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Praise for

No Excuses

 


“A knockout of a book, No Excuses hits the mother lode by showing women how we deny our power. We serve and care and rarely have the courage to take credit for it. Gloria shows us how to work our ‘power-to’ and be stronger for it.”



—KATHLEEN TURNER

 



 


“Feldt gives a comprehensive look at how far we’ve come and how it’s time to take it to the next level—time to move the agenda forward for women and our nation.”




—SIOBHAN (SAM) BENNETT, president, Women’s Campaign Forum

 



 


“From personal to political power, No Excuses offers a clear roadmap for women. But it’s Feldt’s relatable—and often funny! —voice that makes the trip all the more fun.”




—JESSICA VALENTI, author of The Purity Myth and founder of Feministing.com




 


“No Excuses is loaded with fresh advice and uplifting stories. 
As a businesswoman, I am inspired by Gloria’s optimistic message.




—DR. DEBRA CONDREN, author of Ambition Is Not A Dirty Word

 



 


“We are no longer in the gender equity business but rather the 
more sweeping societal transformation business. And, as Gloria tells us, 
we must make changes to seize this historic moment.”




—MARIE C. WILSON, founder and president, The White House Project

 



 



“No Excuses calls readers to recognize and pick apart our hesitation, ambivalence, and a lack of surety that get in the way of our own ambi- tions. Feldt knows that women must understand and reshape their feelings about power before they can grasp it. Now, she’s saying, is the time.”




—REBECCA TRAISTER,

Salon.com, author of Big Girls Don’t Cry

 



 


“Feldt’s book is a true no-nonsense call for women to challenge themselves to get in the game—and succeed—despite the remaining internal and external inequalities we face.”




—PAM SPAULDING, editor of PamsHouseBlend.com

 
  

















To the memory of my father, Max Feldt, who told me I could do anything my pretty little head desired.

 


 



 



To my second-wave sisters, who showed me how.

 


 



 



And to all the amazing young women leading the way to an unlimited future.
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“Together we’re unlimited.”



—ELPHABA in Wicked

 
  

















PROLOGUE

 


your unlimited moment (and why there are no excuses for not embracing it this time)

 


“If women want any rights more than they’s got, why don’t they just take them, and not be talking about it.”




 


 

—SOJOURNER TRUTH, former slave, abolitionist, women’s rights advocate, and Methodist minister1
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Kathryn Bigelow, the first woman to win an Academy Award for best director—for The Hurt Locker, which also won best picture of 2009—stood holding her two Oscars, looking completely flustered. Seeing her under the spotlight, one coveted golden statue grasped in each fist, I was struck by how accurately she mirrored where women in the United States stand today. We’ve got the evidence of success in our hands, and everyone in the world seems to be looking on, but we don’t quite know what to do about it.

 


There are more ironies in this picture. Bigelow’s film is a raw, violent portrayal of the war in Iraq, with no women as major characters—hardly a chick flick, despite some interpretations that it puts a feminist lens on masculinity and the senseless violence of combat. Yet it did not go unnoticed that Bigelow herself is gorgeous, gracious, and above all says not one word about the fact that she is a woman—indeed, she seems even more flustered when the obvious is called to her attention by inquiring journalists.

 


That she wasn’t the first of her gender but the fourth to be nominated—the first was Lina Wertmuller in 1976—similarly speaks to both the progress women have made and the newness of our tangible triumphs. After eighty-two years of Oscars and over four hundred best director nominees, presenter Barbra Streisand was finally able to pronounce upon opening the envelope, “The time has come.”2

 


Without question, the time has come. That’s why No Excuses is foremost a book about hope and possibility. But it is also an urgent call to action.

 


I’ve had the joy of seeing women make stunning progress during my four decades of activism. Now I want to encourage women to embrace their power in this amazing moment when we can lead and live without limits. For the first time in history, as I will discuss in detail, we have the potential to do that. There are big challenges, to be sure. For example, the White House Project’s Benchmark study, released in December 2009, documents that women are stuck at around 18 percent of leadership positions across the ten sectors they studied. Nevertheless, the biggest question is what we will choose to do with that information.3

 


We can start by changing the very meaning of power from an oppressive power-over to an expansive concept I call the power-to. And if we muster the courage to stand in our power and walk with intention, we can achieve our highest aspirations at work, in civic life, and in love for good—by which I mean we can transform power relationships for our own good and create good in the world for others.

 


But here’s our predicament: Though insidious cultural barriers remain, we must face the fact that from the boardroom to the bedroom, from public office to personal relationships, no law or formal barrier is keeping us from achieving equality and justice except our own unwillingness to “just take them,” as Sojourner Truth urged a century and a half ago.

 


There are many reasons why women have been held back or have stepped back from our power. But there are no excuses anymore. My intent is not to assign blame, but to inspire women to embrace our historic moment; not to dish up ancient history, but to envision a bright future, and to provide the tools to make it happen now while the opportunity is hot.

 


I’m incredibly optimistic about women, men, and the new expectations of equality I see in nearly every arena almost every day. I don’t believe the ongoing chatter about gender wars or the media narrative that’s rigged to make women feel like they can’t have it all—or shouldn’t even be happy about what they’ve got. This is without question an unlimited moment, but we must see it, seize it, and take it over the top.

 



















UNLIMITED OPPORTUNITIES BECKON



 


Women have opportunities we have never enjoyed before, and our contributions to society are valued more than they have been at any time in history. Journalist and California’s First Lady Maria Shriver has proclaimed America “A Woman’s Nation”4; Nick Kristof, New York Times columnist and coauthor with his wife, Sheryl WuDunn, of Half the Sky, has declared women “mistresses of the universe.”5 Hillary Clinton put those eighteen million cracks in the ultimate glass ceiling—the Oval Office. And Sarah Palin’s rise shows that even right-wing Republicans are aware that this is a moment for women.

 


It’s not just because women outnumber men in universities and that the numbers of men and women reached parity in the workforce during 2010, but also because women and men working side-by-side turns out to be a very good thing: McKinsey’s “Women Matter” study is one among many demonstrating that when women are included in leadership, the quality of decision-making improves.6 Not only that, but the World Bank posits as a result of a sweeping global study that more equality for women results in better governance and more women in public life correlates with less corruption. 7

 


I see no limits and hear no excuses when I talk to the politically ambitious women in Emerge America’s candidate training program who are determined to assume equal governing power.8 Or in best-selling books like Womenomics, signaling that women are now so integral to the workplace that we can reshape its hard edges, if we want to apply ourselves to it, so that both men and women can have a personal life and earn a living.9 And limitless vision is manifested in initiatives popping up everywhere, like the National Council for Research on Women’s plan “A Road Map for Achieving Critical Mass—and Why It Matters” to increase women’s participation in fund management substantially.10

 


Concurrently, reproductive technologies that enable women to separate sex from pregnancy and, ironically, the economic recession have escalated the equalization of gender power in personal relationships and at work. The Council on Contemporary Families documents men’s increasing involvement with their children, a trend that liberates men, too, from the stereotypes that have stifled them in the past.11 And feminism has changed the culture so profoundly that young women grow up assuming they can do anything and young men don’t doubt that women will. These trend lines are all converging in a positive direction.

