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Praise for Big Girls Don’t Cry

“I didn’t know what I didn’t know about the 2008 election until reading Rebecca Traister’s smart, entertaining take on it. Well researched, well written, provocative and insightful, Big Girls Don’t Cry is a high spirited salute to feminism in its many forms.”

—Curtis Sittenfeld, author of American Wife

“In this riveting account of the 2008 election, Rebecca Traister negotiates the shoals of race and gender with exceptional grace and skill and establishes herself as one of the major younger journalists working today.”

—Katha Pollitt, poet, essayist and columnist for the Nation

“Traister brings her elegant prose and unique perspective—thoroughly feminist but never doctrinaire—to this absorbing personal exploration of the meaning of gender in the last election.”

—Ariel Levy, author of Female Chauvinist Pigs
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INTRODUCTION

THE FIRST TIME I entered a voting booth I was nine years old. It was 1984, and my parents had brought me with them so that I could pull the lever for the first woman ever to run on a major party ticket for vice president of the United States. I remember walking proudly with my father and mother and younger brother into the suburban Philadelphia firehouse five blocks from the house in which I grew up, where the poll watchers knew my parents by name because they were two of the very few registered Democrats in our district.

I remember the weight of the curtain closing behind me and my father lifting me up to turn the black lever to make the X appear next to Walter Mondale’s and Geraldine Ferraro’s names. I remember him putting me back down so that he could turn the buttons for the other Democrats, and then telling me to pull the rubber-covered metal bar back as hard as I could, until the machine made a clanging noise that meant my vote had been counted.

When we left the fire station my brother and I climbed into the back seat of our car and my mother turned to make sure our seat belts were fastened; my father looked at us through the rearview mirror. “I hope that someday you’ll have the chance to vote for a woman at the top of a presidential ticket,” he said before starting the car and driving us home.

Almost twenty-four years later, on Super Tuesday in February 2008, I walked into a cavernous school gymnasium in Brooklyn to cast my primary vote on Super Tuesday, for the first time in my voting life unsure of which lever to turn. It was the moment that could bring me closest to fulfilling my father’s wish: I could put the X next to the name of a woman and bring her closer to the top spot on the Democratic ticket. But I had spent months saying that I would never vote for her, that she was not my kind of candidate, not my kind of woman. Even though I was beginning to change my mind, my distaste for her felt entrenched, and perhaps self-defining.

I spent fifteen minutes behind the curtain, shoving levers back and forth. I considered the other name on the ballot, a man who was also not exactly my kind of candidate, but whose potential place at the top of the Democratic ticket would put him close to becoming the first African American president, a possibility just as thrilling as that of electing a woman. I wished that I didn’t have to choose between them. I wished that I could vote for them both. I wished that I could vote for someone else altogether. I mostly wished that it was a different woman’s name in front of me, one that didn’t fill me with ambivalence and vague foreboding.

I would never have imagined, as I stalled and fidgeted in that booth while a line of voters formed behind me, that four months later I would be ducking out of a cordoned-off press section in the National Building Museum in Washington, D.C., pushing my way through throngs of people in search of a place where I could cry in private. Behind a soaring column I gulped out sobs of exhaustion and disappointment at the end of the campaign of the woman for whom I had not been sure I could vote, even seconds before pulling the rubber-covered bar to seal my choice.

This book is an attempt to tell a story of change, change that came to me, yes, but also to the country, to the Democratic and Republican parties, to the women’s movement, and to the White House. Over a period of just a few years, it seemed, the United States, its assumptions, its prejudices, its colors, shapes, sizes and vocabulary, had cracked open.

A woman, Hillary Clinton, won a state presidential primary contest for the first time in this nation’s history. Less than a year later a candidate for vice president of the United States concluded her appearance in a national debate by reaching for her newborn baby. Whatever else there is to say about Sarah Palin or the reasons that her youngest son was on stage that night, that maternal reach was a roaring first in presidential politics. We have seen it once now. That means it is possible to see it again. In the first month of 2009 an African American woman moved into the White House, which was built in part by slaves, as the first lady of the United States. Michelle Obama is only the third first lady, though notably the third in a row, to have a postgraduate degree; she met her husband when she was assigned to mentor him at the law firm where she worked. He is now our first African American president.

These are not small things. These are changes that have piled up fast, creating a world that our grandmothers could barely have dreamed of, that many of our mothers thought they’d never live to see. They’re also changes that our grandmothers and mothers made possible and that will in turn alter the landscape for coming generations. The events of the past few years provided a prism through which both past and future became briefly clearer.

Though a presidential election is by definition a political event, the cultural shifts made visible and made possible in 2008 took place well beyond the scope of purely presidential history. For a time it was very droll to credit Tina Fey with changing the course of the election and sealing John McCain’s electoral fate with her deadly impersonation of his running mate. But Fey, who had made history some years earlier by becoming the first female head writer of Saturday Night Live, would never have had the opportunity to make this impact had there not been a woman running for vice president. Fey’s most cutting sketches would not have been possible if another woman, Katie Couric, who had made history by becoming the first solo female anchor of a nightly news broadcast, had not been in a position to elicit unintentionally comedic material from Sarah Palin. And Palin, who had made history by becoming Alaska’s first female governor, would not have wound up as a mark for Fey and Couric had she not been hired to sop up the tears and the votes of those who had supported Hillary Clinton’s run for the presidency.

Political breakthroughs begat cultural breakthroughs begat comedy breakthroughs begat political breakthroughs. The country was in a steady revisionist conversation with itself, with voters, with candidates, with pundits, with entertainers. It was a wild, dizzying ride.

