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PREFACE:
 THE BIRTHING OF A BOOK[image: Image]


This book was conceived as a result of something women do well—a friend got friends together—and it has been blessed with many midwives. The first, Josie Heath, late in 1989 introduced two old friends of hers, journalist Linda Witt and political scientist Karen Paget. The book gestated over several long lunches spent discussing the various women running for high-stakes political office in 1990—among them their mutual friend Josie Heath, who was running for the U.S. Senate from Colorado. 

Change was in the air that year. The Berlin Wall had tumbled. A new phrase, “peace dividend,” was all the buzz among the media and politicians. Pundits were predicting this newfound windfall would focus the public’s interest on domestic issues, thus flinging open the doors of governors’ mansions and the U.S. Congress to the type of candidates deemed most tied to those issues: women. The year 1990 would be, they said, “The Year of the Woman in Politics.” 

To the two of us enjoying those getting-to-know-you lunches, the hype seemed too reminiscent of earlier electoral cycles, of earlier raised and dashed hopes: 1984 and Geraldine Ferraro, 1972 and a big freshman class that did include Congresswoman Patricia Schroeder, Yvonne Brathwaite Burke, and Barbara Jordan but still failed to create a critical mass. 

But we were sensing something new in 1990. Not numbers, but a new level of confidence among women candidates. A new sense of legitimacy and entitlement. Gone was the old defensive posture, “It doesn’t matter that I’m a woman. I can do this job as well as any man.” Suddenly it did matter. Women candidates were arguing they would bring different views to the process of making public policy. There was a new edge in their voices and campaign messages. And there were new kinds of women entering the arena: women whose life experiences in the varied neighborhoods of America meant new ways of seeing political issues, new ways of expressing the policy needs of women and families, and a new sense that our national government might finally even look like all our people. 

Enter the third member of this team, historian Glenna Matthews, whose earlier book, Just a Housewife—The Rise and Fall of Domesticity in America, had given both the journalist and the political scientist new insights into the ways American women’s cultural traditions meshed with politics. One of us said to the other, “You should meet” and we discovered we both already were friends with Glenna. At the next lunch, as Linda and Karen began listing for Glenna the messages we were hearing in women’s campaign slogans, she began explaining how they echoed the rationales American women had used, long before suffrage, to have a political voice. 

When yet another friend, Lael Stegall, hosted a “book birthing” dinner party for us in Washington, D.C., early in 1991, we feasted as much on the richness and depth of some three dozen politically involved women’s experiences and knowledge as on the food. It was a diverse group: some former candidates, some former campaign staffers, some just politically aware citizens. Among the “midwives” were author Celia Morris, the McCormick Foundations Ruth Adams, Brigadier General Wilma Vaught (USAF-Ret.) and EMILY’s List founder Ellen Malcolm. 

When we began Running as a Woman, we had simple goals. The political scientist and the historian have taught various gender- and politics-related courses at the University of California at Berkeley and Stanford University, as well as elsewhere, and both felt a need for a contemporary text that would explain why women finally are beginning to succeed electorally—and what held them back for so long. As a reporter and columnist who has covered national politics since 1968 and whose special interest has been women’s issues, the journalist wanted to tell the stories of the remarkable women who pioneered politics and made possible the swelling pipeline of elected women officials all across the country. What we did not understand then was how hard it would be to construct the necessary bridges to each other’s disciplinary knowledge, ways of thinking, and ways of working. We accomplished it because we began as friends, and friends of friends, all philosophically committed to women’s equality. 

The wealth of professional experience and insight each of us brought from our respective disciplines led us much further than we had imagined possible, and we came to understand that the book we wanted to write could not be written by any two of us without the third. Despite our involvement in our generation’s politics and more than a quarter century each as participant/beneficiary/observers of the women’s movement, our knowledge overlapped only occasionally. There were times, at our weekly brainstorming sessions, when one of us would struggle to find words that might explain some new direction her own investigation had taken, only to discover that one of the others could give it a name or connect it to another scholar’s thinking or at least fit another piece into the puzzle. 

And there were questions that initially puzzled us. Why had women voters never flexed the electoral muscle their majority status made possible? Why is the act of running for office still, to some women, an unseemly thing for a woman to do? Why, even after the gender gap was identified, quantified, and the threat of it exploited, could no one quite explain what it was or what triggered it? And why was it that women politicians were still being asked the same absurd question that might-have-been presidential candidate Pat Schroeder had been asked in 1987—“Are you running as a woman?”—despite her droll response, “Do I have an option?” 

Some of the answers we sought became clear in the failed races and few successes of 1990—a “Year of the Woman in Politics” ridiculed by many, including New York Times columnist William Safire. In December 1990, he sarcastically denounced women and their political record as almost predictable failures “in the land of equal opportunity, where the U.S. Mint can’t get rid of its Susan B. Anthony dollars.” 

Women’s progress is slow, he sniped, because “women of every political stripe … are letting down their own sexual side by not demanding more female candidates and by not supporting them when they run.” 

Schroeder herself has expressed similar exasperation: “After we [women] got the vote this body quaked and said we’d better start paying attention” . It’s not like they didn’t know these issues were out there … they just never felt they had to deal with them. But [after suffrage] they found it didn’t make any difference because women didn’t hold them accountable. 

“We were always very timid about pushing our own issues politically, we women. We would push others’ issues. The environment, civil rights … just not ours,” she added, lamenting the “common wisdom that it is somehow tacky for women to push their own issues…. We honestly believe if it’s right and fair, the majority will just do it.” 

In his summation of 1990’s Year of the Woman, Safire was harsher, accusing women of a “dismaying lack of assertiveness” and wondering when they would learn, as had men, to vote with their buddies from the foxholes of shared battles. 

Then came Anita Hill.

Over the course of the next year American women came to understand many of the battles we had shared, and our book, intended as an update on women in politics as of 1990, rapidly became something more. We found ourselves correspondents on the front lines of women’s battle for full citizenship. In closing the gaps in our understanding of an issue or an era—or even of the would-be First Ladies Cookie War—we found new ways of thinking and interpreting events. 

Schroeder’s 1987 response to this nation’s odd perplexity at the mere possibility that one of its foremost congressional representatives—by chance also a daughter, wife, mother, Harvard-trained lawyer, and one of its most competent female citizens—might actually be “running as a woman” encapsulates the history of and core dilemma for America’s political women. Her response was also an expression of the feminist hope that women finally might have achieved a right their brothers had always taken for granted: The right to be full citizens. The right to be persons whose gender—and all the biological and cultural traditions that word implies—is no barrier to life, liberties, happiness, and the fulfillment and purpose that can come from serving one’s country. 

Would that we could end this book secure in the knowledge that women now do have the option to be women wherever their lives, talents, and goals beckon them. Would that the question, “Are you running as a woman?” had ceased to be asked because it is, as it always has been, ridiculous on its face. It is as ridiculous as presuming a candidate for office will be in favor of, or “better on,” issue Y because her chromosomes are X. It is as ridiculous, particularly, as asking a candidate, because she is a woman, if she could be “man enough” to declare war, forgetting that all candidates need to be strong enough to fight for peace and share responsibility for families, society, our planet, and human dignity everywhere. 

To the extent that we are optimistic about the future, it is because of the women we have met during the research for this book—most in person, but some only through their too-brief mention in the history books. One of them, the very first woman to serve in the U.S. Senate, was a senator for just one day, November 21, 1922. Rebecca Latimer Felton was then 87 years old, an artifact of the nineteenth century and a product of an anti-Semitic, anti-Catholic, rigidly segregated South. At best she is flawed heroine, yet in some ways she was quite a modern political woman. She had been an activist: a temperance veteran and a “progressive” newspaper columnist. She had been a political daughter, stumping the state with her father as a child, meeting every president since Grant. As a political wife she had even managed her husband’s campaigns, long before respectable “ladies” did such things. And she was a suffragist, a savvy one at that. 

