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Phyllis Schlafly: The Power of the Positive Woman (1977) 
Phyllis Schlafly (1924-2016) worked her way (at night, in a wartime munitions factory) through Washington University, earned an M.A. at Radcliffe 
College, married, and raised six children.  Involved in the Republic Party for some years, she continued a polemical book, A Choice, Not an Echo, to 
Barry Goldwater’s drive for nomination in 1964.  She regained prominence in the 1970s when she founded the National Committee to Stop ERA and 
played an important part in defeating the amendment (while simultaneously earning her J.D. (doctorate of law) from Washington University.)  An 
excerpt from her antifeminist book of this period is below.  
Sources: Excerpt from Phyllis Schlafly, The Power of the Positive Woman (New Rochelle, NY: Arlington House, 1977), 16-19.  Permission is granted for electronic copying, distribution in print form for 
educational purposes and personal use. 
 

The women's liberationists and their dupes who try to tell each 
other that the sexual drive of men and women is really the same, 
and that it is only societal restraints that inhibit women from an 
equal desire, an equal enjoyment, and an equal freedom from the 
consequences, are doomed to frustration forever. It just isn't so, and 
pretending cannot make it so. The differences are not a woman's 
weakness but her strength…  

The new generation can brag all it wants about the new 
liberation or the new morality, but it is still the woman who is hurt 
the most. The new morality isn't just a “fad”—it is a cheat and a 
thief. It robs the woman of her virtue, her youth, her beauty, and 
her love—for nothing, just nothing. It has produced a generation of 
young women searching for their identity, bored with sexual 
freedom, and despondent from the loneliness of living a life 
without commitment. They have abandoned the old 
commandments, but they can't find any new rules that work.  

The Positive Woman recognizes the fact that, when it comes to 
sex, women are simply not the equal of men. The sexual drive of 
men is much stronger than that of women. That is how the human 
race was designed in order that it might perpetuate itself. The other 
side of the coin is that it is easier for women to control their sexual 
appetites. A Positive Woman cannot defeat a man in a wrestling or 
boxing match, but she can motivate him, inspire him, encourage 
him, teach him, restrain him, reward him, and have power over 
him that he can never achieve over her with all his muscle. How or 
whether a Positive Woman uses her power is determined solely by 
the way she alone defines her goals and develops her skills.  

The differences between men and women are also emotional 
and psychological. Without woman's innate maternal instinct, the 
human race would have died out centuries ago. There is nothing so 
helpless in all earthly life as the newborn infant. It will die within 
hours if not cared for. Even in the most primitive, uneducated 
societies, women have always cared for their newborn babies. They 
didn't need any schooling to teach them how. They didn't need any 
welfare workers to tell them it is their social obligation. Even in 
societies to whom such concepts as “ought,” “social responsibility,” 
and “compassion for the helpless” were unknown, mothers cared 
for their new babies.  

Why? Because caring for a baby serves the natural maternal 
need of a woman. Although not nearly so total as the baby's need, 
the woman's need is nonetheless real.  

The overriding psychological need of a woman is to love 
something alive. A baby fulfills this need in the lives of most 
women. If a baby is not available to fill that need, women search for 
a baby-substitute. This is the reason why women have traditionally 
gone into teaching and nursing careers. They are doing what comes 
naturally to the female psyche. The schoolchild or the patient of any 
age provides an outlet for a woman to express her natural maternal 
need.  

This maternal need in women is the reason why mothers 
whose children have grown up and flown from the nest are 
sometimes cut loose from their psychological moorings. The 
maternal need in women can show itself in love for grandchildren, 
nieces, nephews, or even neighbors' children. The maternal need in 
some women has even manifested itself in an extraordinary 
affection lavished on a dog, cat, or a parakeet.  

This is not to say that every woman must have a baby in order 
to be fulfilled. But it is to say that fulfillment for most women 
involves expressing their natural maternal urge by loving and 
caring for someone.  

The women's liberation movement complains that traditional 
stereotyped roles assume that women are “passive” and that men 
are “aggressive.” The anomaly is that a woman's most fundamental 
emotional need is not passive at all, but active. A woman naturally 
seeks to love affirmatively and to show that love in an active way 
by caring for the object of her affections.  

The Positive Woman finds somebody on whom she can lavish 
her maternal love so that it doesn't well up inside her and cause 
psychological frustrations. Surely no woman is so isolated by 
geography or insulated by spirit that she cannot find someone 
worthy of her maternal love. All persons, men and women, gain by 
sharing something of themselves with their fellow humans, but 
women profit most of all because it is part of their very nature… 

Most women's organizations, recognizing the preference of 
most women to avoid hard-driving competition, handle the matter 
of succession of officers by the device of a nominating committee. 
This eliminates the unpleasantness and the tension of a competitive 
confrontation every year or two. Many women's organizations 
customarily use a prayer attributed to Mary, Queen of Scots, which 
is an excellent analysis by a woman of women's faults:  

Keep us, O God, from pettiness; let us be large in thought, in word, 
in deed. Let us be done with fault-finding and leave off self-
seeking…Grant that we may realize it is the little things that create 
differences, that in the big things of life we are at one… 

Finally, women are different from men in dealing with the 
fundamentals of life itself. Men are philosophers, women are 
practical and 'twas ever thus. Men may philosophize about how life 
began and where we are heading; women are concerned about 
feeding the kids today. No woman would ever, as Karl Marx did, 
spend years reading political philosophy in the British Museum 
while her child starved to death. Women don't take naturally to a 
search for the intangible and the abstract. The Positive Woman 
knows who she is and where she is going, and she will reach her 
goal because the longest journey starts with a very practical first 
step.  

 

 
Questions:  

1. How is Schlafly’s writing a reaction to the feminist movement? Why might her message have been attractive to the emerging neo-
conservative movement?  

2. Do you agree with any of the things that Schlafly says, or disagree? Why or why not?  
3. Many within the feminist movement have reacted in horror as the prominence of Schlafly’s voice grew in America. Based on what 

she says above, why do you think she has provoked such a militant reaction?  
4. Do you think the situation has changed since 1971? How and why?  

 