It is a poetic injustice that the drawn-out political marathon of 2008, a contest that at times seemed to drag on for decades rather than months, actually took place at breakneck media speed, and that it was narrated to us faster than we could absorb it. Once it would have taken years of retrospective investigative journalism to inform the American public of everything that had happened during a presidential election. In 2008 twenty-four-hour cable networks and the Internet offered hastily crafted daily tomes. We were fed sloppy synopses and cartoonish characters at rat-a-tat pace. Many of us, struggling to keep up, were happy to just get the Cliffs Notes version. But in the ceaseless cycle of revelation and analysis we lost depth, clarity and perspective on the story that was unfolding around us, as well as on how that story was itself changing and reshaping us.

My goal here is to tell the story of women and the 2008 presidential election, though not exactly the stories of the key women themselves. There are far better political reporters than I who have already begun to fill in the details surrounding why Hillary Clinton didn’t fire Mark Penn in January, why Michelle Obama thought it was a good idea to be honest about everything, why Sarah Palin didn’t just admit that she read the New York Times and move on. These women are at the heart of this tale, but insider campaign rehash is neither my talent nor my particular concern. The story I aim to tell is the one about the country and its culture, how we all reacted to the arrival of these surprising new figures on the presidential stage and what they showed us about how far we had come and how far we had yet to go.

Yes, there was misogyny, and I will describe some of it, but that is not the revelation of this book. To say that Hillary Clinton faced sexism is practically meaningless. She was the first woman in American history to get within spitting distance of a nomination for president; of course she faced sexism. It’s far more interesting to examine the sometimes unlikely directions from which that sexism sprang, as well as the racism and classism that were often in high relief and aimed at other candidates, and why the manifestations of these prejudices still surprised us.

How ready were American voters for these women, and how ready were the women themselves? How prepared was the media to talk about them? How prepared were their political parties? What did their presence teach us about America’s female voters—those who were hounded for supporting women candidates, those who were hounded for not doing so, those who reported on them and those who were still trying to sort out what feminism meant some ninety years after American women gained the right to vote?

In that last regard this book is not simply a narrative history but an argument, one that will not be popular with many who consider the 2008 presidential election as proof that feminism has failed. The political reporter Anne Kornblut has written that the contest was “a severe letdown, with damaging consequences” for women, and that it “set back the cause of equality in the political sphere by decades.” And one particularly dour blogger proclaimed in the summer of 2009 that “2008 was when feminism, the women’s liberation movement, ended up crashing.” I believe the opposite, that this was the year—the years, really—in which what was once called the women’s liberation movement found thrilling new life.

The impulse to declare social movements dead is as old as social movements themselves; the term postfeminist was used as early as 1919, a year before women gained the right to vote. The movement to increase liberties for women survived its first obit but has never lacked for premature mourners, or for critics eager to hold its wake. When people spoke, as they often did, about the state of feminism during the 2008 election, they mostly fell into one of two camps. One asserted that the women’s movement of the 1970s was dead because its goals had been more than accomplished, and that modern women, no longer troubled by inequity, did not assign any larger symbolic value to the election of a female president. The other wailed at the expiration of a feminist dream, averring that the mixed fortunes of 2008’s political women were emblematic of the unabated subjugation of women, and that not only had we not come very far at all, baby, but that perhaps we had slid backward.

Reality lay somewhere between, but also well beyond, these two diagnoses. The notion that we live in a world in which gender inequity has been satisfactorily redressed is about as persuasive as the proposition that Barack Obama’s election proved that racism was a stage through which the country had successfully passed. But failing to recognize the vast distances women have traveled in the past half-century, let alone the past several centuries, was just as dishonest.

Progress does not happen in a straight line, as any historian of America’s founding and revolutionary rupture, the abolition and suffrage campaigns, and the social movements of the 1960s can attest. The path toward perfecting our union has long been marked by semicircles and switchbacks, regress, tragedy and surprising forward bounds. Small advances spark resistance, resistance that in return provokes propellant bursts of reactive fury. The 2008 presidential contest electrified and enraged, radicalized and engaged us; it opened old wounds, and in doing so created new investments in the struggle toward equality. It recharged conversations—some ugly, some hopeful—that were perhaps in danger of going unfinished. The events surrounding the election did not provide a static snapshot of where women or feminism or America was; the events themselves were formative, catalytic, changing the positions and shaping the consciousness of American women and men at every turn.

The campaigns of Hillary Clinton and Sarah Palin, flawed and unsuccessful though they may have been, the arrival of Michelle Obama on Pennsylvania Avenue, the cultural shifts and uncomfortable exchanges these women prompted, the eye-opening revelations about the progress of women in early twenty-first-century America were in fact the most rejuvenating things to happen to the feminist conversation in many, many decades. They created and nourished a new generation of politically engaged Americans and left us with a story worth telling, hopefully far into the future.

* * *

I am a feminist journalist allied neither with the generations of second-wave (or third-wave) activists that preceded me, nor with the online rabble of younger women who are revivifying and redefining the movement as I type. I was born in 1975 to a mother who taught me not by instruction but by example that it was not only possible for a woman to participate fully in academic, professional and economic spheres, but pretty much expected. She did not go to marches or talk to me about the patriarchy; her political activism had been forged during the civil rights movement and she spent more time telling me how she used to drive to Chicago to listen to Jesse Jackson preach on Sundays. An English professor, my mother worked throughout my childhood, but also did all the cooking, cleaning, laundry and child care in our house. My father believed fervently in the intellectual and political parity of women, but not so much in doing the dishes.

In adolescence I found a few friends with mothers whose consciousness had been raised more directly by the second wave; with them I attended the March for Women’s Lives in Washington in 1992; I wore pro-choice buttons on my coat. In college I studied eighteenth-century literature from a feminist perspective and listened to the Indigo Girls.

But having been a teenager in the backlash 1980s and 1990s, when even the girls at my crunchy Quaker high school prefaced their feminist observations with the defensive caveat “I’m not a feminist, but…” and having held my first journalism job at a gloriously musty boys’ club newspaper where any story pitch that smacked of gendered discontent would have been laughed out of the room, I assumed that although my interest in women’s issues might shape my personal life, it would not find a public, let alone professional outlet.