When Georgia’s governor appointed her to finish the term of a senator who died in office, it was an obvious sop to the brand new women’s vote. Congress had already adjourned that session. The appointment was merely symbolic. Yet Felton demanded to be treated seriously. She pleaded unsuccessfully with President Warren G. Harding to call a special session. When women throughout the country echoed her plea and petitioned him to reconsider, Harding suddenly found it politically expedient to call a special session for other reasons—no gender gap imperative existed at that time. Felton, although assumed to be too elderly and frail to make the arduous journey to Washington, nonetheless did so, then was forced to cool her heels for a day and a half in the Capitol’s corridors while the Senate debated whether to allow a woman in. Once sworn in, she asked for the floor. 

With the speech she proceeded to give—the first by any American woman on the U.S. Senate floor—this white-haired old lady put her fellow Senators on notice that, while she might be the first, she would not be the last of her gender in Congress, and when her sisters would follow, she declared, “I pledge you that you will get ability, you will get integrity of purpose, you will get exalted patriotism, and you will get unstinted usefulness.” 

Many colleagues and friends have supported this project with everything from bed and breakfast to financial contributions (Lisa Goldberg of the Revson Foundation, Nancy Woodhull of the Freedom Forum, and Jim Browne of the Tides Foundation). Many read early drafts and found encouraging words. We would particularly like to thank Jane Mansbridge, Margaret Gordon, Ethel Klein, Jane DeHart, John Snetsinger, Helen Kelley, Loni Hancock, Raymond Smock, the Women’s Research Group and the Beatrice Bain Scholars at the University of California at Berkeley, the Institute for Historical Study, Beth Rashbaum (who cheerily promised to shoot us if we didn’t finish the book), our guardian agent Felicia Eth (who kept us on course), and editor Susan Arellano (who told us on Day One that the project “was far richer than even you now know.”) 

Ruth Mandel, Sue Carroll, and the other wonderful scholars and staff at Rutgers’ Center for the American Woman and Politics let us sojourn with them early on and helped us at every turn. The Great Falls, Montana, chapter of Women in Communications gifted us with a pristine out-of-print and hard-to-find copy of Jeannette Rankin’s biography. Political veterans Jane Danowitz, Linda DiVall, Celinda Lake, Ellen Malcolm, Sharon Rodine, and Harriett Woods were generous with time and resources. San Francisco’s Women’s Campaign Research Fund organized a series of breakfasts with women in politics—serendipity that saved us much travel time and money. Linda’s column editors (especially Shirley Ragsdale in Muskogee. Pamela Moreland in Marin County, Mike Oakland and Dean Schacklett in Olympia, David Pollak in San Jose, and Sid Hurlburt of USA Today) not only encouraged but kindly suffered column after column on some aspect of the status of women in politics in the 1990s. We also benefited from the enthusiasm and library sleuthing of Jennifer Steen and Barbara Newcombe here and Letitia Wells in Washington, D.C. 

Our own mothers (Enid Witt, Maxine Eggert, and Alberta Ingles) got into the act, showering us with clippings, as did our daughters (Amy Witt Leroux and Karen Matthews). Linda’s husband Jim Marsh provided Frequent Flyer bonuses as well as broad technical support, and he and Karen’s son Tim Enwall performed miracles when the PCs weren’t speaking to the Macintoshes. 

Beyond the dozens of formal interviews that served as the basis for this book, many far less structured moments, in elevators and “ladies” rooms, over coffee, and in cars and airports between appearances with the hundred-plus women we met, gave us a deeper understanding of our subject—the American political woman. 

Again and again, when the “conference call” came that the Senator’s or Congresswoman’s aide had warned us “will have to cut short this interview,” the Senator or the Congresswoman invariably waved the interruption away and continued talking—often for more than an hour beyond the time the aide had scheduled. 

We were touched when Senator Nancy Kassebaum spoke so knowledgeably, and appreciatively, of the contributions made by Kansas pioneer women, a love the women and men of her staff acknowledged by each creating a piece for a Kansas quilt for her Senate office wall. 

Another treasure: hearing then 90-year-old Senator Margaret Chase Smith express her delight at her first snowmobile outing a few weeks earlier, then receiving a note from her—on rose-engraved paper—with an insightful afterthought on our discussion about her fight for equal opportunity for military women: “It was because of the nurses and what I saw them doing in the Pacific in the 40s that caused me to make the fight. I was right… and hope time will prove it was well for all of us.” 

One moment that stands out, and one we undoubtedly will repeat again and again to bolster sagging spirits whenever we or a sister begin to lose hope that the women of America will learn to stick together, work across race and class lines together, and count on one another to create a new future and fight our common battles: Attorney General Janet Reno, after being introduced to a wildly cheering overflow crowd at the National Women’s Political Caucus’s July 1993 national convention, let everyone in on a secret. Her nomination had happened so fast, she confided, that the embattled White House staff didn’t know—and wondered out loud—if women’s groups would support her. “I didn’t know, so I called an old friend of mine, Ann Lewis…. The next thing I knew Harriett Woods was quoted in papers saying ‘Why not Janet Reno?’ That afternoon, at my meeting with the President, he said ‘Well, I see you have the support of women.’” 

But the most stunning and thought-provoking moment came in late 1991: In the foyer of the Texas governor’s mansion, a place replete with macho trappings that evoke every myth of the West, Governor Ann Richards was working a crowd of political women from across the nation when she spied and made a special point of singling out and welcoming Native American Wilma Mankiller, principal chief of the Cherokee Nation. 

How might our nation’s history have been different if those two women had had those two jobs a hundred years earlier? How will our nation be different when women are fully equal citizens and officeholders?





Breaking Ground


The Evolution of Citizenship “Who had more influence on the ’92 election: Saddam Hussein or Anita Hill?” asked Maryland senator Barbara Mikulski, playing to the enthusiastic crowd that had gathered to celebrate the victories of new women senators. 

“Anita Hill,” they cried. The correct answer was never in doubt on this evening of November 10, 1992.

Again, Senator Mikulski called out the question. And again the crowd at the Democratic Women’s Club roared back “Anita Hill.”

Mikulski belted out the question one more time. As if on cue, Anita Hill, whose testimony on sexual harassment before an all-male Senate Judiciary Committee had created a wave of political action by women, entered the room. Hill’s soft-spoken acknowledgment of the applause—and of her role in history—was lost in the pandemonium that followed her entrance. 

In the space of one year, Anita Hill had become a symbol of women’s status in American life and, in particular, their exclusion from the halls of power. Virtually all the women who ran for the U.S. Senate used references to Anita Hill in their campaign literature and direct mail solicitations as a symbol of that exclusion. She had sparked the most unprecedented mobilization of women voters since they had won the vote in 1920, and she was now receiving accolades for the boost she had given to the newly elected female senators. 

Prior to the November elections—just a few days before this celebration—women had been a mere 2 percent of the 100-member U.S. Senate, and about 6 percent of the 435-member House of Representatives. Since the late 1960s, their minuscule representation had been increasing at a slow but steady rate. Before Anita Hill, there was little reason to think that the change in the 1992 elections would be anything other than incremental. 

Early in the election cycle, women candidates feared that the U.S. war with Iraq would dominate the 1992 presidential and congressional elections, as it had the November elections of 1990. That election year had been proclaimed the Year of the Woman, but women candidates for Congress saw their electoral hopes dashed with the invasion of Kuwait on August 3, 1990. The return of old worries of war and military preparedness shifted hopes that the post-cold war peace would allow for attending to domestic problems. Polling data indicated that foreign affairs and defense issues did not play to women candidates’ strengths in the same way domestic issues of health care and the economy did. 

A singular event had changed the expected dynamics of women’s campaigns in 1992, and it changed the answer to Mikulski’s question from Saddam Hussein to Anita Hill: President George Bush nominated Clarence Thomas, Federal Appeals Court Judge of the Washington Circuit and former director of the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) to the U.S. Supreme Court. Despite some argument over his judicial qualifications and protests over his conservative political positions, offset for some by his status as an African-American, Thomas seemed destined to be confirmed by the U.S. Senate. 

