with current LDS convention, (there are actually three LDS church presidents named 
Joseph Smith, two of whom have the middle name of Fielding)
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the time that the ERA was up for ratification, there were a large number of articles in the Ensign 

about the ERA (wholly against), and a number of articles were published the independent 

journals Sunstone and Dialogue (mostly for the ERA). Two major works of LDS scholarship 

have considered the ERA recently; D. Michael Quinn’s 1997 book The Mormon Hierarchy: 

Extensions of Power and the 2005 book on the LDS response to the ERA, Pedestals and 

Podiums by Martha Sonntag Bradley. This essay is limited to a study of the sources and causes 

of the overwhelming LDS support for the LDS hierarchy’s opposition to the ERA

Opposition to the ERA was founded in a doctrinal emphasis on traditional family values. 

In the January 1971 edition of the Ensign, Joseph Fielding Smith, the president of the church at 

the time, made the following statement. 

“[M]ay I remind you of just how important the family unit is in the overall plan of our 
Father in heaven. In fact, the Church organization really exists to assist the family and its 
members in reaching exaltation. Family unity and family commitment to the gospel are so 
important that the adversary has turned much of his attention to the destruction of 
families in our society.”4

Fielding Smith’s sermon was sent out in a transcript form in the Ensign and on a small vinyl LP 

so that church members could listen to the sermon on their own, showing how important LDS 

church leaders felt this message was.  The family was being threatened by modern society. 

Family had and has a particular meaning for members of the LDS church. To quote the 

November edition of the New Era  from 1971, “God created man to be the husband, the father 

and the breadwinner, the woman to be the wife, the mother the childbearer and the child-raiser. 

She is to be a helpmeet to her husband.”5 These ideas of family were felt to be under attack by 

the women’s liberation movement. In January of 1971, a sermon by a member of the Council of 

the Twelve, Thomas S. Monson, was published in the Ensign with the ominous title “The 

4 Joseph Fielding Smith, “Message from the First Presidency,” Ensign, January 1971, i
5 Flora S. Jacobson, “For Girls Only”, New Era, June 1971, 35, The New Era is the youth magazine of the LDS 

church
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Women's Movement: Liberation or Deception?”6 Throughout the article he implied that women’s 

liberation was far more the latter than the former. This family emphasis was going on long 

before 1971 and continues to this day.7

Along with the more official sermons in the Ensign there existed a number of books 

attempting to further define proper family practice. Two examples of these were Fascinating 

Womanhood by Helen Andelin and Woman and the Priesthood by Rodney Turner. Ensign 

articles and sermons on the role of women prior were relativity restrained when compared to 

these publications. Andelin's work was a marriage manual, written from the perspective that “To 

be loved and cherished is woman's highest goal in marriage... This book is written to [help] in 

winning man's genuine love”8 Andelin suggests a woman act girlish, and control her man 

through manipulation and cute behavior. Turner's book is an amateur doctrinal exposition on the 

proper role of women in relation to the priesthood, a euphemism in this specifically LDS context 

for men in the church. Turner's book has a paternalistic view of women, stating 

“Women, being the 'weaker vessel' should be under the constant protection and guidance 
of the priesthood. Ideally her father is her first guide and protector. He... givers her to her 
husband who becomes her second steward... Since most women have neither the physical 
strength or (sic) the social and economic independence of men, they both require and are 
entitled to such consideration.”9

Andelin and Turner's books were not isolated phenomena, a reviewer of Andelin's book noted 

that “many women of the [LDS] Church across the country have organized themselves into study 

groups to read and discuss it.... those who study it are largely Church members.”10 Turner’s book 

was published by the LDS church owned Deseret Book and was reprinted twice, in 1976 and 

1978. While these are unofficial works, they show the popularity of a very conservative and 

6 Thomas S. Monson, ”The Women’s Movement: Liberation or Deception?” Ensign, January, 1971, 17
7  See Gordon Shepherd and Gary Shepherd, A Kingdom Transformed: Themes in the Development of  

Mormonism, (Salt Lake City: University of Utah Press, 1984), 85-86 for a short analysis of the rhetoric of family 
in the LDS church’s General Conferences

8 Helen Andelin, Fascinating Womanhood, (Silver Spring, Maryland: Pacific Press, 1965), 1
9 Rodney Turner, Woman and the Priesthood, (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1972), 49
10 Mona Bennett, “A Help Meet for Man,” Dialogue 2, no. 2 (1967): 123
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patriarchal view of women’s place in LDS society.