By the time the 2008 election season kicked off, I was not only earning my living writing about gender, but I was doing so in an atmosphere in which looking at the world from a feminist perspective had, improbably, become hot. When I was hired by Salon in 2003 it was as a staff writer for the “Life” section, a squishy category that included stories about relationships, sex, children, religion, health: girl stuff. A few of my early pieces touched on gender politics. To my surprise and that of my editors, these pieces generated attention, page views and lots of florid comments. I wrote more about feminism; the comments and traffic kept rolling in. And so I had a new beat, a lens through which I could examine politics, the media, entertainment, and social and sexual conventions.

My approach was not doctrinaire. After covering a thirtieth-anniversary discussion of Erica Jong’s Fear of Flying in 2003, I wrote a bratty review headlined “The Feminine Antiques.” I played with verboten words like battle-axe and bitch; I dubbed Florida politician Katherine Harris a “chad harpy” and Ann Coulter a “thin political pundit.” Fascinated by the often ham-handed attempts of second-wavers to make their movement meaningful to a younger generation, I wrote critically about the 2004 March for Women’s Lives in Washington, where older leaders of big feminist groups were unable or unwilling to engage the thousands of eager young women who had shown up to march with them, as well as about the troubled history and shaky future of the word feminism. While reporting a story about incorporating questions of morality into the abortion debate, a piece that questioned the bland language of “choice” to which a generation of activists clung, I found myself on the receiving end of a tirade from Feminist Majority Foundation president Eleanor Smeal; she screamed at me over the phone, asking why I would write something so superficial and divisive when women around the world were dying of fistula.

Women around the world were dying of fistula, but I didn’t believe that that should prevent young people from reassessing signifiers of what had become a badly dated movement. I didn’t want to water down feminism or sex it up or dumb it down or sell it out. But I did believe that in order to be taken seriously by serious young women, the conversation had to be drained of some of its earnest piety. Talking about gender in the new millennium required us, I thought, to get over ourselves a little bit, to dispense with the sacred cows, to question power and cultivate new ideas and leaders.

My early tenure at Salon coincided with the development of a few online sites created by young women anxious to form a modern feminist community, women whose ideas echoed my own. The most prominent of these was Feministing, founded by a twenty-five-year-old Queens native, Jessica Valenti, who was busting her chops to reach people her age whom she believed were hungry for more coverage about women, power and politics. She was right. As the online world exploded in many directions, each month seemed to bring a new site with feminist content, with names like Feministe, Shakespeare’s Sister, Pandagon, Echidne of the Snakes, Angry Black Bitch, Angry Brown Butch, I Blame the Patriarchy, Writes Like She Talks, Majikthise, Pam’s House Blend, Shapely Prose, Racialicious, Brownfemipower, Bitch PhD, Feminist Law Professors and Womanist Musings. At various points there were about six publications calling themselves The F Word. My musty boys’ club newspaper hired a writer who began to cover business and media through an unapologetically feminist lens. In 2004 the Center for New Words hosted the Women, Action & the Media Conference for feminist journalists, which in its first year drew a hundred people, and five years later six hundred.

Funnily enough, as my youthful commentariat company got broader I found myself becoming a shade less irreverent toward my elders, nodding in agreement with some of the more traditionally old-school feminist figures, the ones whom younger activists sometimes railed against, among them Linda Hirshman and Leslie Bennetts, who exhorted wealthy, educated women to stop dropping out of the workforce to care for their kids, and Ariel Levy, a writer of my vintage whose book Female Chauvinist Pigs questioned the purported sexual empowerment of a “Girls Gone Wild” generation. In 2008 I gave an appreciative talk at the thirty-fifth-anniversary celebration of Erica Jong’s Fear of Flying.

That’s where I was when Hillary Clinton announced her campaign for the presidency: a feminist caught between old and new, senior and junior, retro and nouveau, wanting to poke my elders with a stick even as I found myself agreeing with them, and wanting to celebrate the achievements of my younger peers, even when I found some of their commentary short-sighted and overly self-celebratory.

The prospect of a Clinton candidacy was exciting to those of us who wrote about women and power, not least because it promised to be good copy: the story of a much loathed but highly competent woman boarding the presidential roller-coaster and making an unprecedented grab for the brass ring.

But I could not have predicted the kind of electoral rapture that was about to overtake us all. If I foresaw the fury Clinton would provoke, I had no idea of the loyalty she would rouse or the way her campaign would open so many eyes to the realities of sexism. I had no inkling that there would be both Obamas to consider, that the contest between two candidates vying to be the first woman or the first African American nominee would obsess the nation for the better part of a year. I could not have summoned Sarah Palin from my worst nightmare, nor imagined the way she would inspire women on the right to lay claim to what they saw as their share of the feminist legacy. I could never have guessed how many of the questions that bedeviled the feminist world—questions of generational difference, race, class, sex, sexism, abortion, choice, the place of feminism in a Democratic agenda and humor in a feminist agenda—would get so widely aired to an electorate that may never have considered these issues before.

Whether you were a devoted Hillaryite or a Feminist for Barack, a Republican who wore a “Kiss My Lipstick!” button or a self-identified patriot who could not believe that Michelle Obama wouldn’t be proud of her country, you were thinking about women and power and perception. If you put an “I Wish Hillary Had Married O.J.” bumper sticker on your car or wore a “Sarah Palin Is a Cunt” T-shirt, you were broadcasting messages about gender. If you hugged Michelle in a church basement in Indiana, lined up for a Palin rally in Pennsylvania, voted for Hillary in Guam; if you loved Rachel Maddow’s commentary about the election or thought that Chris Matthews was kind of a prick; if you cheered when Campbell Brown defended Palin’s expensive wardrobe or snarfed your beer when Samantha Bee forced Republican conventioneers to describe Bristol Palin’s decision to keep her baby as a “choice”; if you were a young progressive guy who wished the Hillary supporters would shut up, a Hillary supporter who wished the PUMAs would go away or a PUMA who wished that everyone would just choke on it already, then you were talking and thinking about and making women’s history in America.