No one was prepared for what happened next. On National Public Radio, Nina Totenberg reported confidential information that an unknown Oklahoma University law professor named Anita Hill, who had worked for Thomas at the EEOC, had given closed-door testimony to the Senate Judiciary Committee accusing him of sexual harassment, and that the Judiciary Committee had chosen not to pursue her charges. Newsday’s Timothy Phelps reported the same story, also from undisclosed sources. Soon, the news ripped through the rest of the media.

News reports that the charges were not taken seriously infuriated women on Capitol Hill. Before noon on October 8, an impromptu delegation of Democratic congresswomen marched en masse from the House of Representatives to the U.S. Senate to demand an investigation of Hill’s allegations. With Barbara Boxer (California) and Patricia Schroeder (Colorado) in the lead, they banged on the door of the Senate Democratic Caucus room, only to be told they were “strangers” who could not come in. The picture of these angry women charging up the Capitol stairs in a formation that evoked images of planting the flag atop Iwo Jima appeared on television and on the front page of major newspapers. It was an unprecedented display of anger, a frontal assault on the virtually all-male Senate. 

Within a very short time, an embarrassed Judiciary Committee overturned its decision and agreed to extend the confirmation hearings. Anita Hill, who had been willing to speak to the Judiciary Committee staff only on the basis of confidentiality, reluctantly agreed to testify publicly before the full committee. For several days in October, the American public was riveted to these hearings. Women rarely brought charges of sexual harassment against powerful men, and none had ever done so on television. The traditional October preoccupation with baseball was suspended as viewers tuned in. 

The televised hearings produced and sustained another image that proved even more politically potent in the long run than the Iwo Jima image of angry congresswomen. The sight of the Senate Judiciary Committee members, all male, all white, grilling Anita Hill as if it were her history that was on trial drove home to American women their absence from the U.S. Senate. “It was like free advertising for the Women’s Campaign Fund,” said Jane Danowitz, head of the organization that had spent twenty years helping women climb the electoral ladder with the hope of someday reaching the Senate. 

Though Thomas was ultimately confirmed, the depth of the rebellion created by Anita Hill’s confrontation with the men on the Judiciary Committee became quickly evident. Seasoned activists snapped into action. More important, women who had never been politically active were also aroused to action. Grandmothers, mothers, and daughters discussed their own episodes of sexual harassment. For many older women, memories often deeply buried came to life. Collectively, women convened public speak-outs to dramatize the pervasiveness of sexual harassment and to overcome the shame and silence that accompany such experiences. The extent of the outpouring surprised almost everyone. 

More women than ever before decided to run for political office, many as a direct result of the Thomas/Hill hearings. By April 30, 1992, over 213 women had announced they would seek, or consider seeking, their party’s nomination for the House of Representatives or the U.S. Senate.1 While more women announced for office at every level of government, the most dramatic change was the number of women declaring their candidacies for the U.S. Senate, the highest legislative office in the land and, short of the presidency, the most difficult elective office for women to obtain. 

Jean Lloyd-Jones, state senator from Iowa who decided to challenge Charles Grassley for the U.S. Senate, said, “I never, ever thought I would run for higher office.” Lynn Yeakel from Pennsylvania, who had never held public office, said it just “pushed people like me over the line.” She announced she would take on Republican senator Arlen Specter, whose aggressive, prosecutorial role on the Judiciary Committee had especially angered women. Yeakel had considered running for office before, “but it took the image of seeing those men making those decisions and controlling our future to get me to do it.” 

Carol Moseley-Braun, the recorder of deeds for Chicago’s Cook County, said she “started getting calls” about challenging Thomas supporter Illinois senator Alan Dixon. The hearings for Moseley-Braun were decisive: “I would not have run for the Senate had the Senate not gone on television.” 

Senate candidates Dianne Feinstein and Barbara Boxer of California, who had announced before the hearings, found their campaigns “jump started” by an outpouring of money and volunteers. Other candidates experienced a similar surge of support. By early spring of 1992, twenty-two women had announced their candidacies for the U.S. Senate. In 1990, by contrast, only eight women had run. 

Bipartisan organizations such as the Women’s Campaign Fund (WCF) and the National Women’s Political Caucus (NWPC), whose previous efforts to raise money for women candidates might best be described as painstaking, found their contributions doubling, even tripling, with little or no effort. The pro-choice and Democratic EMILY’s List (for Early Money Is Like Yeast) enjoyed an astronomical rise in membership and donations. Within one year, it became the largest political action committee (PAC) in the country, growing from 3,000 to 23,000 members, and from $1.5 million in 1990 contributions to $6 million in 1992. Republican women formed a new organization called WISH, short for Women in the Senate and the House, patterned after EMILY’s List. At the state level, new statewide fund-raising networks and informal “lists” seem to spring up overnight. 

The Anita Hill effect on women’s political chances seemed confirmed when, in rapid succession, Carol Moseley-Braun defeated the incumbent senator Alan Dixon in the Illinois Democratic primary, and Lynn Yeakel beat out four men, including Pennsylvania’s incumbent lieutenant governor, to win the right to challenge Senator Arlen Specter. 

During the primary, Yeakel had not minced words about her real target. She ignored her primary opponents and focused her campaign ads on Specter. Showing him questioning Anita Hill, Yeakel asked, “Did this make you as angry as it made me?” In roughly one month’s time, Yeakel rose from an unknown with no name recognition to victory in the primary. Yeakel’s achievement occurred in a state traditionally inhospitable toward women candidates. No woman had ever before been elected to Congress from Pennsylvania, and women had never been able to claim more than 7 percent of the state legislative offices. 

A month or so after Yeakel’s victory, the unthinkable happened in California. Not one, but two women candidates beat their male primary opponents to become candidates for the U.S. Senate. An anomaly had caused two Senate seats to be open in the same year. Former San Francisco mayor Dianne Feinstein had announced for one. Marin County congresswoman Barbara Boxer had announced for the other. A firm conviction of just about every observer of politics was that California’s voters would never elect two women. They were not only the “wrong” sex, they both hailed from northern California, the less populous region of the state, and they were both Jewish. But in June 1992, shortly after the Moseley-Braun and Yeakel victories, both California women won their primary races. 

By the end of the primary season, 106 women had survived their primaries to run in the general election for Congress, and 11 women had won Senate nominations. Along the way, these women candidates had knocked out longtime incumbents, heir apparents, and other political veterans. 

Media attention focused on women candidates with unprecedented intensity. The possibility of women voters exercising the clout inherent in their status as a 54 percent majority of the voting population was debated on television, in newspapers and magazines, on talk shows, and even in a made-for-television movie called Majority Rule, which depicted the election of the first woman president. All this focus and energy became wrapped up and labeled with the perennial slogan, the Year of the Woman. 

For nearly twenty years, ever since the women’s movement began to encourage more women to seek public office, “Year of the Woman” had become a shorthand way to refer to the possibility that women candidates would do well.2 In fact, Jane Danowitz of the WCF had been through so many cycles of raised expectations and dashed hopes, and was so weary of answering the same set of questions, that, long before Anita Hill precipitated another round, she had dubbed all of the 1990s as the “Decade of Women.” 

This time, however, the increased participation and victory of women who ran and were elected in November seemed a confirmation of the slogan. Senate representation tripled, to 6 percent, while women increased their numbers in the House by nearly 70 percent, from twenty-nine women to forty-eight, raising the percentage of women to 10 percent overall.3 Included in these figures were many “firsts.” Carol Moseley-Braun was the first African-American woman to win a statewide race in any state of the union, let alone to the U.S. Senate. Georgia and North Carolina also sent African-American women to Congress for the first time. The state of Virginia elected its first woman. Nydia Velázquez from New York City became the first Puerto Rican congresswoman and Lucille Roybal-Allard from Los Angeles the first Mexican-American. 