 


I’m proud to be part of the vibrant women’s movement that has pushed, prodded, pulled, and led these changes. But only in the last few years have I sensed we’re at a place where we can change the underlying social and political structures that have been preventing a full-throated declaration of victory. If we give the fulcrum of parity one last heave-ho, it will very likely propel women to equal footing with men for good—ours and theirs.

 



















SO WHY IS THE DIAL OF PROGRESS STUCK?



 


With all that good news, why is there still a deep canyon between the promise and the reality? Why are women the majority of voters but only 17 percent of Congress; the majority of journalism school graduates but only 3 percent of top media clout positions; and why do we spend 80 percent of consumer dollars but control just 15 percent of the corporate boardrooms that determine what products we’ll be allowed to spend our money on? Women earn 78 cents to every dollar men earn, in part because we still bear most of the burden for caregiving of both young and old. And women’s reproductive rights are continuously under assault. Despite all the gains, every institution within society seems to replicate the same imbalanced gender dynamics— one where men predominate in leadership and ownership roles, and women struggle for equal representation at the top ranks of power—and right now they all beg for the skills and talents women bring. I mean, don’t they always bring in the women to clean up the mess?

 


Plenty of unfinished business remains, to be sure. There are both external barriers of customs and laws to smash and internal barriers of resistance and co-option to be excised. Like columnist Ellen Goodman, I give the women’s movement an incomplete. But that’s no reason to shrink from finishing the job.12 In fact, it’s a clarion call to keep on pressing forward. And unlike in previous generations, opportunities for women today are boundless. We’re at a unique place in history—where we’ve blown open the glass ceiling but not yet swept away all the treacherous shards. Though we can find data to support many explanations about why we aren’t at parity in elected office and boardrooms, we simply no longer have compelling justifications not to be taking up the responsibility to get ourselves there. It’s a scary place to be, and an exhilarating one.

 



















LET US NOT SQUANDER THE MOMENT



 


For good or ill, what happens next will be of our own choosing. This moment could easily be squandered, just as women have failed many times before to catalyze other historic advances toward full equality.

 


Perhaps you’re reading this book because, like me, you’re puzzled, frustrated, or downright angry about experiences of inequality or disrespect you’ve had, whether they’re recent or buried deep in the recesses of your memory. Maybe you’ve encountered specific injustices, like Lilly Ledbetter, who sued Goodyear to get a paycheck equal to those of her male counterparts. She won, then lost at the Supreme Court, then got a law passed to protect other women’s right to equal pay even though she herself won’t benefit.13 You could be one of many women I’ve heard from who are fuming that the much-needed health reform plan signed into law in March 2010 is tainted by anti-choice Hyde amendment restrictions. Or, maybe you’re wrestling with internal roadblocks, such as difficulty negotiating a raise or reluctance to insist that your spouse share household duties. We’ll look at why we continue to have these problems—and we’ll propose solutions. What this book aims to do is encourage and inspire women to take the next step—to go boldly and with intention through the doors to equal power and leadership roles.

 


For the stunning advances we see today didn’t just happen. People who saw injustices mobilized to make the changes happen. We’ll celebrate those. But we’ll also look at what all too frequently happened after major victories: Women voluntarily stepped back from the brink of power. Not this time!

 


Here’s the hard fact that triggered my desire to research women’s relationship with power and to write No Excuses: The doors to equal opportunity have been cracked wide open, but too few women are willing to push on through them. We have to stop putting boundaries around our own vision for what we can do. We must act now, with intention, to assume our share of leadership roles.

 


I’ve found a repetitive pattern of women coming to power and stepping back. I’ve done it, too.

 



















MY PERSONAL POWER RESISTANCE DEMONS



 


I had a startling confrontation with my own ambivalence toward power in 2005, when I left my thirty-year career with Planned Parenthood Federation of America—the final nine of those years as national president. Certainly not a minor role! There’d been many accomplishments I’m proud of, especially breathing an audacious new vision and activist energy into a movement long on the defensive. It’s heady to work in the highest halls of power, and humbling to hear women say, as I still hear daily, “You saved my life.”

 


But I had subsumed myself to the movement. I didn’t know who I was. After I left, and the intense external pressures that had structured my life were removed, I felt like a woman made of jelly—amorphous, emotionally vulnerable, frightened by the wide-open possibilities for myself that I’d never confronted before, not to mention the chilling responsibility of choosing a new path. Unlike star quarterback Brett Favre, who retired but couldn’t stand being out of the game, so he came back to play professional football at forty, I knew I didn’t want to repeat the past. But what did I want for my future?

 


I found that having been the face of a high-profile organization meant others perceived me in a certain way—as an advocate for a narrow set of issues and not a bit more. I could change myself more easily than I could change who people thought I was. I had a long list of books I wanted to write. I shopped for a book agent and pitched my first idea. I proposed to investigate America’s difficult relationship with sex, a topic I could write about with authority, but that would give me space to expand my expertise. My new agent urged me instead to partner with Kathleen Turner to write her biography. She persuaded me I’d be advancing the cause of women by chronicling the life story of a powerful sister, and I melted. It sounded compelling enough that I agreed to approach Turner and suggest it to her.

 


Kathleen Turner chairs Planned Parenthood’s celebrity board, so I knew her professionally. We explored the book idea over tamales and margaritas at our favorite Mexican restaurant. She wasn’t immediately convinced; she thought she was too young, at fifty-one, to be publishing a book about her life, and she fretted that she would seem egotistical. But during that meeting, we realized we were at similar stages in our lives, in transitions after achieving major heights. She’d reached the pinnacle of her theatrical career, playing Martha in Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf. It was the role she knew at twenty she wanted to do at fifty, and she’d overcome enormous obstacles to get it. But what next? The question hit her hard. After thinking it over, and ever the practical activist, she decided to share her story and the lessons she’d learned that might be helpful to other women in similar situations.

 


I admired Kathleen’s equal devotion to acting and community service. How many celebrities do you know who actually deliver meals on wheels? I sobbed over her struggles with debilitating rheumatoid arthritis that would have derailed a less gutsy person. I liked her when we started, and loved her by the time we were finished.