Obedience to the pronouncements of the presidents of the Church was also emphasized 

prior the official announcement of LDS opposition to the ERA. Prior to 1976, these admonitions 

were relatively mild, as seen in Gordon Hinckley’s sermon of December 1971. “I believe that if 

we walk in obedience to the commandments of God, if we follow the counsel of the priesthood, 

He will open a way even where there appears to be no way”11 This rhetoric of obedience is a 

regular one in LDS sermons, in an analysis of LDS General Conferences from 1830-1980, the 

topic of obedience was “the only conference topic which has ranked among the ten most salient 

themes in every single generation of conference history.”12 As official opposition to the ERA 

emerged, the rhetoric became more specific, as in the sermon of Delbert Stapley in 1977, where 

he states “Some people do not obey because they feel their free agency will be trampled if they 

consider themselves subservient to Church authorities…others, products of an undisciplined life 

persist in their weakness…”13 The most specific admonition for obedience to church leaders 

came in a sermon by Elaine Cannon at a televised meeting for the adolescent girls’ organization 

in the Church in 1978, and subsequently quoted by a member of the First Presidency in 1979. 

Cannon stated directly near the end of her sermon, “Personal opinions may vary. Eternal 

principles never do. When the prophet speaks, sisters, the debate is over.”14 Her statement was 

quoted later by Nathan Eldon Tanner in a sermon entitled “The Debate is Over” and alluded to 

the women’s movement, “Why should there be any debate…? From the beginning God has made 

his position very clear in regard to marriage, family, divorce, family life…immorality, chastity, 

virtue and the high and holy role of women.”15 As a member of the First Presidency, his speech 

reached a far greater audience than Cannon's. The first story in the Ensign is traditionally used as 

11 Gordon B. Hinckley, “If Ye Be Willing and Obedient,” Ensign, December 1971, 35 
12  Shepherd, 99
13  Delbert L. Stapley, “The Blessings of Righteous Obedience, Ensign, November, 1977, 18
14  Elaine Cannon, “ If We Want to Go Up, We Have to Get On,” Ensign, November, 1978, 108
15  N. Eldon Tanner, “The Debate Is Over,” Ensign, August 1979, 2
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lesson material for the LDS church Home Teaching program and thus reached the homes of most 

members.16 

. In 1976 the first official statement by the LDS church was released in the December 

edition of the Ensign. This statement listed a number of reasons for opposition to the ERA, 

“[W]e firmly believe that ... [the ERA] could indeed bring even more restraints and repressions. 

We fear it will even stifle many god-given feminine instincts. It would strike at the family... 

bring ambiguity and possibly invite extensive litigation”17 This initial, short announcement was 

later expanded upon by Boyd K. Packer, a member of the Council of the Twelve, in a sermon 

delivered at a number of different locations around the United States and published in the March 

1977 Ensign. Packer illustrates his opposition to the ERA with the story of a mother who 

deliberately exposed her children to smallpox while under the impression that it was chicken 

pox. He states that “[The ERA] is not quick immunization from an aggravating case of social 

chicken pox... It is exposure... to smallpox of the most lethal kind.”18 A third communication was 

widely disseminated in the form of an official letter sent to “General Authorities, Regional 

Representatives, Stake Presidents, Mission Presidents Bishops and Branch Presidents in the 

United States.”19 This letter was to be read in Sunday services, as many public letters from the 

First Presidency20 are. This letter essentially repeated the 1976 statement and closed with “we 

urge our people to join actively with other citizens who share our concerns and who are engaged 

16  Home Teaching is a program where two men visit a certain number of families in the LDS congregation each 
month to give a brief religious message. The lesson material is usually the first story in the magazine. Almost all 
men in the congregation are involved in this activity.