The symmetry of the long political season that was born in front of the Judiciary Committee was completed with the appointments of Moseley-Braun and Feinstein to the same committee that had grilled Anita Hill. 

Was 1992, in fact, the Year of the Woman? Many activists thought so.

“A revolution …twenty years in the making,” declared Ruth Mandel, director of the Eagleton Institute’s Center for the American Woman and Politics at Rutgers University, underscoring the effort it took to produce these successes. Mandel cited the many factors, in addition to Anita Hill, that coalesced in 1992 to propel women candidates into office. A wave of public sentiment against incumbents, along with reapportionment, had created more open or “winnable” seats. Not since 1948 had there been so many turnovers in Congress. 

“Opportunity met readiness,” said Jane Danowitz. The growing pool of women officeholders is “laying the base for years to come. When all’s said and done, 1992 is not a one-night stand.”

Even Eleanor Smeal, president of the Fund for a Feminist Majority and a past president of the National Organization for Women (NOW), who had helped found a woman’s party the summer before, called 1992 a “real breakthrough.” She argued that the rate of growth was more significant than the actual numbers. 

But not everyone agreed the Year of the Woman was a success, or even a valid construct. Skepticism came from several quarters.

Veteran feminist leader Gloria Steinem was one who minimized the hoopla surrounding the Year of the Woman. “It’s bullshit. It will only be the Year of the Woman when we have 50 percent [women represented] in Congress and in the Senate, and we can stop talking about the Year of the Woman.”4

Others, including President Bush and Senate Republican Minority Leader Robert Dole, questioned the validity of the construct itself, viewing the Year of the Woman as media hype that favored liberal Democratic candidates, who far outnumbered their Republican counterparts. Nationally syndicated columnist Mona Charen echoed and defended Bush’s views in a column shortly before the November election. She said of Democratic Senate candidates Patty Murray, Carol Moseley-Braun, Lynn Yeakel. Dianne Feinstein, and Barbara Boxer, “I hope all of them lose.” The Year was “claptrap,” treading on the “tiresome theme” that “estrogen alone would mark an improvement in the Senate.”5

Was it really a breakthrough year for women? Do the 1992 victories suggest more victories in the future, or were they flukes? How much progress have women really made? What advances their entry into politics and, conversely, what holds them back? Were women advocating that they be elected simply because they were women? Did women voters put them into office? Are female politicians developing a new ease in exercising power? 

These are some of the key questions that shape this book, and they must be answered in three different ways. One is to understand the election cycle of 1992 in terms of its own dynamic—the factors unique to this election cycle. The second is to differentiate between those factors and trends that have been developing over the last twenty years. The third approach, and perhaps the most important to a deeper understanding, is placing these trends in a long-term historical context. 

The “opportunity” highlighted by Jane Danowitz in her classic aphorism was the sheer number of seats, open or available, that created an unusual chance for newcomers in general. In the last several decades, most incumbent officeholders who sought reelection were elected, making the political system inhospitable to newcomers. Every ten years, after the census is taken, congressional boundary lines are reviewed or redrawn in every state. Some states lose population and, therefore, have reduced representation in the House of Representatives, while other states gain seats. After the 1990 census, for example, Montana lost one House seat while California gained seven. Whether the number of seats is increased or decreased, the effect on incumbent officeholders is a kind of fruit basket upset, since most district lines undergo some kind of change. 

In 1992 the effects of reapportionment were accompanied by a fierce wave of anti-incumbent sentiment. Voters were disposed to “throw the bums out.” Some veteran politicians decided to retire rather than risk primary opposition or defeat. Some seemed as disgusted as the voters at the inability of Washington to make a dent in our major social and economic problems, and announced their retirement. The outcome was the creation of many more genuinely fluid races in which the results were not at all predetermined. The number of open seats, positions without an incumbent officeholder, was four times higher in 1992 than in 1990. In the House alone, 91 of the 435 seats were open. 

Reapportionment and voter anger, however, would not have resulted in so many women candidates if women had not been preparing themselves through years of office-holding experience. This “readiness,” to which Danowitz refers, meant that not only did women take advantage of the increase in open seats, but more women were willing to challenge incumbents as well. 

Ellen Malcolm, founder of EMILY’s List, whose fund-raising support was a major determinant in the success of Democratic women in 1992, said her organization supported thirty-five challengers compared with six two years before. EMILY’s List backing is hard for women candidates to obtain unless they really have a chance to win. In 1992, Malcolm says, challengers simply had more “viability” than they had had in previous years, although she cautious against expecting these large numbers in the future. 

“The reality is, the whole system will close up again.” Not only will the political environment be altered, but “the bums will be gone,” she said. Malcolm estimated that approximately thirty seats will be open in 1994, roughly 7 percent of all seats compared with 20 percent in 1992. That means a return “to the tough old days of 1988 and 1990, when there were very few realistic opportunities to elect women to the House, because we are constantly thwarted by the power of incumbency.”6

Malcolm might have added that the power of incumbency was not entirely absent in 1992. While more congressional seats turned over than in any election cycle since 1948, the incumbency return rate was 93 percent for House seats and 85.2 percent for Senate seats. In California’s congressional races, the rate was over 97 percent, con firming political analysts’ long-documented conclusion that voters who say they are disgusted with politicians in general like their own representative. 

Beneath these dynamics lie deeper changes that helped create the breakthroughs of 1992, and they are likely to persist. The changes, so visible in 1992 and still in progress, are a product of the subtle and cumulative changes in women’s campaigns and voter attitudes that have been occurring over the last twenty years or so. 

“Women’s campaigns are different from men’s campaigns,” says Celinda Lake, one of the few consultants to specialize in women’s campaigns. She joins more traditional consultants who believe women’s campaigns are different but who see the difference as a kind of “add on” to men’s campaigns. Republican consultant John Deardourff believes that women’s campaigns carry “an extra strategic burden,” regardless of precisely how these differences are conceived or managed by individual consultants.7 Over the years, a number of differences that pose specific campaign problems for women have been identified. These range from marital status—either the presence or the absence of a husband—to children, credentials, and the ability to put across campaign messages. 

Children, for instance, immediately evoke the image of woman as mother, which can swamp other aspects of her background or career. Motherhood may be revered within the family, but it has not been considered an experience or a credential for holding political office. Having children at home often resulted in charges of child neglect even if, as some candidates found, the children in question were nearly grown. Over the years, many women have dealt with this particular “strategic burden” by waiting until their children were adults before running for a high-visibility office or one far away from home base. 

A male candidate’s children were presumed to be an asset, evidence of his success as a family man, and hardly a problem for the campaign. And plenty of men have run for office over their wives’ objections without fear that their ambition might become a campaign issue. 

Husbands have been only slightly less of a problem in campaigns than children. If she were married, a candidate’s husband needed to show his active support so that voters would know she was running with his permission. A visible and supportive husband also was prima facie evidence that family obligations, considered by many voters a woman’s primary obligation, were being fulfilled. Democratic campaign strategist Michael Berman remembers Geraldine Ferraro’s first campaign for Congress in 1978: “How did she prove that John Zaccaro was not pissed off at her and was not about to throw her out? And the answer was: they took poor John, who could have cared less and was delighted with her and supported her more than any man I have ever met, and they trotted him around for six weeks in Queens.”8

Unmarried women, who didn’t face the problem of permission, were advised to find a male escort for campaign events, perhaps a brother, uncle, or grown son, in order to avoid any sexual innuendo or hint of impropriety. 

Women candidates agonized over decisions, often small ones, that rarely troubled male candidates. No male candidate worried that a trip to his barber would make him appear frivolous. But Geraldine Ferraro, desperate for a haircut before her interview with Walter Mondale for the vice presidency, worried about just that in 1984. 