 


There was just one problem. Send Yourself Roses had to become a memoir rather than a biography to be marketable. That meant instant demotion for me. I might have legally been the coauthor, but to the publisher and agent, I became invisible as soon as the ink was dry on the contract.

 


One particularly humiliating experience happened as we sat around the conference table at our big meeting to review publicity plans. The publicist, who was directly across from me, turned his back to me and made the entire presentation to Kathleen as though I didn’t exist. Needless to say, I threw a fit. While that did little to enhance the pecking order in his mind, the need for the confrontation was a wake-up call to me. Shortly after that, I roared with laughter when our editor accused me of making the book “too feminist,” to which Kathleen retorted, “Who the fuck did they think they were getting?” Indeed, and proud of it.

 


I justified hanging in there when I read that historically eight autobiographies of men have been written for every one by a woman. That ratio is probably not as dramatic anymore, as women have increasingly found their voices through memoir, but regardless, there’s no disputing that even women who have achieved great things rarely attribute their successes to their own agency or choices. Men, on the other hand, typically give themselves full credit for what they have accomplished and show no reluctance to claim they are fully responsible for their own success—and more. I could relate to this pattern, since, like many women, I’d always felt my own career had been serendipitous—just a matter of being in the right place at the right time—and I told my story that way.

 


When I was offered my first Planned Parenthood position as executive director of its fledgling West Texas affiliate in 1974, I felt seriously unqualified despite a glowing recommendation from my boss at Head Start, where I’d taught for five years previously. But I was a woman who grew up in the choiceless 1950s and had bought the pervasive memo to girls: “Be nice, don’t be smarter than the boys, marry young.”

 


I didn’t realize that the same circumstances that made me doubt my fitness for the job were actually my best preparation for it. I understood very well the struggles of too-young parents and too-frequent childbearing. I’d married my high school sweetheart—in the 1950s version of Bristol Palin and Levi Johnston you got married if you were pregnant—and given birth to three children by just after my twentieth birthday. This closely coincided with the (miraculous, I thought) advent of the birth control pill. During the dozen years between the pill and Planned Parenthood, I earned my college degree, bit by bit over twelve years, and was planning to teach—the default job for women then if, like me, you couldn’t type and retched at the sight of blood.

 


Instead, I found myself in a tiny windowless office donated to Planned Parenthood by the local bank, staffed only by me and my big-haired assistant, Mary, who had given herself the title “sexretary.” I broke out in hives from the stress of knowing how much I didn’t know about running the five family planning clinics spread over a dusty West Texas expanse. Before long, I fell headlong in love with the movement to bring birth control to women, and with it, the power to chart the course of our own lives.

 


In four years, I grew the West Texas affiliate to eleven clinics. That was great fun. By then, my teenage marriage had sputtered to its predictable end. I was thirty-four. My youngest child was soon to graduate from high school, and I wanted to get the heck out of windswept Odessa, Texas, a town chronicled embarrassingly well—both its flat land and flat-lined possibilities—in Buzz Bissinger’s Friday Night Lights. So I applied to run the Arizona affiliate, and was hired in 1978. I later learned their first choice (a man) had rejected their salary offer. It had never occurred to me to negotiate my salary.

 


Again, I expanded services substantially, on a mission to provide more options for all women. I had to learn on the job about virulent, sometimes violent, antiabortion politics, and how to ramp up fundraising to compensate for Ronald Reagan’s assault on federal family planning funds during the 1980s. Eighteen years went by in a blink. The work was still rewarding, but I was starting to feel stale. Just as I was about to resign in 1996, I was recruited for the national presidency, into a public crucible where the challenges and controversies grew ever more intense.

 


People look at me like I’m crazy when I fail to acknowledge my own intention in this career path. “How did that happen?” they ask, incredulous at my claim that I didn’t put myself forward for these amazing positions. I realize now that I sound as if I were a boat being carried by the current. To me, it felt I was just responding to what was needed of me rather than reaching for something I’d consciously sought to do. Only now am I coming to realize that women in general have been so invisible in society’s halls of power for so long that we can hardly think of our own inchoate ambition as having intrinsic value; in fact, we’ve been cautioned that it could be dangerous to our love life to acknowledge such ambition publicly.

 


Writing Kathleen’s life after unmooring myself from the formal leadership of the reproductive justice movement was like getting a year of free psychotherapy. It forced me to recognize my underlying pattern. The lack of personal intention that had led me to early marriage and parenthood continued through my career, however rewarding, and there I was doing it again: writing someone else’s story, speaking in a voice that reflected my beliefs to be sure, but that I could never claim as my own. I was repeatedly giving away the power to define myself.

 


Though I had devoted half my life to enabling other women to set the course of theirs, I had yet to choose my own.
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WHY DO WOMEN RESIST THE POWER THEY DESERVE?



 


I began to discuss this with other women ranging in age from twenty to eighty. I soon learned I wasn’t unique. I wanted to explore it further, and Hillary Clinton’s hat in the ring as the first viable woman candidate for president was the perfect catalyst. My systematic research into women’s conflicted relationship with power began during the 2008 election season, when I wrote an article for Elle magazine about why women do—or as I came to find out, more often don’t—run for office.

 


What I found stopped me short: It’s no longer external, structural barriers, though some do still exist, but internal ones that hold women back from fully embracing their political power. And I realized there are far more similarities than differences in how this dynamic plays itself out in the seemingly divergent realms of work, politics, and personal relationships.

 


I wanted to learn more: to understand what internalized values, assumptions, and beliefs about ourselves we as women haul around, like worthless cargo, hindering the full attainment of our potential as leaders and doers—what intricate personal and cultural constructs of power, the silent sinews that bind not only our political intentions, but our work lives and even our love lives.

 


Paradoxically, despite my cluelessness about my own power, I’ve spent most of my adult life working for social justice and power for others—African Americans, poor kids, women who don’t have access to reproductive choices and healthcare. Not, as Jerry Seinfeld would say, that there’s anything wrong with that. In fact, I feel blessed to have been able to make my life’s passion for social justice into my life’s work. Nor is my path so different from gendered behavior regarded (and rewarded) as laudable—being nice, putting the needs of others first, self-sacrificing, not caring about such “male” prerogatives as earning a high income.

 


Which is the point. Fighting for others seemed worthy. Fighting for myself, or something I wanted, did not. Defining my life from a place of my own intention was not in my mental repertoire. And many younger women tell me they experience similar problems today even as they seek role models and mentors to teach them differently. Yet both effective leadership and acts that create fundamental social change are rooted in the language of power. If women are ever to complete our staccato journey to equality, we must join the discourse and become deliberately fluent in power’s meanings and nuances.

 


While the men around us operate as though they own the world—because, for the most part, they do—we have to work consciously to assume that place of intentional power and agency. Women’s inner struggles parallel the pushme-pullyou history of our advances, and the intricate interplay between the social structures that can restrain or unleash one’s power to approach life with intention.