1 HILLARY IS US

IT’S EASY TO forget that at the start it was feminists who weren’t wild about Hillary Clinton.

I don’t mean at the start of Hillary. Back in 1993, when she marched into the White House with her ill-tended hair, barren cookie trays and big ideas about health care, feminists thought her the bee’s knees, the elephant’s instep, the best thing to happen to the executive branch since Eleanor Roosevelt.

I’m talking about more than a decade later, when it was clear that Hillary was locked and loaded to do what Eleanor could not have done: she was the one who was going to make a go at the presidency, the one they’d been waiting for. You’d have thought that women who had dedicated their lives to improving professional and political prospects for themselves and their daughters would have been beside themselves at the prospect of a solid Democratic female presidential candidate. But the intervening thirteen years had made things between feminists and Hillary Clinton considerably more fraught.

In 2006 the country was fired up for midterms that would halt Republican control of Congress and bring us one election cycle closer to a new Democratic ticket. As the possibility that Clinton was going to jump into the 2008 presidential race became increasingly distinct, it often seemed as though feminists were more distraught about it than the right-wing louts who’d been pressing their “Iron My Shirt” shirts since 2001.

That spring I attended a benefit for the Women’s Campaign Forum, a nonpartisan organization dedicated to putting prochoice women in political office. It was a crowd of monied, Botoxed, electorally enthralled dames who, in the popular imagination of the time, should have had “Hillary ’08” mown into their Hamptons house topiary, if not their bikini lines. But on that night, a few months before the election that would secure Clinton her second term as the junior senator from New York, discussion of her future beyond New York was as cool as the evening breeze. “I like her a lot more than my wife does!” an affable WCF supporter was telling me, mock sotto voce. His wife heard him and sidled up, eyeballing my reporter’s notepad. “We both love Hillary,” the woman corrected with crisp dishonesty. “I just hope she can catch fire.”

It seemed a neat summation of how many politically engaged women were feeling about the woman poised to come closer than any before her to gaining Oval Office entrance. Clinton was on the brink, and though many of her would-be cheerleaders weren’t eager to say it out loud, they were secretly hoping she would just catch fire. Literally.

Though it is often cited as the period during which Clinton’s self-assuredness created the resentments that would later provoke lusty axe wielding, it remains remarkable, miraculous really, that there was a span of months, nestled between two centuries of uninterrupted white male presidential power and one long Democratic primary tussle, during which the nomination of Hillary Rodham Clinton to the Democratic ticket seemed inevitable. Not just possible or probable: inevitable. One of the strangest things about this moment, for which Clinton would pay dearly, was that when her victory was presumptive many American feminists did not cheer her on, but shrugged their shoulders, curled their lips in distaste, or simply kept their distance.

* * *

In my years writing for Salon I had witnessed the feminist hunger for a female president when it was still comparatively abstract. In 2005 I covered a premiere party for Commander in Chief, the short-lived network television show in which Geena Davis played the president. The program was a cliché-studded mess, chock-full of menopause jokes and aphorisms most frequently found in forwarded emails. (“If Moses had been a woman leading the Jews in the desert, she’d have stopped and asked for directions. They’d have been in Israel in a week!”) The party for the show, hosted by the White House Project at Caroline’s Comedy Club, left no Girl Power signifier unturned; chocolate bars were handed out while Shania Twain’s “Man! I Feel Like a Woman!” played. The hokeyness of the affair made it all the more embarrassing that, at the moment in the otherwise dreadful pilot when the heroine entered the House Chamber to the familiar words “Mr. Speaker, the President of the United States” and the imposing Geena Davis—Thelma!—walked through the door, an unironic chill shot through the crowd.

Looking around at the gathering of mostly over-fifty women, some of whom had begun to sniffle, it dawned on me that some probably hadn’t been sure they’d live long enough to see this, even on television. Gloria Steinem confirmed this realization later in the evening, when she took the stage and asserted, “One of the advantages of being an old person is that you see how far we’ve come.” Steinem also hit on the thing that gave the evening its undeniable frisson: part of what made this silly program moving was the unspoken awareness that women were, for the first time, within striking distance. “We are so ready,” Steinem told the crowd.

A year and a half later it was clear that although feminists may have been ready for the idea of a female president, they were not so ready for the candidate who was actually going to run. Even Steinem wasn’t exactly throwing herself behind Clinton. In early 2007 she announced in a New York Times op-ed that she was supporting both Clinton and her newly hatched competitor, Barack Obama. The op-ed was very warm toward Clinton, but not a ringing endorsement. Far more damning were critics like Susan Douglas, who described the mood in a piece for In These Times: “We sat around the dinner table, a group of 50-something progressive feminists, talking to a friend from England about presidential politics. We were all for Hillary, weren’t we, he asked. Hillary? We hated Hillary. He was taken aback. Weren’t we her base? Wasn’t she one of us? Why did we hate Hillary?”

Why did they hate Hillary? How had the candidate contracted this social disease, and why was it manifesting symptoms at such a crucial historical moment?

Perhaps women demanded authenticity from Clinton in a way that they might not have in another candidate, male or female. Ann Douglas, a Columbia University cultural historian who had profiled Clinton for Vogue in 1998, told me in 2006 that because of Hillary’s long time in the public eye and her history as a flashpoint for issues political and personal, women saw—or more to the point, didn’t see—in her what they wanted to see in themselves. She referred to an old Tony Curtis anecdote about a fan who approached him and asked, “Are you who I think I am?” It was the same with Clinton, Douglas said. “We say, ‘I want her to hold up my own ideals of myself. I want her to be who I think I am.’”