Adding to the “strategic burden” of women’s campaigns, and less easily managed, were voters’ perceptions of women in general. Certain images of women are specific to particular historical periods, while others ignore time’s passage. Sometimes the same characteristic can be perceived as either negative or positive, depending on the situation. For instance, images or characteristics associated with motherhood, so valued in the context of family, lack authority when they are projected into the public. In a campaign for political office, images of a nurturing female generated concern that women might not be tough enough to handle the rough-and-tumble realm of politics. 

Even issues can develop a gender flavor and become classified as “hard” or “soft.” A favorite tactic of women candidates is deliberately to choose a hard issue, such as crime or finance, to emphasize during a campaign to demonstrate the candidate’s toughness. Conversely, regardless of their actual position, women are usually perceived by voters as sympathetic to the softer issues of education or health. The John Muir cartoon shows how issues have always been gendered. John Muir, a nineteenth-century pioneer “environmentalist,” is depicted in a woman’s apron. Attitudes such as Muir’s were regarded as “sissy” ones. 

In 1992, however, polls indicated that women candidates were pulling away from some of these traditional disadvantages. Characteristics that had worked against women candidates in the past were being reevaluated by voters and seen in a more positive light. Voters believed women were likely to be familiar with household budget issues, making them “fighters” for the middle class. On some issues, particularly health care, voters were giving Democratic women a huge (thirty plus) point advantage over men.9

Some issues, such as finance and war, which called for skills more associated with men, continued to be a problem for women. When these issues dominated campaigns, women had a harder time convincing the electorate that they had the skills and experience necessary to making decisions in these areas. Lake found one other potential glitch in the more favorable views of women candidates: Even when voters thought their hypothetical woman was the superior candidate, they were not sure a woman could win. The finding raised the possibility that voters might feel a vote for any woman would be wasted. 
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Women’s previous exclusion from politics, however, was seen as an asset in a period when voters were disgusted with incumbent politicians and searching for new voices. Voters were looking for people who were not part of the existing mess, and women, by definition, were outsiders. 

A convincing indication that candidates were sensing changes in voter attitudes came from a woman who had been winning—and losing—political races since 1969, California’s U.S. Senate candidate Dianne Feinstein. 

Feinstein stood on the stairway of her spacious home in Presidio Heights, San Francisco, several months after her primary victory, and told a friendly group of delegates to the annual convention of the California Women’s Political Caucus: “This is the first time I feel that running as a woman isn’t a disadvantage.” She had not stated her feelings in the affirmative—she did not say that running as a woman was an advantage in 1992—but had used the double negative, “not a disadvantage.” 

If Feinstein had been understated, even cautious, in her statement, she had good reason to be. For most of her political life she had been advised, as most women candidates have been, not to run as a woman. 

This advice was not, of course, a literal command to alter their biological status before they announced for public office. It was meant as strategic advice—how to overcome the burden of being female. Don’t “run as a woman” meant be as “like male” as possible. 

“Are you running as a woman?” is the question put to most women candidates from the time they first ran for public office. In 1991, Melinda Schwegmann, elected as Louisiana’s first female lieutenant governor, echoed the conventional disclaimer: “When I decided to run, I certainly wasn’t running because I was a woman…” One of the few women to challenge the question itself was Congresswoman Patricia Schroeder. In 1987, Schroeder was exploring the possibility of running for president. She faced the inevitable question from the press, “Are you running as a woman?” Schroeder immediately retorted, “Do I have an option?” Whether or not individual candidates knew exactly what the question meant, most women seemed to know instinctively that a “yes” answer would spell political death. 

Consultants, however, understood fully the danger of running as a woman. Three specific caveats stood out: don’t call attention to yourself as female, especially through clothing that is either sexually suggestive or frilly; don’t campaign on women’s issues; don’t think women will vote for you just because you’re a woman. 

These caveats contained an even more extensive list of “do’s” and “don’ts.” The one that caused the most trouble for women candidates, of course, was the requirement to downplay or hide their femaleness. Skirts that were too short or necklines that were too plunging suggested sexual intent, not political seriousness. For many years, women elected to office solved the problem by wearing tailored suits in dark colors. If early congressional group photos are examined, for instance, it is difficult to pick out the women. They “all looked like ushers,” says former NWPC president, Sharon Rodine, of the unwritten dress code.10

Changes in these prescriptions have not come all at once, nor are they necessarily similar from state to state, region to region, or even race to race. But the days of the dark suits are gone, as any quick glimpse of congressional women on C-SPAN reveals. Women now are easily identifiable in their brightly colored dresses or suits—ranging from shocking pink to luminescent chartreuse. Indeed, these bright colors now seem to emphasize women’s difference from men and make them stand out from the blue and banker’s gray of their male colleagues. 

Changes in clothing or dress may seem trivial compared with campaign strategies or policy issues, but they must be seen as emblematic of all that is female. In a campaign, clothing, like marital status or children, can become an object of intense scrutiny, capable of evoking age-old beliefs about women. 

Paradoxically, these deeply held beliefs, even in their simplest form as stereotypes, have always contained built-in limits to how much a woman should follow the advice to be “like male.” Voters want women to be tough and aggressive as evidence that they can handle political life, but if they are too tough or too aggressive, voters become wary. Thus, being too male can also jeopardize a woman’s standing with voters. 

The boundaries between being “like male” and “too male” are not always very clear, and the problem has added another layer of complexity for women who wish to run for office. One step over the line and women candidates will hear themselves described as “shrill,” or “outspoken,” or “power-hungry.” Everyone knew what Barbara Bush meant when she said, after the George Bush-Geraldine Ferraro debate, that Ferraro was “a five-letter word that rhymes with rich.” 

Campaign slogans are a good indication of how women have tried to reconcile these competing stereotypes, and to see how the boundaries have changed over time. As recently as 1990, a considerable number of women candidates chose slogans, such as “Tough and Caring,” to convey they were tough but not too tough. Yet these carefully crafted slogans, designed to navigate between the stereotypes, were virtually nonexistent in the high-visibility campaigns of 1992. 

What was stunning about the slogans and rhetoric of 1992, in comparison with the past twenty years, was how often candidates placed the exclusion of women from power as a central theme of their campaigns. Feinstein, who two years earlier had described herself with the slogan “Tough and Caring,” now used “Two Percent Is Not Enough,” referring to the number of women in the Senate. On the campaign stump, as if to soften the theme just slightly, she found an image that would readily connect with ordinary voters, adding, “It may be good enough for milk, but not for the U.S. Senate.” In New York, Senate primary candidate Geraldine Ferraro urged women to use their hands to seek political power rather than to rock the cradle: “it’s no longer enough for women to run for office—we must elect more women so our hands too can be on the levers of power.” In her mail solicitations, Carol Moseley-Braun drew on images of the angry congresswomen marching to the Senate: “Women Across the Country Are Willing and Ready to Strike a Blow for Opening the Doors to the U.S. Senate.” In the days before Anita Hill, such bold and evocative imagery would have caused consultants to cringe. 

Women were not only highlighting their exclusion from power through emphatic language, they were also violating other aspects of traditional advice. They were raising women’s issues and targeting women voters, “even at the expense of men’s votes,” as veteran California pollster Mervin Field observed.11

While Field indicated surprise at how rapidly candidates were changing the old rules, women candidates had been experimenting with how to pitch women’s issues for most of the last twenty years. The original advice to avoid women’s issues—however a candidate might have defined them—has several origins. Historically, women were not seen as a potential voting bloc to be wooed, because there was no evidence their voting behavior was any different from male voters’. Although little actual investigation of their votes had keen undertaken prior to the 1970s, what evidence there was suggested that women’s votes were shaped by the usual factors of income, education, partisan affiliation, or geographical location, and not by sex. In at least two presidential elections, women slightly preferred Eisenhower to Stevenson, and Nixon to Kennedy. These preferences were not regarded as intriguing, however, because women were viewed as naturally more conservative than men, a function of their roles as wives and mothers. 