 


It’s this relationship with power—almost a spiritual factor, rarely acknowledged by the metrics or even the philosophers, which I’ve witnessed in myself and countless other women—that fascinated me and propelled me to undertake this book. For until we understand and redefine our relationship with power, we will stay stuck in our half-finished revolution. And I think that matters for two reasons.

 


First, we will remain able to excuse and justify our lack of progress by pointing outward rather than owning our part of the responsibility to take the harder road of pushing forward courageously. Second, until we can stand confidently in our own power, we won’t be able to lead ourselves or others with intention. If we allow this to happen, if we miss this amazing moment, both women and men will remain constrained within lives of limited possibilities, lives that keep us from achieving our full human potential.

 


The Right Honorable Kim Campbell, former prime minister of Canada (and the first female head of that nation’s government), put it this way: “Look, power exists. Somebody is going to have it. If you would exercise it ethically, why not you? I love power. I’m power-hungry because when I have power I can make things happen, can serve my community, can influence decisions, I can accomplish things.”14

 


Why not you? How many women do you know who can say straight out that they are power-hungry? And yet we should be hungry to use our power—for our own gratification, as well as the benefit of the world.

 



















DON’T THINK LIKE AN ELEPHANT



 


Women should be flocking to the opportunities that are beckoning to us today in work, civic and political life, and on the home front. But herein lies the pattern: We’ve historically made leaps forward, only to step back. So here’s what you’ll find between the covers of No Excuses. Not theoretical discourse, but my unvarnished take on what I’ve seen and learned from life and leadership. Not dry statistics, but real-life stories from women who have courageously tried and even if they stumbled, picked themselves up and kept trying. Each chapter is matched with a Power Tool; collectively these tools offer specific advice and examples to help you lead an unlimited life.

 


It’s said that when a baby elephant is being trained, she is tied to a post almost immediately after birth. During the first few weeks of life, she attempts to break free of her restraints, but she’s not strong enough. So she comes to believe she can’t get away from what is holding her back even after she has grown large and plenty powerful to uproot the post entirely. As a consequence, even as an adult, she remains tied to the post due to an internally motivated behavior that is no longer rooted in external reality.

 


If women want to embrace our power we must first reject baby elephant thinking and throw off the shackles of learned behavior that no longer serves us.

 


Then we must dare to change other dysfunctional paradigms. I don’t want women to become men and repeat the same oppressive patterns of men’s leadership; I do want to redefine power and its uses so we all have a place at the table of life and leadership.

 


To hold forth the vision of women who are unlimited with the courage to stand in our own power and walk with intention. To help women be brave enough and bold enough to hold high aspirations but offer no excuses.

 


To redefine the very meaning of power and lead society toward a saner way of work, politics, and love.

 


To get the best of the masculine and feminine working together without the worst of them, found at the extremes, sabotaging our efforts.

 


I feel certain in my deepest heart that the doors to power parity in all arenas, if not wide open, are at least ajar. The locks that kept us out for so long are off; we are strong enough to break free of past tethers. Unlimited possibilities beckon to create a world that will be more equitable and healthier for both men and women. There are no excuses this time. Now it’s up to us to step up and lead ourselves and our sisters through the threshold.

 


To take what we want and stop just talking about it.

 
  

















 part one

 


PIECES OF RESISTANCE

 
  

















CHAPTER ONE

 


 understand: you’ve come a long way, maybe

 


“For a people is only as great, as free, as lofty, as advanced, as its women are free, noble, and progressive.”



—SUSAN B. ANTHONY, nineteenth-century suffragist leader

 



 



“You told us we could do anything. We heard ‘You must do everything.’”





—COURTNEY MARTIN, 30, feminist commentator and author of Perfect Girls, Starving Daughters

 



HAVE YOU EVER?

 


• Waited politely to speak during a meeting only to hear a male colleague offer the very idea you had planned to suggest?


• Considered running for office but felt you weren’t qualified yet?


• Found out after the fact that a man with the same qualifications holding the same job as you started at a higher salary because he asked for it and you didn’t?


• Taken on the major burden of household duties in part because you know it’ll get done that way—and then you felt resentful?
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And if you answered “yes” to any of these questions, as I certainly have to all of them at one time or another, have you ever asked yourself “why”?

 


These are all examples of just some of the internal barriers that have slowed women’s progress toward parity and still limit us today even as we have, Wonder Woman-like, demolished one external barrier after another. This ingrained mentality shows up time and time again among women, and portends how we’ve made such giant leaps forward, yet often, sometimes when we don’t expect or intend it, we hang back from expressing ourselves, asking directly for what we want, or taking the lead when we know we deserve it.

 


As a practical activist, I’m just talking about what’s going on. I’m exploring the topic to help women find a deliberate path to unlimit ourselves. Now is the moment for women to expand our vision for what we can do and our will to do it.

 


Economic and political chaos—recession, crumbling of long-standing financial entities, gridlock when Congress and state legislatures try to make needed reforms on issues like healthcare—presents an enormous opportunity to break the rigid gendered role boundaries that remain. But progress won’t happen on its own.

 



















“SIT IN THE HIGH SEATS”



 


When the late former Secretary of Labor Frances Perkins spoke about why she accepted President Franklin Roosevelt’s call in 1933 to become the first woman member of a presidential cabinet, she said she did it because of her sense of obligation to other women: “The door might not be opened to a woman again for a long, long time and I had a kind of duty to other women to walk in and sit down on the chair that was offered, and so establish the right of others long hence and far distant in geography to sit in the high seats.”1

 


Not all women today share Perkins’s sense of obligation to other women. On top of the individual unwillingness to ask for the salaries and advancement they deserve, so many of the very women who have most benefited from advances in their education and employment opportunities—those elite women chronicled by Lisa Belkin in the influential New York Times article “The Opt-Out Revolution”2 and admonished for doing so by Linda Hirshman in Get to Work3—are choosing not to sit in the high seats. Instead they take on traditional helpmeet and stay-at-home-mom roles, perhaps because it is easier and perhaps simply because they can afford to do so. As a result, just when women are on the verge of a seemingly unstoppable rise to genuine equality in all spheres, some substantial portion of those most capable of making the leap are taking themselves voluntarily back to a modern version of separate but equal—segregating themselves into the home. By claiming that having the financial prerogative of choosing to avoid going into the workplace justifies their doing so, they avoid the tough challenges of changing the childcare and workplace leave systems and cede leadership roles to men, who—no surprise—continue climbing the ladder uninterrupted.