Here was a woman who had been vastly overqualified for the traditional role of first lady, making feminist fantasy flesh by attempting a return to the White House as president. She wasn’t the kind of woman you’d have guessed might be the first, some shellacked Republican whose politics made Margaret Thatcher look like Barbara Jordan. No, Clinton was a Democrat, with a lifetime of advocating on behalf of children’s welfare, women’s equality and universal health care; she was a woman whom her spirited conservative detractors had made the standard-bearer for feminism. To hear right-wing men tell the story, left-leaning women were already running through the streets, burning Bella Abzug’s bra in ecstasy!

But they were not. By 2006 the discontent that some establishment feminists felt about Clinton’s impending run had become the undercurrent of many political conversations. At a September awards reception for the Center for the Advancement of Women, I asked a smiling Jane Fonda what she thought of the idea of Hillary running for president. Fonda tensed; her grin faded. It was a celebratory, lady-happy night at the Waldorf Astoria; later the Washington comedy troupe The Capitol Steps would perform a My Fair Lady parody called “Wouldn’t It Be Hillary?” Here were all these women celebrating advancement. And here was this unpleasant question. “I don’t put so much importance on candidates,” Fonda said, though two days later she would travel to Sweden to stump for female parliamentary contenders. “I want to spend my time and energy getting women to the polls. I would never vote for a candidate just because she was a woman, because we have had plenty of female presidents and prime ministers where I would rather have had a male feminist.” A few months later Fonda would refine this point in an interview with LA Weekly, allowing, “It may be that a feminist, progressive man would do better in the White House than a ventriloquist for the patriarchy with a skirt and a vagina.” (She later insisted that she hadn’t been referring to Hillary specifically.)

* * *

When America first met her in 1992 Hillary Rodham Clinton looked like what she was: a working mother. She had recently chucked her Coke-bottle glasses but still sported headbands and weird amounts of ineptly applied makeup. Why should it have been otherwise? Clinton was a busy woman when her husband ran for president. Mind-bogglingly she would be the first first lady in American history to have maintained a full-time career outside her husband’s political life prior to his presidency. In short, Clinton was the first candidate for the job of first lady to have a life that reflected post-second-wave America and the many working women who made their careers and raised their families here.

“I suppose I could have stayed home and baked cookies and had teas, but what I decided to do was fulfill my profession, which I entered before my husband was in public life,” she famously said. She was responding to reporters at a Chicago diner who pressed her about Jerry Brown’s charges that her law profits conflicted with her husband’s political career. Her penitent follow-up was never as widely remembered. “I’m a big believer in women making the choices that are right for them,” she told the reporters who’d been herded out of the diner as soon as she dropped the cookie bomb. “The work that I have done as a professional, as a public advocate, has been aimed at trying to assure that women can make the choices they should make—whether it’s full-time career, full-time motherhood, or some combination.… [That] is a generational change.”

Amy Wilentz wrote about that famous remark, “What’s wrong with baking cookies, Hillary, huh? Are you too good for that? But she did think she was too good for that, and so did hundreds of thousands of us. We were made for things that were better than baking.” Hillary’s statement wasn’t radical for a certain class of professional women who had built careers in the 1970s and 1980s. But it was radical to hear it expressed by a woman whose task it was to win the hearts of American voters, some of whom had not yet adjusted to the idea of a woman who didn’t consider tending home and hearth her highest calling.

“I got hundreds of letters about ‘cookies and tea,’” Clinton wrote in her memoir, Living History. “One letter referred to me as the Antichrist, and another said I was an insult to American motherhood.” Clinton understood her position: “While Bill talked about social change, I embodied it. I had my own opinions, interests and profession. For better or worse, I was outspoken. I represented a fundamental change in the way women functioned in our society.” Alluding to the many times during that 1992 campaign that she was called a Rorschach test for the American people, Clinton maintained that neither the devotion nor the virulent rage she inspired was about her, but rather was about the still recent rupture in the American social fabric that she represented: “I had been turned into a symbol for women of my generation.”

Everyone soon learned that Clinton had not changed her name after marrying her big-pawed law school swain, at least not until 1982, when advisors determined that her refusal to add her husband’s last name to her own had cost Bill Clinton his second term in the Arkansas governor’s mansion two years earlier. The sacrifice of her maiden name in the interest of her husband’s political future always seemed to me to shed valuable light on Hillary and what she would eventually become. Whenever people claimed that she was a born shape-shifter, that political chameleonism was written into her genetic code, I would think of that last name and her protracted insistence on keeping it independent. She hadn’t wanted to be Hillary Clinton; she wanted to be Hillary Rodham. When faced with the assertion that doing it her way would result in her husband’s loss, or at least blame for her husband’s loss, she made the change. But it was a compromise, not a concession: she became Hillary Rodham Clinton. The question of her name would return, and on the campaign trail in 1992 it forced her to begin to grasp that although she “had worked full-time during [her] marriage to Bill and valued the independence and identity that work provided,” she was now “solely ‘the wife of,’ an odd experience.” Clinton described opening a box of stationery she’d ordered; embossed across the top was “Hillary Clinton.” “Evidently someone on Bill’s staff decided that it was more politically expedient to drop ‘Rodham,’ as if it were no longer part of my identity,” she wrote, adding that she quickly ordered new stationery. But by that point, hers was a lost name.

There were still plenty of ways Clinton asserted her independence from hoary femme couverte practices, including her 1992 campaign trail claim, “[I’m not] some little woman standing by my man like Tammy Wynette.” This was a gutsy thing to say. The fury with which the comment was greeted reflected a country unused to the idea that women are not obligated to stay in bad marriages and support their mates. It was the kind of statement that made millions of women, who may never before have identified with a political wife, look up at the television and take notice.