Moreover, prior to 1968, women voted less often than men, so the incentive either to study their voting behavior or to mobilize it was about nil. The fact that women outnumbered men in the general population, therefore, was not thought relevant to winning elections. Differences among women seemed so self-evident that little thought was given to the notion of a female voting bloc. 

When women’s voting rates finally caught up with men’s in 1968, and the women’s movement began to generate a more intense interest in politics, analysts reminded any candidate who might be tempted to target women voters that women were just as divided as men on issues. 

But women weren’t just divided on issues, they were especially polarized over issues associated with the burgeoning women’s movement of the late 1960s. Polling data from the 1970s indicated that campaigning on issues explicitly identified as feminist was a high-risk strategy. Support for the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA) to the U.S. Constitution, or for abortion rights, for example, was seen as feminist and therefore controversial. Among women, there was little neutral ground. Women were either strongly in favor of or strongly opposed to these measures. 

Then, during the 1980s, the emergence of a new electoral variable—the gender gap—helped change the dynamics of women’s campaigns. Beginning with the presidential election of Ronald Reagan, some evidence emerged that women were voting differently from men. Compared with men’s votes, women had preferred President Jimmy Carter over Ronald Reagan by a statistically significant seven points. The presence of the gender gap was confirmed in the 1982 congressional campaigns. Its potential significance led directly to the selection of Geraldine Ferraro as vice presidential nominee in 1984. But the fact that the Democrats chose a woman on the ticket to help mobilize women voters did not mean they wanted her to address women’s issues. The Mondale campaign staff argued strenuously against such an approach to women voters.

While there is no agreement either by candidates or voters over the definition of women’s issues, abortion rights is often used as the quintessential women’s issue. Advocating abortion rights was initially in the high-risk category for candidates, although that has changed over time. During the 1970s, candidates tried to avoid taking a position on abortion rights; by the 1980s, taking a stand was virtually mandatory. In 1989 alone, forty-one individuals preparing to run for reelection to the House of Representatives changed their position on abortion. So many candidates “clarified” their position that year that it became known among some observers as the “year of the flip-flops,” and among those who “flipped” were some quite prominent political figures, such as Senator Sam Nunn, chairman of the Armed Services Committee, up for reelection in Georgia, and Ohio gubernatorial candidate Anthony Celebrezze. In California, state senator John Seymour, preparing to run in the Republican primary for lieutenant governor, announced he had been in a “comfortable cocoon,” and unaware of what abortion rights meant to women. He now declared that an unwanted pregnancy was “almost enslavement, for God’s sake.”12

Increased popular support for abortion rights, along with the growing importance of women’s votes, helped make these flip-flops possible. In a few cases, entire races were influenced by a candidate’s position on abortion rights. In 1989, consultants to Doug Wilder’s gubernatorial campaign in Virginia argued that Wilder’s pro-choice position was decisive in his successful election. Subsequent studies confirmed the importance of abortion as an issue in races in both Virginia and New Jersey. Abortion rights is seldom the defining issue in a campaign, partly because political campaigns are rarely won or lost on a single issue. 

While polling data indicate majority support for abortion rights, a careful examination of the data shows that a small percentage (seldom higher than 15 percent) support unrestricted rights. In general, majority support among both men and women diminishes as competing interests—those of parents of teenage girls or husbands—are taken into account. A key finding in the polling data is that women who support unrestricted abortion rights are seen as selfish women who put their own interests first. 

Advocacy of unrestricted abortion rights requires women to depart from a long-standing tradition of putting the interests of others first, especially the interests of children and family. If a graph could be designed for women’s issues, many of them could be plotted along a similar continuum of perceived selfishness—abortion simply throws the nature of the continuum into sharper relief. The more an issue invokes images of selfish women, the less support both men and women are likely to give it. By contrast, those “women’s issues” that express concern for children and are in keeping with more altruistic attitudes expected of women receive more support. Collecting child support from “deadbeat dads” elicits more sympathy, for instance, than demands for publicly funded daycare centers. 

Unresolved conflicts over women’s roles may help explain the Republican party’s attempt in 1992 to run on the theme of “family values.” The more the campaign theme became specific, however, the more it backfired and was viewed as an attack on American women. When Vice President J. Danforth Quayle attacked one of television’s favorite figures, Murphy Brown, for having a baby out of wedlock, he made the theme of selfishness central to his attack. When the vice president’s wife, Marilyn Quayle, gave her speech at the Republican convention and referred to women’s innate nature and the satisfactions of family, she invoked the themes of altruism and self-sacrifice. How did she reconcile the roles of wife, mother, and lawyer? “I chose to leave my law practice and join his [her husband’s] campaigns,” she said, contrasting her choice with Hillary Clinton’s. Calling the promises of the women’s liberation movement “grandiose,” Quayle argued that “most women do not wish to be liberated from their essential natures as women.”13

Dan Quayle, of course, found himself the target of outraged single mothers, who viewed his remarks about Murphy Brown as an attack on their status. While Quayle never exactly apologized for his statements about the Murphy Brown character, he was forced publicly to demonstrate his support for single mothers. He spent an evening with a group of Washington, D.C., single mothers, watching an episode of “Murphy Brown,” an event that received full media coverage. 

Similarly, Marilyn Quayle found that her keynote speech at the Republican National Convention set off a storm among women who were unable to be the stay-at-home moms Quayle seemed to suggest they should be, despite her own earlier career as a working attorney. Marilyn Quayle was also forced to publicly clarify her remarks. 

While the theme of family values may not have worked for President Bush in his presidential reelection campaign, the fact that this theme touches a dominant chord with many voters illustrates how complicated feelings are about women’s rights and roles. Issues of work and child-rearing join with debates over the even more controversial issues of whether women should be soldiers and priests. 

The lack of resolution or agreement on women’s roles affects how much mobilization of women voters can take place, or how much focus on women’s issues a campaign can sustain, without risking a reaction. At what point this boundary is crossed is often unclear. Deeply polarized voter attitudes over Hillary Clinton, for instance, caused the Clinton advisers to sharply decrease her visibility during the last half of her husband’s campaign. 

In the last few years, women candidates have been cautiously testing these boundaries, often in innovative ways. In 1990, Texas gubernatorial candidate Ann Richards recognized the growing clout of women voters and saw a strategic opportunity that turned all the old rules on their ear, without threatening a male reaction. Ann Richards has legendary hair. It is a high coiffure with a sweep, affectionately called by some Texans the “power do,” and it must be attended to regularly. Richards posed for a picture with her hairdresser—whose sweep was even higher than Richards’—and then sent 45,000 of these pictures on postcards to beauticians across the state of Texas. With this mailing, candidate Richards not only got her hair fixed, she openly courted two vast constituencies of women: working-class beauticians and their clientele of all classes. She turned an assumed liability, calling attention to her femaleness, into a campaign tactic to mobilize women voters. 

If Richards found a gentle way to test the parameters of mobilizing women, California’s two Senate candidates in 1992 took an even bolder step. In the waning weeks before the November election, Barbara Boxer slipped from a significant lead over her opponent, Bruce Herschensohn, to a point spread that might have spelled defeat. Together, Feinstein and Boxer decided upon a high-risk strategy. 

In a display of political generosity, Feinstein, who was considerably ahead of her opponent, went on the stump with Boxer, drawing on some of the most feminist images available in popular culture. “Just as Cagney needs Lacey, and Thelma needs Louise,” said the prospective partners from California, “Dianne needs Barbara, and Barbara needs Dianne.”14 It is hard to conceive of images more rejecting of male authority than the two film characters, Thelma and Louise. 

Also in 1992, fewer candidates argued over the definition of a woman’s issue than in previous years. Rather, candidates, male and female, argued over whose record on women’s issues was better. Even Arlen Specter, target of Anita Hill fallout, tried to overcome this liability by highlighting his record on women’s issues. He sought endorsements from powerful women to back up his claims, and some observers believe he hit pay dirt when Teresa Heinz, the widow of the late Pennsylvania senator, endorsed Specter in a television ad. Similarly, in New York, when Robert Abrams faced both Comptroller Elizabeth Holtzman and Geraldine Ferraro during the Senate primary, he conceded no advantage to them on women’s issues, and argued on the merits of his record. 