 


With these two competing trajectories of enormous leaps forward and mincing steps back, coming face-to-face with the interruption of a recession that threw many people’s plans into the air, the time is now to embrace the vision of an unlimited future for women. It’s time to ask why such a future continues to be elusive despite all the signs pointing toward opportunity for progress.

 


The answer to why things happen is always personal and it’s always political. A look at how we got here may be helpful.

 



















“WHAT’S A TOMBOY?”



 


There are no limitations so far for Emily, my friend’s eight-year-old soccer ace. When my occasionally impolitic husband, Alex, asked Emily whether she was a tomboy after she came bounding home from a winning game, Emily replied without a trace of self-consciousness: “What’s that?”

 


You can be sure women have made serious progress when even the language that would have defined an athletic girl as an aberration from her gender just a generation before has disappeared from the lexicon. Emily learned a bevy of leadership skills from the team sport, and has had the sort of experience that boys have been learning as a matter of course forever but only recently have been available to girls. Physical mastery, for starters. How to be competitive and collegial at the same time. Building a team and the power of teamwork. How to win gracefully, and that losing isn’t the same thing as defeat. Strategic thinking—just to name a few. That girls who play sports are somewhat more likely to get higher education and to work in high-skilled but previously male-dominated jobs suggests that these leadership competencies pay off over the long haul.4

 


We’ve passed many mileposts heading toward equal opportunity on the road to Emily’s soccer game. Sometimes a seemingly mundane improvement makes a profound difference. Take the comfortable clothing championed by nineteenth-century women’s rights activist Amelia Bloomer, who became so identified with loose trousers, allowing women freedom of movement, that they were named for her.

 


One hundred years later, sweeping legal changes leveled the playing field. Emily gets to play soccer in school thanks to Title IX of the Education Amendments of 1972, later renamed the Patsy T. Mink Equal Opportunity in Education Act to honor the late congresswoman who authored the law banning gender discrimination in federal funding of educational programs, including, for the first time, athletics. The impetus for this legislation came about when Bernice Sandler was turned down for a professor’s position. After a male faculty member told Sandler she hadn’t been hired because, “You come on too strong for a woman,” she realized she had no recourse against such discrimination unless new laws were written. A woman who would not be limited, Sandler researched the laws and then located a supportive congresswoman to draft the remedy.5

 



















SOCIAL NORMS AND SELF-LIMITATION



 


Gaining the right to an equal opportunity to play soccer is one thing. Choosing to take the opportunity to play is another. Self-limitation despite social and legal advances can be the result of many factors: social norms that are hard to overcome, particularly those that overemphasize the qualities of niceness, deference, and attractiveness to the opposite sex, individual personality traits, or, more likely, the relationship between the two and how they interact with one another. Studies show that boys and girls already have incorporated a clear sense of their own genders and what behaviors are assigned to each gender by the age of two. Which doll likes to clean the house? The child of either sex typically points to the female doll. And who is more likely to go to work or play action games? The male doll. That internalization is hard to shake.6

 


As a countervailing force, the increasing number of girls who play organized team sports statistically have lower rates of teen pregnancy and higher self-esteem than those who don’t participate in these activities. Today, one-third of girls play organized sports as compared to one-half of boys, and the disparity continues to lessen.7

 


But as Emily enters adolescence, she’s at risk for becoming a “female impersonator,” to use the descriptor coined by therapist Mary Pipher, author of Reviving Ophelia: Saving the Lives of Adolescent Girls.8 A female impersonator is someone who makes her personality smaller rather than larger, and girls, particularly adolescent girls, often do this to be attractive to boys, to get attention from friends both male and female for things that are perhaps considered more cool (i.e., girls who play up being bad at schoolwork even though they aren’t, or downplay their skill at something for the sake of getting attention for their deficits rather than their smarts). Take a girl who has a tendency toward these behaviors and add in those ubiquitous hyper-sexualized female media images she’ll inevitably encounter. It’s easy to see how girls start to relinquish pieces of their power at a very early age and how the cumulative erosion, like water on stone, eventually reshapes the self-assured girl into a young woman who is insecure about her body and her capabilities during the process of going through puberty and entering her teenage years.

 


Dr. Louanne Brizendene, author of The Female Brain, concluded from her research that these teenage physical transformations often knock a girl like Emily off her emotionally even girl-keel and into an unpredictable adolescent personality. Brizendene says this personal transition can put a “gash in her self-esteem,” causing the young woman to question her abilities and recoil from the sense of conflict and chaos such dramatic changes in body and brain can bring.9 Few adult women can fail to remember those periods of insecurity, of obsessing over whether she was too thin or too fat, whether her breasts were the right size, and whether or not she was regarded as one of the cool girls by the girls she thought were cool. All this worry about what others think gets in the way of focusing on what impact she might want to have were she to assert herself into a leadership role. I don’t subscribe to the hormones-are-destiny school of thought, though the mind-body connection can’t be overlooked (not as excuses but as contributing reasons for choices girls make during these critical junctures). And certainly the process is different for each girl-to-woman.

 


But because of these complexities, we can’t predict with any certainly the extent to which Emily will remain the physically empowered girl she is now once she reaches puberty and young womanhood. Nor can we pluck conclusions from delightful individual anecdotes such as Emily’s without examining our collective roots in the fertile earth of the culture(s) that created and nurtured our identities.

 


Because we’re still in the process of changing to a new paradigm of gender power, we must continuously ask: How can we help to ensure Emily makes it through her passage to adulthood with her ego strength intact so she will relate to the world from a place of her own agency rather than reactively molding herself to what she thinks others want? How can Emily and women of all ages get their fair share in the three most important power grids of our lives: work, love, and politics?

 


The sum of women’s collective struggles to achieve parity and power is far greater than its disparate parts. There’s not a straight path, but a kinetic relationship with many moving elements. We are shaped by the structures we live in at the same time we’re changing them by individual efforts and through social movements. That’s why there often seem to be multiple (and sometimes contradictory) cultural narratives, each inevitably ringing true to some substantial percentage of the population. For example, consider the following: • Women support one another’s advancement; OR women have “catfights” and sabotage one another.


• Women are happier today than in the past; OR women are unhappier today.


• Women are better leaders than men because they consider more options before they make decisions; OR women aren’t tough enough to lead because they are too risk averse to make quick decisions.


• Add your own examples. I’ll bet you encounter them every day.





 


What a bundle of contradictions! No wonder women both approach and avoid power, often simultaneously.

 



















A REASON IS NOT AN EXCUSE



 


But this push and pull is a reason, not an excuse. Moments of opportunity like this have come around before, and they don’t last forever—for individual women or for women collectively. And so we find ourselves in a place similar to others where we’ve been before, on the historic brink of a new breakthrough for women, if only women will lead their own way forward. Will we choose to make it happen this time? We must glean what we can from the lessons of our history before we can hope to create the future of our choice. Here’s my CliffsNotes version of highlights that illustrate the pattern.