To many of those women Hillary Clinton was the real deal: smart and driven, with good politics. A Goldwater Republican kid who’d turned left at Wellesley, she gave a graduation speech so feisty that she received a seven-minute standing ovation and was featured in Life magazine as a student leader. She went to Yale Law School and worked for abused kids at Yale-New Haven Hospital, did research related to Walter Mondale’s senate investigation into the treatment of migrant workers, and campaigned for George McGovern in Texas. She spent a summer working for the radical lawyer Robert Treuhaft, monitored the Black Panther trials for civil rights abuses and was one of a handful of young women on the impeachment inquiry staff that advised the House Judiciary Committee during its Watergate investigation. Clinton specialized in children’s rights and in 1974 famously compared kids’ legal rights to other unjust “dependency relationships,” citing “marriage, slavery and the Indian reservation system.” She would later be raked over the coals for aligning the institutions of marriage and slavery, but her point was legally and historically dead-on. Clinton was a rigorous social and political thinker.

In 1974 she made the loaded choice to give up her promising career in Washington to follow her boyfriend back to his Arkansas home, where he was planning to run for the U.S. House of Representatives. Her friend Sara Ehrman recalled the road trip the two women took together from Washington to Arkansas, during which Ehrman tried to persuade Hillary that she was making a terrible error; when they entered Fayetteville, Arkansas, they saw football fans hanging from lampposts making Razorback hog calls. A Washington Post Magazine piece from 1999 described Ehrman’s realization “that her beloved Hillary Rodham, her high-powered hope for the future, was about to settle in a town full of frat boys wearing pig hats.” “That,” Ehrman told the Post, “is when I started to cry.”

Clinton found a way not only to live her life in Arkansas, but to make herself heard over the “Woo Pig Sooie!” chorus. She became the second female faculty member at the law school of the University of Arkansas at Fayetteville. She cofounded Arkansas Advocates for Children and Families and was appointed by Jimmy Carter to the board of directors for the Legal Services Corporation, which she was the first woman to chair. Garry Wills would write in 1992 that Hillary Rodham was “one of the more important scholar-activists of the last two decades.” As the first female partner at the Rose Law Firm in the years preceding her husband’s run for the presidency she was twice rated one of America’s most influential lawyers by the National Law Journal. Chelsea Clinton was born in 1980, and Hillary scored an Arkansas Mother of the Year award in 1984, an honor that might have surprised those who deemed her the cookie-eschewing Antichrist eight years later.

Hillary Rodham Clinton was a boomer lady of the left, successfully balancing work and life, and many women just plain admired her. As the late great columnist Molly Ivins joked when Bill Clinton was traversing the campaign trail in May 1992, “What this country needs is a candidate half as good as his wife.” The filmmaker and feminist writer Nora Ephron, who had covered the nomination of Shirley Chisholm for president in 1972 and had attended Wellesley a few years before Hillary, marveled to Newsday in 1993, “Did you ever think that anybody like us would be in that job?… She has a career and a child and a husband, and she’s doing it.” In the same interview Ephron said, “I love her so completely that, honestly, she would have to burn down the White House before I would say anything bad about her.”

Hillary didn’t burn down the White House, though tabloids claimed that she broke a lamp or two in fights with her husband. But her tenure on Pennsylvania Avenue did not seal her place in the hearts of the American public. People who liked her liked her a lot. When she entered the White House her favorability ratings were higher than those of either Laura or Barbara Bush. But those who didn’t like her really hated her. Bill Clinton had crowed about giving the nation a “two for the price of one” presidency, but the nation was not grateful. For those women who saw in Hillary a reflection of their own values and achievements, it was startling to witness the contempt that she inspired.

The hammering of Hillary was unrelenting. She was a bitch, a witch; she had big thighs, fat ankles. She was Shillary, Shrillary, Hellary Rotten Clinton. Together she and her husband were “Billary.” Republicans sifted through her every business deal, tried to nail her on Whitewater and tie her to the death of deputy White House counsel Vince Foster. She was mocked bitterly after reports that she was having imaginary conversations with the spirit of Eleanor Roosevelt. By 1996 Nora Ephron was telling a graduating class at Wellesley, “Don’t underestimate how much antagonism there is toward women and how many people wish we could turn the clock back.… Understand: every attack on Hillary Clinton for not knowing her place is an attack on you.”

What juiced many of the most damaging early attacks on Hillary was her role in the failed effort to pass a well-intentioned and dismally received plan for universal health care. She and her husband, like many before them, understood that America’s health care system was broken and needed to be rebuilt. Just after taking office in 1993, Bill announced that Hillary, who had led a successful effort to reform Arkansas’s education system, would lead a task force to overhaul the national health system. Although her appointment provoked some early grumbling, her work initially earned positive reviews. Her lengthy testimony before five congressional committees in September 1993, weeks before the legislation was formally presented to Congress, was widely hailed as brilliant, though she would later write that she suspected the accolades were the product of “talking dog syndrome,” a riff on Samuel Johnson’s comment that a woman preaching was like a dog walking on its hind legs. “Some people are still amazed that any woman… can hold her own under pressure and be articulate and knowledgeable,” Clinton wrote. “The dog can talk!”

