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“It’s not personal, Rosemary, it’s 
political.” 

So claims the Phyllis Schlafly char-
acter in Mrs. America, a 2020 

mini-series starring Cate Blanchett as 
Schlafly. That quotation, a negation 
of the second-wave feminist rally-
ing cry, “The personal is political,” 
encapsulates Schlafly’s attempts to 
keep personal life and politics com-
partmentalized, even as viewers see 
the ways they are linked (even for the 
women who deny it themselves). It 
also highlights how the mainstream 
second-wave women’s movement 
and the efforts of Schlafly’s con-
servative Eagle Forum to stop the 
Equal Rights Amendment (ERA) are 
entwined. Mrs. America challenges 
viewers to see the similarities in the 
two ends of the spectrum, something 
that is perhaps best achieved through 
the fictional character of Alice Mac-
ray. 

Macray, in this series, alerts Schlafly 
to the rise of the ERA and the impli-
cations it might have for housewives 
like them. Schlafly, fresh from losing 
a campaign for elected office and 
brushed aside when she offers her 
foreign policy and nuclear expertise 
to powerful men, decides to take 
up the cause. The series suggests 
that Schlafly’s interest in the ERA 
was incidental, and that this niche 
women’s issue was her vehicle for 
becoming useful, visible, and integral 
to the conservative political move-
ment. Through deft storytelling 
involving fictional characters Macray 
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and Pamela (no last name), as well as 
representations of real-life char-
acters Willie B. Reed, the Schlaflys’ 
Black maid, and Schlafly’s unmarried 
sister-in-law Eleanor, Mrs. America 
also shows how individual women 
and their concerns mattered much 
less than political influence and 
power to Schlafly. This is one of many 
ways the show illustrates the hy-
pocrisy embedded within Schlafly’s 
movement. 

Mrs. America also highlights ten-
sions within the feminist movement: 
Gloria Steinem, Betty Friedan, and 
Bella Abzug repeatedly compromise 
on issues related to Black feminists 
and lesbian feminists, showing the 
limits of solidarity and sisterhood in 
the face of patriarchal power, both 
external and internal. I argue that the 
series subtly uses an intersectional 
framework to show how the con-
cerns of Black women and lesbians 
were simultaneously acknowledged 

and ignored by the aforementioned 
straight white women who were giv-
en top billing in the movement and in 
histories of the movement, and that 
this contradiction is also replicated to 
some degree in the series. 

Women at both ends of the political 
spectrum are depicted in this series as 
making endless compromises in or-
der to court the white men who wield 
political power. From accommodat-
ing openly bigoted women with links 
to the Klan to forging alliances with 
women from various conservative 
religious backgrounds, the STOP 
ERA/Eagle Forum campaign becomes 
a coalition that seeks to align con-
servatism and religion, effectively 
setting the stage for the rise of the 
religious right and its political power, 
which is where the series ends. 

On the feminist side, we see battle 
lines between Steinem, Friedan, Ab-
zug, and Shirley Chisolm most clearly 
when it comes to Chisolm’s run for 
the presidency and Ms. magazine’s 
handling of BIPOC women’s issues. 
Friedan becomes the primary voice 
for distancing the women’s move-
ment from lesbian issues, and we see 
the ways that the LGBTQ community 
was both embraced by and rejected 
by the mainstream women’s move-
ment. Throughout, we see Abzug 
urging caution, compromise, and 
palatability to gain power within 
the patriarchal halls of government, 
while Steinem capitalizes on her 
appearance to discredit the “ugly 
feminist” stereotype. 

Mrs. America is a flawed, 
complex, and fruitful 
resource to incorporate 
into women’s and gender 
studies classes, and it 
makes for entertaining 
and maddening pleasure 
viewing.
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Issues of race and sexuality are qui-
etly integrated into Schlafly’s world 
through her maid Willie B. Reed, 
who is forced to prioritize Schlafly’s 
kitchen and childcare needs over her 
own family, and through the fact that 
Schlafy’s own son John is gay, some-
thing she blames herself for and does 
her best to hide from others. 

The series immerses viewers into the 
differences between the two sides, 
most tantalizingly shown through 
thoughtful costuming: from con-
servative and traditional dress and 
grooming among Schlafly’s group 
to the more individualistic styles 
of the feminist movement, includ-
ing Abzug’s trademark fedora and 
Steinem’s long hair and aviators, the 
series evokes period and historical 
authenticity. 

Historical footage is interspersed 
throughout the fictionalized scenes, 
which offers a veneer of authenticity 
while also blurring the lines between 
fiction and fact. Each episode begins 
with a disclaimer:

This program is based on actual 

events that occurred during the 

political struggle and debate over 

the Equal Rights Amendment. 

Some characters in the program 

are fictional and some scenes and 

dialogue are invented for creative 

and storyline purposes. 

A note about historical accuracy: a 
number of publications, including 
Slate.com, fact-checked the episodes 
as they aired. As with all historical 
adaptations, viewers might ask to 
what degree accuracy and creative 
license matter. Mrs. America pro-
vides a rich opportunity to discuss 
adaptation and the multiple per-
spectives that open up when we craft 
narratives based on historical events. 

As such, it is an excellent choice 
for humanities courses focused on 
narrative, history, and women’s and 
gender studies. 

The series is not without controver-
sy. Some of the people represented 
onscreen are unhappy with the 
adaptation’s creative interpretation 
of historical events and characters. 
LA Times staff writer Meredith Blake 
shares part of an interview between 
Gloria Steinem and actor Chris-
tine Lahti, who portrays Steinem in 
Gloria: A Life, an off-Broadway play. 
Steinem says,

Mrs. America is hopelessly wrong. 

