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supporting pro-life appointments.” Under Otis R. Bowen, who became
head of Health and Human Services in 1985, the agency placed a ban
on federal funding of organizations that performed or counseled abor-
tion; this administrative fiat became known as the “gag rule” and led
pro-abortion and feminist activists to accuse Reagan of waging war on
women.% Reagan believed he was making pro-life appointments to the
Supreme Court® He shared the conservative belief that the federal
courts had become too activist and by doing so had undermined the
separation of powers between the legislative and the judicial func-
tions. Nevertheless, Reagan’s record of appointments on the Supreme
Court proved mixed from the point of view of the anti-abortion wing
of his party. Reagan’s first nominee to the Supreme Court, Sandra Day
O’Connor, in 1981 drew immediate opposition from anti-abortion groups
because of her earlier support of a family planning bill in Arizona that
would have replaced an existing state law banning abortions.*

The anger that the O’Connor nomination elicited led White House
official Morton Blackwell, serving as the liaison with the conservative
movement, to meet with Paul Weyrich, Connie Marshner, and Dick
Dingman, as well as fifty other leaders of the conservative and pro-family
organizations, including representatives of Schlafly’s Eagle Forum. Fol-
lowing the meeting, Blackwell informed the White House that these
Jeaders opposed O’Connor’s nomination and that there was a growing
concern among these groups that the President and his senior advisors
“don’t think this coalition contributed significantly to his election.”*
Reagan immediately sought to prevent a brushfire in the ranks of social
conservatives by sending a widely circulated response to the number of
Jetters that came into the White House opposing the O’Connor nomina-
tion.22 O’Connor easily won appointment to the court as its first female
justice. As a justice, O’Connor shifted the legal foundation for regulat-
ing abortion away from the trimester approach of Roe to the doctrine of
“undue burden.”** In his second term, the Reagan administration con-
tinued to maintain its anti-abortion policies, although a Democratic-
controlled Congress restrained Reagan initiatives.*

While continuing to denounce the ERA as a pro-abortion measure,
Schlafly did not become directly involved in the abortion policy de-
bate. Instead, she continued to focus on ERA and wrote extensively o1t
national defense and education issues through her Phyllis Schlafly Report,
which reached a high mark of nearly 40,000 subscribers.® In 1992,
however, when Mary Dent Crisp (who had supported third-party
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presidential candidate John Anderson in 1980) started an effort to
delete the GOP’s pro-life platform plank at the Republican National
Convention, Schlafly organized the Republican National Coalition for
Life to support the party’s anti-abortion position.* In the meantime,
Schlafly proved to be a strong supporter of Reagan’s domestic pro-
gram to cut taxes and his program to strengthen the nation’s military
Capability. Other social conservatives, however, were less sanguine about
Reagan’s policies. Indeed, early in Reagan’s presidency, Richard Viguerie
and his Conservative Digest publicly attacked Reagan for backing away
from conservative principles, leading Reagan to privately write John
Lofton, editor of the Digest, “I believe that the July Conservative Digest
is one of the most dishonest and unfair bits of journalism I have ever

seen.”’

ScHLAFLY DEFENDS THE CONSTITUTION AGAINST CONSERVATIVES

Other divisions between religious conservatives and economic conser-
vatives emerged in the Reagan administration, and the Republican
Right was divided over tactics as well. Most significant was the call to
enact a Balanced Budget Amendment by calling for a federal constitu-
tional convention, popularly known at the time as “Con Con.” Under
the leadership of conservative activist Lewis Uhler, twenty-six states
had passed resolutions calling for a constitutional convention. Uhler
had served as chairman of the California Tax Reduction Task Force
under Governor Ronald Reagan in 1972, before he organized the grass-
roots National Tax Limitation Committee. By 1982, the movement to
call a constitutional convention was only two states short of the thirty-
four states specified in Article V as the trigger for a convention. Initially
financed through his own funds, Uhler’s organization grew into a mul-
timillion dollar organization, claiming tens of thousands of members,
and had become a national crusade supported by most conservatives—
with a notable exception, Phyllis Schlafly.*® She stepped forward to
oppose the Con Con movement, much to the surprise and chagrin of
conservatives who had endorsed the Balanced Budget Amendment.
Writing in the Phyllis Schlafly Report in December 1984, she attacked
Con Con as playing Russian roulette with the U.S. Constitution. Given
her opposition to the Equal Rights Amendment, her opposition to the
Con Con appeared consistent, and her argument against Con Con
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drew upon a similar theme of the potential for damaging unintended
consequences if a convention were held. She observed that a balanced
budget was may be “a desirable thing,” but she warned that the call for
a constitutional convention was no guarantee that the Balanced Budget
Amendment would be passed. Instead, she feared that liberals would
take over a constitutional convention to press their own agenda such
as repealing the Second Amendment. She pointed specifically to the
Committee on the Constitutional System, chaired by C. Douglas Dil-
lon, former Secretary of the Treasury under John F. Kennedy, and Lloyd
N. Cutler, former counsel to President Jimmy Carter. This group had
met at a conference held at the Woodrow Wilson Center in Washing-
ton, D.C., in 1983 to discuss their goals, including elimination of the
Electoral College, the two-thirds requirement for ratification of treaties,
and the Twenty-Second Amendment; allowing the President to dis-
solve Congress for new elections; publicly funding political campaigns;
and increasing the terms of U.S. House members from two to four
years. Such an agenda, she wrote, “could put our entire Constitution on
the bargaining table to be torn apart by the media, political factions,
and special interest groups.” She concluded that “the intemperate lan-
guage and ad hominem attacks against anyone who opposes Con Con
are offensive to fair-minded people.”*