 



powertool
number one

 


know your history and you can create the future of your choice.

 


 



 

NOTE: I primarily deal with U.S. women’s history because it’s my own primordial soup. I hope women in other cultures find helpful reference points, but I make no assumptions of universality. And I encourage you to share your stories at www.gloriafeldt.com if I’ve missed something important to you.

 
























THEN AND NOW: STEPPING FORWARD, STEPPING BACK



 


American women have collectively been on a roller-coaster ride toward equality not unlike the typical girl’s individual journey to womanhood ever since 1776, when Abigail Adams threatened her husband John that the women would rebel if the men drafting the new nation’s laws failed to “remember the ladies and be more generous and favorable to them than your ancestors.” Abigail added, “Do not put such unlimited power into the hands of the husbands.”

 


The men didn’t comply with Abigail’s demands; in fact, John lovingly if cleverly mocked her outright, allowing as how the men would never accept this “despotism of the petticoat.” Though not legally held in bondage, women might as well have been slaves since they generally had no property rights, no means to support themselves, or even the right to protect themselves physically from husbands’ “unlimited power.”10

 


The ladies didn’t rebel. Too bad.

 


It’s a pattern often repeated by women: a habit of taking the boniest parts of the chicken and leaving the meatier parts for others to feast upon. A lack of organized, persistent resistance to power techniques, such as when men mock and belittle women’s legitimate concerns and the women don’t push back or foment that promised rebellion. An inability or unwillingness to risk losing security. A walking up to the brink of power and stepping back voluntarily.

 


One consequence is that women have been all but written out of history. Take the story of Sybil Luddington. At age sixteen, on April 26, 1777, Sybil rode through towns in New York and Connecticut warning that the British were coming. She gathered enough volunteers to beat back the British army the next day, and her ride was twice as long as Paul Revere’s. Yet, unless you live in the small Connecticut town named for her, it’s doubtful you’ve ever heard of her.

 


Women were everywhere, giving birth to everyone, and yet invisible. How many women did you learn about in high school history classes? Bet you can count them on one hand without using all your fingers.

 


Little wonder: until the mid-nineteenth century, as a result of the advent of the women’s movement, husbands were legally allowed, and even to some extent expected, as a component of retaining control over their wives, to chastise and control the women by inflicting corporal punishment as long as they didn’t kill or permanently injure them. And women had little recourse, since their identities were legally merged with their husbands’ at marriage.11

 


Women would not get the right to vote for 144 years after independence was declared.

 


Until June 26, 1918, the Texas constitution specifically said that anyone could vote except idiots, imbeciles, aliens, the insane, and women.

 


You could say the American women’s movement began in London at the 1840 World Anti-Slavery Convention, when women delegates were denied seats. Two delegates representing the United States, Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Lucretia Mott, met there; probably because they weren’t allowed to participate, they came away sparked with the idea of holding a women’s rights convention back home. Their plan came to fruition at the first Women’s Rights Convention in Seneca Falls, New York, eight years later.12 But the uneasy relationship between abolition and women’s equality had already begun.

 


Like most social change debates, there was constant tension between incrementalists and those who wanted to go for broke from the beginning, between those who thought it smarter to narrow the issues versus those who wanted to move the entire social justice agenda concurrently. This type of debate over strategy would be seen later in the civil rights movement when Booker T. Washington argued for post-slavery African Americans to assimilate into American culture and accept gaining equal liberties step by step, whereas W. E. B. DuBois believed that blacks should challenge the establishment and push for fundamental structural change in law and customs. The women’s movement carried on a very similar internal debate even as they were fighting opponents of equal rights for women publicly. How far to move and how fast is always the strategic question.

 



1866: The American Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals is formed. It predates the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children (1875). Both predate any organization preventing cruelty to women.

 


 



 

1882: Maryland passes first law that makes wife-beating a crime.

 


 



1979: President Carter establishes the Office of Domestic Violence. President Reagan dismantles it in 1981.

 


1994: Congress passes the Violence Against Women Act, creating for the first time a federal right to sue an assailant for gender-based violence.13

 







Adding to the fray, the very concept of women voting was so unthinkable that it was considered absurd even by many who supported advancing women’s equality in other spheres. Lucretia Mott said of Stanton’s wild idea that women should have the right and the responsibility to vote: “Why, Lizzie, thee will make us ridiculous.” But Stanton later reported, “I persisted, for I saw clearly that the power to make the laws was the right through which all other rights could be secured.”

 


Though their intention to secure equality for women was inspired by their commitment to abolition, these early nineteenth-century suffragists were also fighting a big internal battle about whether or how to keep their coalition of abolitionists and feminists together. They argued about whether the two causes would advance best by fighting for both simultaneously with a united front, or whether it would be more advantageous to work for the two issues separately. White women’s rights activists couldn’t agree on a unified strategy, creating a fissure between the two oppressed groups that festers to this day. This was despite charismatic African American orators like Sojourner Truth and Frederick Douglass, who implored both groups to realize their fates were intimately joined and their power would be multiplied if they stuck together.14

 


Perhaps still stung by having been rejected at the London abolition conference, Stanton refused to support black emancipation until women were given the right to vote. She hoped that withholding support for African Americans’ voting rights would give the female suffragists greater leverage to get their share of the attention from reformers in the abolition movement. Her closest colleague in activism—Susan B. Anthony—worked tirelessly for civil rights on behalf of both women and African Americans, attempting to bridge the two; however, during the Civil War a great many white women deferred to the idea that slavery must be abolished first and then women’s rights to vote and own property could be taken up again. In one stratified belief held by both North and South, women were inculcated with the idea that they were not worthy of being the priority. Another voluntary stepping back.

 


Once the conversation had begun, and the idea of women’s suffrage had been planted, it eased away from being perceived as such a radical idea; even so, there were many in both the women’s groups and the mixed-gender African American groups who thought securing voting rights for black men should take precedence over women’s. Such repetitive self-abnegation by a significant portion of women, though certainly not all of them, kept women’s power splintered and allowed gender equality to be moved to the bottom of the priority list over and over.

 


Instead of building an ever-larger coalition with a broad agenda, women’s rights leaders become increasingly conservative and single-focused on passing a constitutional amendment giving women the right to vote; they abandoned much of their progressive agenda. They even made a practice of dressing in white to symbolize purity in order to signal that they were not so radical after all, and their sashes and banners were often the royal color of purple. The idea of women’s moral superiority began to take root and make them appear less threatening to the status quo that they were of course bent on dismantling. But then, once they were (finally!) successful in passing the suffrage amendment to the U.S. constitution in 1920, the movement dissipated rather than consolidating its gains and pressing forward for more advances.