Regardless, Hillary’s barking testimony was soon forgotten; the Health Security Act was a political disaster. The reasons for Clinton’s health care belly flop were varied and depended on who you asked. Many felt that the complex plan reached too far and too left, pushing for limits on spending and coverage requirements that the public and business employers were not ready to accept. Republicans knew that they could not afford to let health care pass and hand middle-class voters to the Democrats for generations; Republican strategist Bill Kristol had told them as much in a memo that urged them to kill the bill in any form. Both Clintons suffered from a hunted-animal, anti-Beltway complex; their early work on health care was done mostly in secret with their friend and business consultant Ira Magaziner, who did not have many Washington ties. By the time the Clintons trotted out the package they had a Congress full of Democrats who had been rubbed the wrong way and Republicans ready to pounce. Some have reported that it was Hillary’s unwillingness to sacrifice the “universal” aspect of her plan, even when her husband was open to doing so, that helped seal the project’s fate. Others, such as former White House senior health policy advisor Paul Starr, who worked under Magaziner, have written that Hillary’s role in the plan’s drafting was never as great as her husband, or history, led us to believe. But it didn’t matter; she was too enticing a target for Republicans to resist. The plan was promptly dubbed “Hillarycare,” linking her name with policy debacle, and its failure helped provide some of the fuel her husband’s opponents needed to retake Congress in 1994, under the leadership of Newt Gingrich. Hillary’s history-making role in the West Wing had been a fiasco.

She wasn’t completely abashed. In 1995 she went to the United Nations Fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing and made the mundane but revolutionary statement that “Women’s rights are human rights.” At home she partnered with Janet Reno to support the creation of the Violence Against Women Office at the Department of Justice and told the United Nations in 1997, “In too many places, the suffering of women is defined as trivial, explained away as a cultural phenomenon; perhaps it is for this reason that women do not receive proper healthcare, including access to family planning.” In a 1999 speech about pay equity she observed, “We know that women who walk into the grocery store are not asked to pay 25 percent less for milk.… It’s not just a gap in wages, it’s a gap in our nation’s principles and promises.”

But she did begin to tone it down, to smooth the unruly spikes of her personality. The hair, the makeup, the clothing: they all got fixed, patted down into some inoffensive template of first lady presentability. She also began to tame some of her political cowlicks, minimizing her role in her husband’s administration and fulfilling more pro forma first lady obligations. (See Dear Socks, Dear Buddy: Kids’ Letters to the First Pets, Hillary Rodham Clinton, Simon & Schuster, 1998.) Deducing that she was perhaps too much, too soon for the United States, Clinton took her show on the road, focusing on areas in Africa, Asia and the Middle East where she could talk about women’s rights, child welfare and health care, often taking teenage Chelsea with her.

Clinton was seeking a middle path, where she could be heard and not reviled. But some of the directions in which she was willing to bend frustrated even her most devoted supporters. Gloria Feldt, who was president of the Planned Parenthood Federation of America during the second half of the Clinton administration and who would eventually become one of Hillary’s most dedicated backers for the presidency, conceded retrospectively that at the start of Clinton’s 2008 campaign she was unsure whether or not to support her. “I had had my ups and downs with her,” said Feldt. “Knowing where her heart was, knowing where her intellectual understanding of things was. There were just so many times that she tried to appease people who would never be appeased anyway.” Appeasing was a habit Clinton shared with her husband, a president whose hope-infused victory had filled the heads of his Democratic supporters with dreams of an energetic and progressive America, and then woke them rudely with “don’t ask, don’t tell,” welfare reform, NAFTA and a second term lost to a blow job and a thong. For Hillary’s army of early female adherents the let-downs were hard to take.

Feldt had been in Beijing for the women’s conference. “I was in the room when she made that speech,” she said, “and I was totally taken with her at that point.” But when it came to reproductive rights in the Clinton White House, Hillary was best known as the rumored architect of Bill Clinton’s famous assertion, anathema to pro-choice activists, that abortion should be “safe, legal, and rare,” a formulation that cast abortion not as an integral component of women’s rights and health, but as a regrettable last resort. In 2006 one of Feldt’s predecessors at Planned Parenthood and later the head of the Center for the Advancement of Women, Faye Wattleton, told me with deliberate care that she hoped that as a presidential candidate Clinton would advance the notion that “unintended pregnancy should be rare and that abortion should be safe and legal.”

As a team, the Clintons had often forced feminists to bob and weave. How many foreheads hit the desks at the National Organization for Women and the Feminist Majority when, less than three years after hammering the term sexual harassment into the American lexicon with their vocal support of Anita Hill’s claims against Clarence Thomas, these organizations were being called on to respond to Paula Jones’s accusations that Bill Clinton, the Democratic president supposed to be on their side, had committed the very same offense against her?

Feldt remembered with some horror the twenty-fifth anniversary of Roe v. Wade in 1998, which women’s groups were marking together in a show of solidarity. Tipper Gore was scheduled to speak at a brunch for which President Clinton had been persuaded to make a video. In that video, recalled Feldt, Bill Clinton “was literally speaking from the playbook about the importance of family planning, connecting it to women’s abilities to live their lives and be free. It was magnificent.” At eleven thirty the night before the party someone called Feldt to say that Gore had the flu. “I knew something was wrong,” Feldt said. At six the next morning she turned on the news, “and there was Monica.” The video of Bill Clinton talking about family planning was never shown. “It was just devastating,” said Feldt, “and kind of a metaphor for how the Clinton administration was for reproductive rights: your friends can do you in faster than your enemies.”

* * *

It was fallout from the Lewinsky scandal that did Hillary in with some feminists, at the same time that it made her history-making future a possibility. Throughout the endless rehash of White House intern Monica Lewinsky’s relations with her husband, Hillary Clinton allowed the president to play her for a fool. She attacked the media for their prurience, described a vast right-wing conspiracy, stood by her man. She did not do what many women yearned for her to do: throw him out. In 2009 Gloria Steinem wondered if some of those women weren’t angry at their own husbands, yearning for Hillary to be the better versions of themselves. “They wanted her to punish Bill on their behalf,” she said, “in the way that they were unable to punish their own husbands.” Some of them simply wanted her to put her money where that anti-Wynette mouth had been; some perceived a more complex feminist betrayal. Melissa Harris-Lacewell, a professor of politics and African American studies at Princeton, told me in 2009 that she thought Clinton made “an appalling choice as a feminist—not that she stayed with her husband, but that she did not speak out in defense of a barely-older-than-teenage girl who was harassed by her husband.… And then she used that experience to create sympathy for herself.”