17 “News of the Church: First Presidency Issues Statement Opposing Equal Rights Amendment” Ensign, December 
1976, 79

18 Boyd K. Packer, “The Equal Rights Amendment,” Ensign, March 1977, 6
19 “The Church and the Proposed Equal Rights Amendment: A Moral Issue” pamphlet published in Ensign, March 

1980, 1 , General Authorities are members of the Quorum (or Council) of the Twelve and the Quorums of the 
Seventy, the general governing bodies of the church. Regional Representatives are generally members of one of 
the Quorums of the Seventy and represent the Church in a particular geographical area. Stake Presidents are the 
leaders of a Stake, approximately the equivalent of a Diocese. Bishops are leaders of a local congregation of 
around 200-500 people, called a Ward. Branch Presidents are the leaders of a congregation in an area where 
there are not enough LDS church members to form a Ward.

20 The first presidency is the top governing body of the LDS church. It is composed of the President of the LDS 
church and two counselors who are also members of the Quorum of the Twelve
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in working to reject this measure on the basis of its threat to the moral climate of the future.”21 

The final major publication was the pamphlet The Church and the Equal Rights Amendment: A 

Moral Issue inserted in the Ensign in February 1980. This 23 page pamphlet used quotes from 

previous LDS church leaders, the Bible and the Book of Mormon in its question and answer 

presentation of the LDS position on the ERA. It also republished previous statements by the LDS 

church hierarchy on the ERA. The pamphlet ended with this statement, 

“It is clear, therefore, that members who chose not to follow the counsel of the First 
Presidency are completely free to do so. There is no civil or criminal penalty for religious 
disagreement, but there is surely a spiritual loss for the individual.”22

The pamphlet states directly that the “[ERA is] a moral issue worthy of full institutional 

involvement.”23

The official statements of the LDS church were coupled with an organized campaign 

against ratification of the ERA. This began in 1977 with the Utah International Women’s Year 

Conference, which was part of a nationwide series of conferences sponsored by the US 

government to recognize the UN declaration of 1977 as International Women’s Year. Oral 

histories taken after the conference revealed that many of the women at Utah’s conference had 

been asked by their bishops to go to the conferences.24 The impression given by the recorded 

votes was that these women had be asked to vote no on everything, an impression backed up by 

another of those oral histories. Christine Durham said “It seemed to me that in every session that 

I attended or heard about they automatically voted down any proposal put forth by any 

proponent. There didn’t seem to me to be any give and take. There didn’t seem to be any depth 

of consideration or thinking.”25 Mormon led campaigns continued in Florida, leading to an 

investigation by the Florida Secretary of State. The independent LDS magazine Sunstone 

21 “The Church and the Proposed Equal Rights Amendment,” 23
22 “The Church and the Proposed Equal Rights Amendment,” 20
23  “The Church and the Proposed Equal Rights Amendment,” 20
24  Bradley,  190 see Footnote 3 referring to Belva Ashton 
25  Bradley, 198, see footnote 21 for Christine Durham Quote
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reported in 1980 that “[a]fter dividing the state according to Church district lines, Mormon 

leaders solicited contributions from members of their congregations. Hundreds of small checks 

that sources say totaled at least 60,000 were sent to the candidates and the political action group 

(FACT) working against the ERA.”26 A similar campaign was conducted in Virginia, where a 

small but vocal Pro-ERA Mormon organization already existed. Sonia Johnson, the leader of 

Mormons for the ERA (hereafter MERA) wrote that “Gordon Hinckley, one of the twelve 

apostles… instructed two regional representatives in the Washington, D.C. area, Julian Lowe and 

Don Ladd, to organize the Mormon women there into an anti-ERA lobbying coalition” 

According to Johnson, Julian Lowe stated this in his introductory remarks at the founding 

meeting of the Virginia LDS Citizens Coalition.27 

The LDS organization against the ERA was both national and local. The LDS church made 

several public statements in opposition to the ERA, but also involved itself in local politics in 

heavily contested areas across the United States.