If, in general, women candidates had much greater freedom in 1992 to run on women’s issues, or to focus on women voters, they also began to veer close to claiming a special status for themselves and their candidacies as female. As the political year unfolded, more and more women candidates would proclaim that “women are different.” Women would bring a “different voice” to politics, and they cited characteristics traditionally associated with women as now constituting their special strengths in politics. Most stressed a woman’s capacity for empathy. “I think women care more,” said California state treasurer Kathleen Brown. “Women think horizontally. Men think vertically,” said Representative Marcy Kaptur of Ohio. Congresswoman Connie Morella of Maryland argued that “women understand all issues, certainly most issues, better than men…” Others cited women as better listeners, or better problem solvers.15

Despite the pervasiveness of these new arguments, there were important nuances in the way individual women saw the significance of their differences, and the basis upon which they made such claims. 

Some candidates, including Geraldine Ferraro, argued that women’s specialness resided in their life experience, which was different, in most cases, from men’s. “Is it any wonder that women are better on day care,” Ferraro mused, “in the same way that Senator Tom Daschle, a Vietnam veteran, is better on issues of Agent Orange, or Senator Daniel Inouye is on reparations for Japanese-Americans, or that the Black Caucus is more sensitive to South African sanctions.”16

Reporters who had covered Feinstein’s comments that she was more trustworthy on abortion rights in the gubernatorial campaign in 1990 were, off the record, highly critical of her tactics: “It’s as if she is saying, I have fallopian tubes, vote for me.” In 1992, a similar remark, flippantly made by a Pennsylvania Democrat, that all Lynn Yeakel had going for her was that she “had breasts,” generated a media maelstrom. Meanwhile, women candidates began to flip these derisive comments into positive ones. Senate hopeful Claire Sargent of Arizona suggested that “it’s about time we voted for senators with breasts. After all, we’ve been voting for boobs long enough.”17

This emphasis on women’s differences may have given a new cast to the races in 1992; however, it sounded very familiar to historians. The debate over whether women’s equality could best be achieved by emphasizing their differences from men or by stressing their similarity has characterized women’s political efforts for over a hundred years. When Marilyn Quayle clarified her remarks after the Republican convention, she drew on feminist authors and contemporary scholarship to explain what she meant when she referred to “women’s essential natures”: “Today women don’t have to dress or act like men to advance in the professional world previously dominated by men. We don’t have to reject the prospect of marriage and children to succeed. We don’t have to reject our essential natures as women to prosper in what was once the domain of men. It is no longer an either-or situation.”18

The arguments that rage today over just how different women are from men, the origin of those differences, and how laws and public policies should be structured to accommodate them are the latest version of a very old debate over women’s nature. 

Women candidates who sell their candidacies on the basis of their differences from men may be faced with a different standard of performance as well. Just when women candidates are being freed from the old shibboleths against running as a woman, and can run simply as the women they are, they are in danger of elevating their newfound status into new liabilities. Claims of “running as a woman,” which posit the superiority of being female over male, ignore some of the forces that have allowed them their new freedom. Women’s votes have grown more important, not because women have suddenly become a reliable voter bloc, but because women’s votes are critical to any campaign. All candidates must compete for their votes, recognize their new public policy concerns, and speak to them directly. The changes in the lives of American women, especially their entrance into the work force, are not likely to be reversed. Without these changes in women’s roles, reflected in turn in changed voter attitudes, the traditional dynamic of women’s campaigns would have remained unaltered. 

Women’s entry into the labor force vests them as never before with interest in governmental actions and policies. New strains on family life as a result of these new economic roles have generated new agenda items ranging from child care to family leave measures. Nearly 70 percent of married women who work have children, and the percentage of women who are single heads of household continues to grow.19

Paradoxically, perhaps, changes in the economic position of women have thrust more traditional or nonworking women’s issues into the political arena as well. Legislative changes designed to extend equitable social security benefits for longtime homemakers or programs to assist displaced homemakers have shaped the congressional agenda as much as the more familiar issues of child care or reproductive rights. To suggest that a new public agenda has emerged is not to suggest that women are in agreement on specific proposals or on what it means for them in their own lives. 

We must turn to history for a fuller explanation of the change in the status of American women; it can be traced through the doctrine of coverture, the legal term used to describe the original status of women at the country’s founding. Derived from British common law, and carried over to the colonies, coverture meant that women were literally, and figuratively, covered by their husband’s status. According to Blackstone, the British common law authority, the theoretical basis for coverture incorporated early religious principles: “By marriage, the husband and wife are one person in law; that is, the very being or legal existence of the woman is suspended during the marriage, or at least is incorporated and consolidated.”20

The chilling phrase “civilly dead,” coined by historians, meant women had no standing, or civil rights, independent from their husbands. Rights granted to single women were lost upon marriage. Married women had no separate economic authority; they could not own or buy or sell property. They could not sign their name to contracts nor could they enter into most business transactions. Procedurally, married women had no standing to either sue or be sued. 

The legal or formal aspects of coverture, such as the prohibition against married women’s ownership or control of property, were gradually overturned in the last two centuries as women have gained rights previously guaranteed only to male citizens. Acquiring the most fundamental components of citizenship, however, has taken far longer than many realize. Suffrage was constitutionally guaranteed in 1920, but the right to be tried by a jury of one’s peers was not constitutionally guaranteed to women until 1975, when the U.S. Supreme Court so ruled. Prior to that time, a woman could he tried and convicted without there being a single woman on the jury. Women’s exclusion was not a basis on which a verdict could he challenged. 

An entire edifice of other laws and statutes that embodied assumptions implicit in coverture has existed throughout the life of this country and, for the most part, was left unchallenged until the recent women’s movement. Legal scholar Leo Kanowitz assessed the relationship between women and legal rights in 1969, and determined that there were still vestiges of legal discrimination against married women’s property rights in forty-two common law marital property states.21

Laws governing access to credit, or the right to live separately from one’s mate, or the legal right of a married woman to retain her maiden name, are examples of laws that were overturned in the last twenty years or so. Kanowitz concluded that the sociological effects of coverture have been long-lasting and disastrous for male-female relationships. “Above all, the position of married women at common law both resulted from and contributed to a failure of men and women to see themselves essentially as human beings rather than as representatives of another sex.” He attributes this failure to the fiction that husband and wife were “one,” because in practice “the ‘one’ was always the husband, [and his] dominance was assured.”22

Historically, single women have had more capacity to exercise civil authority than married women. However, when coverture reigned supreme, most women passed from the authority of their fathers to that of their husbands, with little or no independence between. Wedding ceremonies that require the bride to be “given” by her father to the groom vividly illustrate these older assumptions. 

The legal doctrine of coverture was buttressed by religious, social, and cultural traditions that reinforced the preeminence of male authority in both civil society and the home. Affirmation of these principles can be heard in the conversations of many religious anti-abortion activists today. These activists are often explicit about the husband’s role as head of the family, and his rights in matters of sexuality and reproduction. The question of obedience surfaced most starkly in 1991 when some anti-abortion activists faced a choice to commit civil disobedience in support of their beliefs, or to obey husbands who had forbidden them from taking this course of action. 

The residues of these traditions, whether legal, religious, or cultural, which restricted the independent actions of women, are evident in many aspects of today’s campaigns. When voters wonder whether married women candidates have their husbands’ Messing to run for office, they are darkening back to this tradition of male authority and permission. When women are attacked during their campaigns for statements or actions of their pastors, fathers, or husbands, as they were as recently as 1992, they suffer the residues of a tradition that is still reluctant to view women as independent or separate from the men to whom they are related. 