Schlafly organized against the call for a constitutional convention by
using many of the tactics of the Stop ERA campaign. Employing the
slogan, “Can the Con Con,” and using a Campbell Soup-like logo,
Schlafly targeted the four remaining states that were to vote on the call
for a constitutional amendment—New Jersey, Kentucky, Michigan, and
Montana. In the course of the next couple years, Schlafly testified in
state legislatures in Trenton, Lexington, Lansing, and Helena. Appear-
ing before the Montana Senate in March 16, 1987, she maintained,
“Even assuming that a Balanced Budget Amendment is a good end, it
does not justify plunging our nation into the constitutional chaos, con-
fusion, and controversy of an unprecedented Constitutional Conven-
tion.”s In Michigan, former Stop ERA activist Elaine Donnelly headed
efforts that thwarted the Con Con resolution in the state legislature.®
At the same time, Schlafly’s articles against the call for a constitutional
convention appeared in conservative publications such as Daughters of
the American Revolution Magazine, The New American, and her syndi-
cated newspaper column warning about the unintended consequences
of Con Con. Much like her anti-ERA campaign, Schlafly’s articles were
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reprinted by local groups and sent out in mass-mailings to targeted
conservatives. State leaders of the DAR and the Sons of the American
Revolution in Kentucky mailed 5,000 reprints of Schlafly’s “Con Con:
A Threat to the U.S. Constitution” to Michigan members shortly be-
fore the vote by the state legislature.®? Her debate with Congressman
Larry Craig (R-Idaho) held in Washington, D.C., in 1985 was repub-
lished and circulated in conservative circles, as was her address to
the American Bar Association’s Section on Individual Rights and Re-
sponsibilities during the ABA’s 1987 Annual Convention in San Fran-
cisco. Schlafly produced one of her most effective anti-Con Con pieces
when she convinced former Chief Justice Warren Burger to write a
one-page letter opposing a constitutional convention.?® Burger had
left the Supreme Court to allow Reagan to appoint William Rehnquist
as the new Chief Justice and Antonin Scalia, another conservative, to
replace Rehnquist. Reagan appointed Burger chairman of the Presi-
dential Commission on the Bicentennial of the U.S. Constitution, on
which Schlafly also served as a Reagan-appointee from 1985-91.
Schlafly’s campaign against Con Con replicated the Stop ERA cam-
paign with one notable exception—her opponents this time were mostly
conservatives. In organizing against Con Con, Schlafly’s Eagle Forum
members formed a grassroots coalition that included liberal groups such
as the American Civil Liberties Union, Common Cause, the National Ed-
ucation Association, the National Association for the Advancement of
Colored People, Americans United for Separation of Church and State
People for the American Way, the AFL-CIO, as well as Republicans suc}';
as Senator Nancy Kassebaum (R-Kansas) and U.S. Representative Jack
Kemp (R-New York).> On the other hand, prominent Republicans such
as Senator Robert Dole (R-Kansas) and most conservative organiza-
tions favored Con Con. Schlafly’s opposition to having a Balanced Bud-
get Amendment enacted through a constitutional convention outraged
many on the GOP Right, including Dennis DeConcini (R-Arizona), Phil
Gramm (R-Texas), and the Reagan White House.® Lewis Uhler, director
Sf t.he National Tax Limitation Committee, accused Schlafly of spreading
widespread misinformation and misunderstanding” about Con Con.5
.The defeat of convention resolutions in New Jersey, Kentuci<
Michigan, and Montana killed the Con Con by 1988, much to the cor{
sternation of fiscal conservatives who largely blamed Schlafly for the

d.efeat.57 They were correct; not a single state passed a Con Con resolu-
tion after Schlafly entered the battle.
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