Unofficial anti-ERA books were published by members of the LDS church. The prime 

example of this is A Lawyer Looks at the Equal Rights Amendment by Rex E. Lee, a faculty 

member at the LDS church owned Brigham Young University. The book was published by the 

church owned Brigham Young University Press and sold through the Church bookstore chain 

Deseret Book, and thus largely reached a Mormon audience. Lee’s book is a popularized legal 

brief on the ERA, stating his position that the ERA was “[dangerous in] its breadth, its 

vagueness and its uncertainty.”28 Using the historical example of the U.S. Supreme Court 

interpretation of the Fourteenth Amendment, he noted that the Fourteenth Amendment has 

been used to invalidate state regulations of business and later to prevent states from regulating 

26  “Mormons and ERA in the Media” Sunstone, no. 20, May-June 1980, 6-7, FACT- Families Are Concerned 
Today

27  Sonia Johnson, From Housewife to Heretic, (New York: Doubleday, 1981), 164-165
28  Rex E. Lee, A Lawyer Looks at the Equal Rights Amendment, (Provo, Utah: Brigham Young University Press, 

1980),  88
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abortions. He qualifies his statement with the following, “the present point is not whether these 

decisions are good or bad. The point is that … a constitutional amendment with the vagueness 

of the Fourteenth or the proposed Twenty-seventh [The ERA] is … an open invitation…to 

perpetual judicial policymaking.”29 Lee made specific value judgments about the ERA, calling 

the policy implications of the ERA “[a] parade of horribles” including “Mandatory repeal of all 

rape laws. Men and women sleeping in the same room in prisons, state college dormitories, and 

military barracks. Mandatory repeal of all laws prohibiting homosexual conduct, including 

homosexual marriages.”30 (sic) Lee also contributed to The Church and the Equal Rights 

Amendment pamphlet, parading his horribles out with the disclaimer “we don’t know what 

kind of content the courts will pour into this highly vague language…homosexual marriages, 

single-sex public bathrooms, diminution of privacy in public facilities…Many of the 

proponents [for the ERA] are very sincere in [their assurances that these will not occur]. But I 

am equally sure that there are other people for whom these are the desired results.”31

Not all members of the LDS church were in full agreement with the official position. 

Sonia Johnson and MERA had a flair for creating situations with their small group that the press 

eagerly covered. One of their most effective protesting techniques was hiring planes to tow 

banners over major LDS gatherings, such as the April 1979 General Conference and the 1980 

Hill Cumorah Pageant in New York32. Johnson described the LDS hierarchy’s reaction to their 

prank, “A reporter phoned the public relations office of the church to ask how the Brethren [First 

Presidency and Quorum of the Twelve] were taking this little prank and was told they found it 

‘amusing’… [T]he PR man suggested that the reporter put a cartoon in the… paper showing our 

29  Lee, 89
30  Lee, 61
31  “The Church and the Proposed Equal Rights Amendment,” 12
32 For the latter, see photo in Bradley, 455. According to Sonia Johnson the first MERA banner flyby was not until 

April 1979, thus the caption is inaccurate; photo should be dated summer 1980,See Sonia Johnson Collection 
Description, Box 1, Fond 1, No 7 <http://www.lib.utah.edu/spc/photo/p99/P0099.txt>    Created May 29,  2001, 
Accessed November 1, 2005
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plane flying over the Angel Moroni atop the temple…but instead of his trumpet, …[to have] 

Moroni brandishing a machine gun!”33 The LDS hierarchy did feel threatened by Johnson's 

activism, and she was excommunicated from the LDS church in December 1979.34

LDS opposition to the ERA was based both on a pre-existing pro-family orientation and a 

belief in divine inspiration of their leaders by God. This was expressed both in statements 

through official church organs such as the Ensign, as well as through popular but unofficial 

books published through LDS owned presses. When the official statement of opposition came 

out, members of the LDS church engaged in public statements, lobbied to state officials, and 

financially contributed both to LDS anti-ERA organizations and outside anti-ERA organizations. 

They were encouraged in these activities by LDS leaders, including direct intervention in local 

affairs by members of the First Presidency and Council of the Twelve. Local members' 

motivations were rooted in their belief that the ERA and its supporters were a threat to their 

traditional family structure and a belief that the opposition to the ERA was based on a revelation 

from God. Through official channels, LDS leaders encouraged this idea by emphasizing 

obedience to church edicts to the logical extreme of Tanner's statement, “When the prophet 

speaks… the debate is over.”

33  Johnson, 157
34  Quinn, 395
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