When Lynn Yeakel was attacked during her campaign for her pastor’s comments on Israel, for her former congressman father’s vote on civil rights legislation in the 1960s, and for her husband’s membership in a club that excluded minorities, Yeakel herself realized the connection. “One morning I woke up and it was as if the light dawned. What [Arlen Specter] is doing to me is what people have done to women through history, and that is to define them in terms of other people in their lives, particularly men—my father, my husband, my pastor. And when I realized this, it gave me a new way to respond.”23

Geraldine Ferraro has been twice attacked for her husband’s business activities, since they, along with his ethnicity, form the basis of her alleged Mafia ties. These allegations were conceded as groundless by at least one of her major opponents after the 1992 Democratic primary, but only after the damage to her campaign was done. In 1990, early polling data for Senate candidate Josie Heath of Colorado showed that four out of five “negatives” or liabilities against her were the result of her husband’s status as a corporate executive, not her positions or experience. Women candidates have been the target of issues as extraneous to their own record as whether the men they were dating were current in their child-support payments to former wives. 

How better to explain the intense debate over what role a First Lady, who is both wife/mother and career woman, has generated. While we might think the Family Circle magazine Great Cookie Recipe contest between Barbara Bush and Hillary Clinton was a silly way to carry on the debate, the familiar legacy of coverture resonates in the circumstances that produced it. During the campaign, Hillary Clinton’s off-the-cuff remark that she “could have stayed home and baked cookies” was seen as a defense of her legal career, and a slap in the face to women who did stay home. However, few voters knew of the precise circumstances that caused her to lose her temper. 

As Hillary explained it, her husband had debated primary candidate Jerry Brown, the former governor of California, the night before. During the debate, Jerry Brown had attacked Hillary Clinton’s membership in a prominent law firm in Arkansas while Clinton was governor. “Conflict of interest,” charged Jerry Brown, prompting Clinton, after the debate, to point out to Jerry that his father, former governor Pat Brown, hadn’t given up his law practice when Jerry was governor. Hillary relates that Brown rejected any similarity between his father and her, retorting to Bill Clinton, “Well, I don’t control my father.” The implication was clear enough to both Clintons. Bill Clinton should have exercised his husbandly prerogative and not given Hillary “permission” to practice law when he was governor.24

This precipitating event was lost in the competition over whose cookie recipe, Hillary’s or Barbara’s, was “better.” (Hillary won—her victory attributed to the fact she cooked with less fat.) 

Concern over the boundary lines of Hillary Clinton’s role has continued since the election. Some commentators went so far as to suggest she owed it to the American people to spell out her conception of First Lady.25

Whether coverture is conceived in its original legal sense or as a broader cultural phenomenon, the depth of its hold has had lasting consequences for women’s entry into politics. Women have lacked two fundamental traditions necessary to running for office: financial independence, and the stature necessary to the exercise of public leadership. 

After state legislatures passed married women’s property acts in the nineteenth century, women were legally empowered to control inherited wealth or retain income earned by their own hand. As a practical matter, most married women remained dependent upon their husbands’ income. When married women did work, chances were they deposited their earnings in a bank account held jointly with their husbands. Few women, whether single or married, were able to amass much wealth from their employment choices, given past discriminatory practices against women holding highly paid positions. 

While studies have shown that women spend 70-80 percent of the family income, few have had any inclination to spend it politically, let alone on women candidates. The willingness of women to support women candidates financially, and the growth of new financial networks that reflect these new attitudes and capacities, are of very recent origin. Until the mid-1980s, most women candidates found it very tough to raise money from individual women, and the few women’s organizations dedicated to support of women candidates had meager resources to allocate. 

This lack of independent wealth or financial means meant that most women faced excruciating personal decisions over whether to commit family money to their own political campaigns. Such a decision often posed a wrenching choice: the children’s college education or her run for Congress. While all candidates, irrespective of gender, face these decisions, it is tougher for women, who lack a tradition of leadership in the public realm. To gamble your children’s future for a congressional race requires an admission of ambition historically regarded as unseemly for a women to have, let alone express. 

The establishment of leadership traditions has required breaking more barriers and acquiring opportunities that go far beyond the right to vote. Women first had to establish the right to speak or lecture in public, acts respectable women were wary of committing well into the nineteenth century. The strictures against public advocacy were still so strong in the mid-nineteenth century that neither Susan B. Anthony nor Elizabeth Cady Stanton would risk her reputation by chairing the historic 1848 Women’s Rights Convention at Seneca Falls, New York. Lucretia Mott’s husband, James, chaired the meeting. Stanton’s and Anthony’s ideas might have been radical, but their public deportment was not. 

What a woman risked by being too public can easily be seen in the simple phrase, a public woman. To call a woman this was to shame her by suggesting she was a prostitute. By contrast, a reference to a “public man” was a statement of respect.26 Unaware of this history, delegates to a meeting of the National Women’s Political Caucus in 1973 were astonished when the hotel clerk at the Houston, Texas, convention site would not page a woman, arguing the only women who would answer would be prostitutes. 

These echoes are faint now, and women may go into most public places and engage in public advocacy without risking their “respectability.” However, sexual innuendo still follows women candidates and officeholders like an ominous shadow. 

If women had to establish the very right to speak in public before they could establish a tradition of public activism, historically they also had to develop a rationale for their activism based on something other than the “inalienable rights of men” that presumed equality. What better basis could be found than for women to argue their public activities were simply an extension of domestic responsibilities and their roles as mothers? By the late nineteenth century, home was one arena in which women did exercise considerable authority, and they learned this authority could be deployed in the public arena on behalf of families and children. 

Earlier in the century, motherhood had provided such a basis for expanding women’s access to education. Women needed some education, the argument ran, if they were to fulfill their maternal obligation to raise proper children for the new republic. Now motherhood and family responsibilities served to underpin the argument for a new role in public life. 

This expansion of women’s roles resulted in a burgeoning of voluntary and charitable associations, the settlement house movement, campaigns for labor laws that would protect women and children, and the temperance movement, to name a few. Relevant to the present period, all these activities had in common an unstated assumption that still lingers: women’s activities and advocacy should be on behalf of others. A commitment to altruistic social action on behalf of the “less fortunate,” in other words, became a dominant characteristic of women’s public activity. 

The form most open to women who wished to pursue these new activities was the voluntary association, a form of organization characterized by its nonpartisanship. The Women’s Christian Temperance Union, led by Frances Willard, became the first organization to mobilize grassroots women on a significant scale. Willard, whose conformity to proper demeanor and dress can be seen at a glance in old photographs, became the most influential woman in the country.27 Excluded from partisan politics, women pioneered in and preferred the nonpartisan mode of participating in politics. The first major governmental office ever held by a woman was a recognition of their efforts in this sphere. In 1876, Josephine Shaw Lowell received an appointment to the New York Charitable Commission, a position she held until 1889. By the turn of the century, as the drive for suffrage was intensifying, women had established a primary orientation toward public life that was both nonpartisan and altruistic. 

The strength of this tradition helps explain why, when women actually did win the vote in 1920, they didn’t immediately flood the legislatures in pursuit of political power. Most activist women chose to continue their public work through nonpartisan organizations such as the League of Women Voters or Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom, rather than affiliate with the two political parties. The tradition of nonpartisan activity is often manifested today by women who express a distaste for partisan politics. It ranges from the reluctance of many women officeholders to call themselves politicians to a disdain for the compromises or “horse-trading” aspects of the legislative process. 

In the next chapter we will follow the candidacies and office-holding experience of the first women who did enter partisan politics, beginning with suffragist Jeannette Rankin of Montana, the first woman elected to Congress, ending with Shirley Chisholm of New York, the first African-American woman so elected, to show how all these features of women’s political history, including the lingering effects of coverture and the commitment to public altruism rather than partisan interest, affected their efforts to establish themselves as leaders. 

After making these powerful historical trends manifest through the examination of individual women, we will turn to each facet of women’s entry into contemporary politics. In the first of these chapters we explore how women have dealt with issues of sexuality and sexual innuendo, and how these have affected certain public policy issues. 
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