 



















SETTING THEIR BANNERS DOWN



 


I’m sure the suffragists felt they were entitled to a little rest. They’d been carrying their purple protest banners for many years. A few leaders, like Alice Paul, who drafted the Equal Rights Amendment in 1923, understood that suffrage was just a starting point for equality, not an end in itself, and that to be a political force, women needed to keep advancing other progressive initiatives. Mostly, however, the remaining activists either felt their job was done or morphed their efforts into political educational organizations like the nonpartisan League of Women Voters, formed in 1920. Regardless, when viewed from today’s vantage point, this was a breathtaking step back with serious ramifications for the future.

 


Groups like the League of Women Voters and the American Association of University Women, founded in 1881 to advance women’s higher educational attainment, played a very important role in teaching women how to participate in the government from which they had been historically excluded. But by taking a neutral electoral stance, they failed to capitalize on their new authority. They forfeited the chance to be a respected and feared political power. Had they stayed together as a movement to push a broader social justice agenda—like those issues advanced by early twentieth-century progressive political reformers, including public health programs, daycare, birth control, better working conditions, economic justice, and even universal healthcare—a more seamless trajectory of progress for women during the subsequent century most likely would have followed.

 


I’m personally indebted to the League of Women Voters. They taught me much of what I needed to know about how the government works when I was a desperate housewife and fledgling activist in West Texas. And, in the last few decades, that organization, too, has become increasingly willing to take stands on issues, including controversial ones, once they have gone through their thorough, if ponderous, consensus process.

 


But instead of the fiery passion for the advancement of women that had propelled the early suffragists, the good gray nonpartisan, everyone-should-vote-as-she-wishes approach that permeated most of the post-suffrage women’s organizations squandered what could have become women’s mass voting power for change. If they had organized to deliver or withhold their votes from politicians who failed to support their progressive agenda after they got the vote, they might have brought women to our just portion of leadership roles long before now.

 


To be sure, the debate about what constitutes “women’s interests” was hot then and continues to be argued to this day across wide religious and cultural divides—Sarah Palin and Hillary Clinton being clear current examples of the range of opinion about what’s good for women. But real power comes from taking action rooted in a point of view, coalescing around a forward-looking agenda even if you lose some constituents along the way. It’s also about visibly mobilizing constituents to support policies or policy makers or both. A movement has to move or it starts immediately to ossify.

 


Ironically, while opponents of women’s suffrage lost their battle, they won the war by exploiting this weak spot in the women’s movement. Besides charging that voting would cause women to become masculinized, promiscuous, and possibly even crazed—because, after all, voting was against the delicate female nature and heaven help us if we used our brains as well as our uteri—the anti-suffragists had argued that women didn’t need to have the right to vote because they’d just vote like their husbands anyway.

 


Turns out that’s pretty much what women did—voluntarily stepping back once more, even though they had just won an enormous victory in the defining equality issue of their time. And the consequence? Women’s voting power was quickly co-opted by male hegemony in the realm of ideas and in the reality of what gender the candidates and office holders would remain.

 


Women had achieved voting power, but as a result of their self-limited influence, it would be many years before they began to achieve any measurable governing power.

 



1887: Susanna Medora Salter becomes the first woman elected mayor of an American town, in Argonia, Kansas.

 


1916: Jeannette Rankin of Montana is the first woman to be elected to the U.S. House of Representatives.

 


 



 

2007: Nancy Pelosi (D-Calif.) becomes the first woman speaker of the House of Representatives

 


 



2009: The U.S. ranks 84th among the 195 nations in the percentage of women serving in national parliaments.15

 
























WOMEN’S WORK REDEFINED, AND REDEFINED AGAIN



 


During the 1930s well-to-do women took another step back from activism even as they found new outlets for activities in the public sphere. They turned their energies away from trying to change the system to initiating community-based social services such as mental health programs, infant feeding, and family planning clinics that solved the problems caused by the system. They did this largely through volunteerism rather than paid employment.

 


Some women have always worked outside their homes, of course. Many African American and other minority women, as well as low-income white women, have worked outside of the home out of financial necessity. And farm women have traditionally worked alongside their men, albeit for egg money rather than crop profits. But the culturally sanctioned division of labor placed middle-class white women in the home, with men in the workplace supporting them. And with this new social ideal came the standard to which all women were told they should aspire.

 


Women who wanted occupations traditionally held by men were denigrated for taking jobs from genetically ordained male breadwinners. Still supplicants asking the men to remember them, “the ladies” were often denied by law as well as custom the right to attend universities or to be considered for such positions. There were always women like Amelia Earhart, the first woman pilot to cross the Atlantic solo, who were willing to leap through enough hoops to become qualified for the posts they were seeking. They were just few and far between.

 


With World War II, that all changed. Suddenly, women’s labor was needed to fuel the economy. Rosie the Riveter, the iconic “She can do it” avatar for women working in jobs previously advertised in the “men only” column, was created by the government’s War Advertising Council in 1942, the year I was born soon after my father went into the army and my mother dutifully planted her victory garden where I would crawl around munching the tops off her scallions and asparagus.

 


Rosie was a highly effective propagandist. She recruited millions of women who had never worked outside their homes and convinced them it was now their patriotic duty to work in arms factories and other endeavors essential to wartime production. But though she grew to enjoy the freedom of wearing pants to work and drawing a paycheck, for the most part Rosie donned her gingham apron again and went dutifully back to the kinder and kitchen after Johnnie came marching home. Together, they settled back into their gender-segregated roles and started the Baby Boom.

 


But the seeds of a bigger vision for women’s liberation had been planted (are you beginning to pick up on a pattern here?). Many women who had tasted of the Pierian Springs of education and known the pleasure of having their own money began to get restless in their gilded domestic cages. Author of The Feminine Mystique and feminist leader Betty Friedan called their malaise “the problem that has no name.” Such labor-saving devices as washing machines and dryers were only serving to give them more time to fulminate about the limitations of their pedestals.
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REAWAKENING TO PRY OPEN THE DOORS TO POWER



 


Feminism’s second wave roared into the 1960s and 1970s royally ticked off at injustices formerly known as “just the way things are.” These women were determined to shatter every glass ceiling they could find and to raise the consciousness of other women who had not yet experienced the click moment of liberation. This is where I came into the picture. I wasn’t among the first of these feminists—it took a few years for the good news to travel to West Texas—but I was an early adopter.

 


I had, after all, been repeatedly confronted with discrimination that affected me personally. First, I became furious when I applied for a credit card in my own name and was told it had to be in my husband’s. Then I had a major click moment about gendered unfairness when the bank required my husband’s co-signature on a car loan, even though by that time I was earning more money than he was.