I don’t think it’s necessarily on 

purpose, but it is just factually, 

historically wrong, because the 

Equal Rights Amendment was 

defeated by the insurance industry 

and other people who were profit-

ing off women’s cheap labor. Phyl-

lis Schlafly never changed one 

vote. I’m very disturbed that peo-

ple may look at Mrs. America and 

feel that women are our own worst 

enemies. Because even when we 

disagree, we don’t have the power 

to be our own worst enemies.1

I argue that Mrs. America consis-
tently supports Steinem’s claim that 
women “don’t have the power to be 
our own worst enemies.” Repeatedly, 
the series shows how women across 
the political spectrum are court-
ed, caressed, promised, and almost 
always betrayed by the mostly white 
men in power. Regardless of how 
powerful the women are, and re-
gardless of the coalitions they build, 
the voters they bring along, and the 
debates they have with each other, 
their power is ultimately limited by 
patriarchal constraints. 

In Vanity Fair, Julie Miller shared 
Anne Schlafly Cori’s reaction to the 
series. Cori, one of Schlafly’s daugh-
ters, primarily critiques the way 
Schlafly’s personality and personal 
life are depicted:

While she allowed that “good ac-

tors can portray roles that are an-

tithetical to their personal beliefs,” 

Cori pointed out that Blanchett “is 

also a producer of Mrs. America. 

As the producer, she has stated her 

opposition to the work of Phyllis 

Schlafly and that opinion colors 

the entire production. What I have 

seen in the trailers makes it clear 

to me that Cate Blanchett misun-

derstood my mother; her acting is 

cold, cruel, and calculating. Phyllis 

Schlafly was warm and gracious 

and her beliefs were sincere. Wom-

en idolized Phyllis Schlafly.”2

Mrs. America shows how Schlafly 
was revered by many women, even 
as she was insensitive to the specific 
needs of those closest to her. This is 
most clearly seen through Pamela’s 
abusive relationship, which is never 
shown but alluded to. Pamela shares 
Schlafly’s advice, which reads more 
like a justification for male violence: 
“Phyllis says a man needs to feel like 
the king of his castle; otherwise they 
act out.” While this may or may not 
be an accurate portrayal of Schla-
fly’s personality, it seems a logical 
extension of her anti-ERA ideology, 
which feared the loss of male be-
nevolence and protection. The series 
asks us to consider what good those 
“protections” are when the husband 
is abusive, and how the gender norms 
within these circles allows toxic mas-
culinity to flourish, leaving women 
vulnerable and dependent. 
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Macray’s concern for Pamela leads 
her to question the acceptance of 
male dominance displayed by the 
other women in the movement; this 
is the catalyst for her conversion from 
Schlafly’s trusted helper to skep-
tic and eventual defector. We begin 
to see cracks in Macray’s loyalty 
in episode 7, “Bella,” when she is 
shaken by an encounter with Abzug 
at a scheduled debate that Schlafly 
skips. Abzug tells Macray and the 
other STOP ERA representatives that 
Schlafly, a feminist, has trained them 
to be working girls, an identity they 
disparage. Macray’s turning point 
happens in episode 8, “Houston,” 
which chronicles the 1977 National 
Women’s Conference. Under pres-
sure from reporters, Macray can’t 
answer questions about STOP ERA’s 
claims because she hasn’t questioned 
Schlafly’s carefully crafted talking 
points. Separated from her friends, 
she bonds with a stranger in the hotel 
bar until discovering the woman is a 
member of the National Organization 
for Women, but not before drinking 
cocktails and taking an unnamed pill. 
Thus begins Macray’s literal and met-
aphorical “trip” through the various 
rooms at the conference, where she 

witnesses feminist performance art, 
gnostic gospels, and a Woody Guthrie 
sing-along in the gay lounge. There is 
at once a realistic and hallucinogenic 
quality to these scenes, highlighting 
Macray’s own confusion as she con-
fronts the distorted reality she’s been 
fed by Schlafly and her STOP ERA 
compatriots. 

The nine episodes unfold in chrono-
logical fashion, taking us from the 
dawn of STOP ERA to the defeat of 
the amendment, showing us the 
shifting American political land-
scape and the ways that individual 
women’s lives and the movements 
they were associated with shifted 
along the way. Although the narra-
tive officially ends in 1980, in many 
ways it signals the Trump era in 
which it was produced and during 
which I first viewed it. Mrs. Ameri-
ca illustrates the roots of the Trump 
era: in the final episode, Schlafly is 
whisked off for a conversation with 
up-and-coming Republican strate-
gists Paul Manafort and Roger Stone 
(both indicted and later pardoned by 
Trump). We see Schlafly affix a Rea-
gan campaign button that proclaims 
“Let’s Make America Great Again.” 

And in the epilogue text, we learn 
that Schlafly’s last publication before 
her death in 2016 was The Conserva-
tive Case for Trump. In this way, the 
series shows that Schlafly’s activism 
and ideology helped set the stage for 
Trump’s election. 

While Mrs. America might not 
represent the women and their 
movements with complete historical 
accuracy, it embeds multiple per-
spectives on the mainstream gender 
issues of the 1970s and 1980s. It asks 
viewers to consider the ways women 
like Schlafly, who openly disavow 
and work to dismantle feminism, 
also embody some of its values at 
the same time. It forced me to have 
empathy for Schlafly, hamstrung by 
patriarchal power and constrained 
from fulfilling her true ambitions. It 
shows the limits of a liberal feminism 
that privileges straight white women 
and the challenges of creating greater 
equity from positions of oppression. 
Mrs. America is a flawed, complex, 
and fruitful resource to incorporate 
into women’s and gender studies 
classes, and it makes for entertaining 
and maddening pleasure viewing.
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