 


But the biggest click of all was a more positive one: the birth control pill. Approved by the FDA in 1960, it made reliable family planning possible for the first time in human history and freed women like me from the tyranny of biologically determined destiny. Five years later, the Supreme Court caught up with the reality of people’s lives and legalized birth control as a right of marital privacy, in Griswold v Connecticut; eight years after that, the Roe v Wade decision legalized abortion, also based on the right to privacy.

 


This is almost unbelievable for young women like Courtney Martin, the thirty-year-old author I quoted at the beginning of this chapter. When she interviewed me for a Women’s eNews profile several years ago and heard what my life had been like before the pill, her eyes popped and she put her pen down momentarily; she couldn’t imagine not having reliable birth control with the autonomy it gave her to plan her life. Reproductive choices are to her like the air and water—simply there when you need them.

 


The 1960s and 1970s were a heady time of many firsts for individual women. The defining slogan, “Sisterhood is Powerful,” codified by Robin Morgan’s 1970 book of that name, with the iconic symbol for female with a clenched fist inside on its cover, tells the story: Concerted action for social justice was back. The movement was moving again. And while it was known for shedding bras (they never burned them—that’s a media myth—but they did throw them away) and trashing girdles (thank goodness!), the second wave accomplished many, more substantive, changes.

 



1961: President Kennedy establishes a Presidential Commission on the Status of Women.

 


 



 

1964: Title XII of the Civil Rights Act bars employment discrimination on account of race or sex.

 


 



1966: The National Organization for Women is established.

 


 



1970: Groundbreaking women’s health resource book Our Bodies, Ourselves publishes as newsprint booklet, sold for 35 cents through the burgeoning campus women’s centers. Over 4,000,000 copies have been sold since then.

 


 



1972:

Ms. magazine launches.

 


 



1977: The Equal Rights Amendment—first introduced in 1923 and every year thereafter—finally passes Congress but fails by just three states to be ratified into the Constitution before the 1982 deadline.

 







Things were already rocking along for this new wave of feminists by the time the Baby Boomers arrived. My sister is five years younger than I am and was in the first cohort of Boomers who had the pill when they came of age. We have marveled at what completely different perspectives and life experiences we had despite coming from the same parents.

 


New activist organizations were forming daily. “Coalitions like the National Women’s Political Caucus took us out of the dark ages,” said Deborah Siegel-Acevedo, author of Sisterhood Interrupted: From Radical Women to Grrls Gone Wild, a highly readable history of second wave feminism, when I questioned her about their significance. The Caucus was formed in 1971 to be the nonpartisan political wing of feminism, to “increase the number of women in all aspects of political life—as elected and appointed officials, as judges in state and federal courts, and as delegates to national conventions,” according to the NWPC website.

 


Once again, when it came to exercising political power, each step forward brought us at least a half step back. These first efforts assumed, perhaps naively, that if only training in the basics of the political structure were offered, more women would assume their places in the governance panoply. But the culture was not prepared for women to hold political power, nor were women prepared for the shock of navigating an entrenched power grid in a political system almost devoid of female role models.

 


The first wavelet of women in public office were those like Maine Republican Margaret Chase Smith, initially elected to Congress in 1940 to serve out her late husband’s term. The second wave were women like Nancy Pelosi, who came from political families and developed their interest in politics around the dinner table but waited, usually serving as envelope-stuffing worker bees in men’s campaigns, until their children were grown before they ran for office themselves.

 


Karan English, a Democratic former Coconino County supervisor and state senator, was elected to Congress from Northern Arizona’s swing District 6 in “The Year of the Woman.” No, not 2008, but 1992, the year the number of women running for Congress almost doubled from the previous year and the number of women in the Senate increased fivefold—from one to five.16 1992 was a political moment similar 2008 in other respects, too. The nation was ready for change, tired of a president (George H. W. Bush) who took us into war while taking the economy downhill for personal greed. People were disgusted with Jerry Falwell’s Moral Majority right-wing wedge-issue politics that kept the country fighting about abortion and homosexuality rather than solving their bread-and-butter woes. Even Arizona’s “Mr. Conservative,” the late Senator Barry Goldwater, endorsed English because he so disliked her fundamentalist Christian-right opponent Doug Wead. The Republican senator had opined in his famously frank way that all good Christians should kick Falwell in the ass. Goldwater’s endorsement had nothing to do with the fact English was a woman, but it marked a moment when the nation thought the misnamed religious right’s political power was on the wane, and the ascendancy of women in politics was touted as one evidence of that.

 


Just two years later came the backlash—the (Newt) Gingrich Revolution with its “Contract with America” determined to slam the country back to a reactionary definition of “family values,” including gender roles straight out of the 1950s and the end of Karan English’s political career as an elected official.

 


Far from being passé, conservative political strength had come back with a vengeance to capture a congressional majority and scare the bejeezus out of Bill Clinton’s still wet-behind-the-ears administration. Not insignificantly, in Texas that year, George W. Bush defeated Governor Ann Richards in 1994, setting in motion his 2000 race for president, which became the most devastating ever to twentieth-century advances in civil rights, women’s rights, and reproductive justice.

 


How had this happened? Ironically, it wasn’t because women changed their minds about the issues. The 1994 elections were lost by almost exactly the number of women who had voted in 1992 but stayed home from the polls two years later. Did they think the job of citizenship was done after one election cycle?

 


The pace of progress toward gender parity continues to be excruciatingly slow because women stepped back once again in 1994, failing to use the power that resided in their hands.

 


Only in the last decade have an appreciable number of women run on the basis of their own desire to serve in political office. Finally, in 2006 the beginning of a potentially critical mass of women was elected to Congress, at ages young enough that they are likely to have the staying power (biologically speaking) to earn the seniority and agenda-setting authority of someone like the late Senator Ted Kennedy.

 


New York’s Senator Kirsten Gillibrand and Arizona Representative Gabrielle Giffords were both elected to Congress while in their thirties. Giffords told me shortly after her swearing-in in 2007, “I grew up thinking I had certain rights. I think in today’s terms about what a feminist is: a woman who is strong, self-sufficient, moves beyond gender focus and is a successful person. ... I’m on the Armed Services Committee because I want to be. But women are more likely to see issues like health and education as important too.”17

 


When Nancy Pelosi took the speaker’s gavel in January 2007, she declared she’d “broken the marble ceiling.” Yet her very novelty speaks volumes about what women have not yet accomplished. Between Victoria Woodhull’s quixotic race as the first woman to run for president in 1872 and Hillary Clinton’s 18 million cracks that shattered what she called the “highest and hardest” glass ceiling in 2008, plenty of treacherous shards remain for the next aspirant to finish off.
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