Suddenly Clinton was more palatable to those Americans who had previously despised her. What had made her so unlikable for so long was her power, but it turned out that she hadn’t had any power over her partner’s itinerant pecker. For some it was comforting to see mighty Hillary brought low; for others the scandal provided an antifeminist moral about professional women unable to keep their men satisfied. Some argued that America just prefers its women prostrate and suffering. Whatever the explanation, the Lewinsky scandal made people who had always hated Hillary love her, which made the people who had always loved her nuts.

Some steadfast Hillary defenders, such as Ann Douglas, tried to put a positive spin on the situation, arguing that Clinton’s refusal to defenestrate Bill was a rejection of the Victorian notion that “women’s real business was punishing masculine immorality” and a sign that she had more important things to do than fret over her horn-dog husband. But this was the kind of rhetorical high-wire act that feminists had been performing on behalf of the Clintons for years, and it was frankly exhausting. Especially when Hillary was watching her own approval ratings skyrocket and pursuing a spot in the Senate. All it took was a little martyrdom and a lot of humiliation to make the widely loathed Clinton politically viable herself. According to the columnist Maureen Dowd, the equation was depressingly direct: “She couldn’t move up until she was pushed down.” Suddenly it looked like Hillary’s political boost had been leveraged by her husband’s presidency, and by its damaging scandal, rather than by her own dynamism, calling into question the notion of her feminist accomplishment and offering instead the distinctly unprogressive whiff of dynastic privilege.

In January 2001, before her husband had even vacated the White House, Hillary Rodham Clinton was sworn in as the junior senator from New York, a state in which she had resided for just one year.

* * *

As she set about becoming the most popular girl on the Senate floor, Clinton was buoyed by startlingly high approval ratings and buzz about where her political career might go next. It went directly toward the center. Clinton’s youthful work on behalf of migrant workers was replaced by her assertion on the radio in 2003 that she was “adamantly against illegal immigrants.” Where she once fell on the sword of universal health care she now partnered on a health care compromise with Newt Gingrich himself. Where she once advocated passionately on behalf of children’s rights she now pressed the reactionary Family Entertainment Protection Act, ostensibly protecting hapless kids from the dangerous effects of video games. Her positions shifted rapidly. She bid adieu to her longtime support of Palestine with a final wanton embrace of Suha Arafat in 1999. In its place was an unctuous devotion to Israel, embodied by the introduction of one of those convenient lost Jewish relatives. In 2005 she cosponsored a bill to ban flag burning.

After the 2004 election Clinton gave reproductive rights leaders worse heartburn than ever by joining the herd of Democrats distancing themselves from the pro-choice plank in the Democratic platform. Calling abortion a “sad, even tragic choice” for some, she told an Albany audience of family planning activists in January 2005, “I, for one, respect those who believe with all their hearts and conscience that there are no circumstances under which any abortion should ever be available.” In the same speech she urged activists to shift their emphasis from abortion to prevention. “She’s telling the people who invented prevention that they should get involved in prevention,” Gloria Feldt said of the speech in 2009. “Honest to god!”

These gaffes were no longer the kind you could forgive or cheer, all knees and elbows and Tammy Wynette. They seemed not to be gaffes at all, but a preemptive shedding of her enlightened, liberal, populist impulses in favor of centrist agreeability. Clinton’s political contortions radiated not independence or even a grim fuck-you attitude toward patriarchal, conventional wisdom, but a surrender to that wisdom. Unfortunately she had little of the ambrosial panache that her husband deployed to distract from his own obsession with likability. In January 2006, speaking at a black Baptist church, Hillary compared the House of Representatives to a plantation, adding with tone-deaf infelicity, “And you know what I’m talking about.”

Most egregious for progressives, of course, was that not only had Clinton voted to authorize the use of force in Iraq, but she steadfastly refused to apologize for her vote and was late in condemning George W. Bush and his administration for taking the nation into a conflict as misguided as any since Vietnam, the war that had so obsessed her in her college years. Clinton voted for the Patriot Act, a bill that stripped away the kinds of civil liberties she had been so keen to protect as a law student. She resisted the idea of designing a timetable for troop withdrawal. She voted to categorize the Iranian Revolutionary Guard as a terrorist organization. She played it both ways in a crucial Connecticut senate race, backing her buddy Joe Lieberman in the primary and later lending his opponent, Ned Lamont, her communications director Howard Wolfson.

The galling thing was that it worked. Many predicted that Clinton would be a pariah in the Senate: an entitled, carpetbagging celebrity, a health care vampire whom no self-respecting moderate would come near without a garlic necklace and whom hard-right Mississippi Republican Trent Lott had publicly speculated might be struck by lightning before she set foot in the Capitol rotunda. Six years later Clinton and Lott were introducing legislation together.

In certain unexpected Washington venues Clinton went over like gangbusters. She became the first New York senator to sit on the Armed Services Committee. In New York she applied workmanlike hustle to addressing issues faced by her rural, conservative, upstate constituents. Her approval ratings in the state remained high, and she won reelection without breaking a sweat.

A cover story about Clinton in the Atlantic Monthly in 2006 opened with a scene from a 2001 Washington prayer breakfast, where she had become a regular as soon as she’d joined the Senate, during which anti-abortion, antigay Kansas Republican Sam Brownback asked her forgiveness for having hated her in the past. She and Brownback went on to cosponsor a bill calling for a study of violent television shows and video games. It was her willingness to play well with others, not simply by compromising with them politically, but by sitting respectfully at their knee, abiding by the hidebound traditions of seniority and spectacle that had long supported the Senate power structure, that paved her path to popularity.

As Joshua Green reported in his Atlantic piece, upon her arrival on the Hill, Clinton sought counsel from Robert Byrd, the aged West Virginia senator who had been in Congress for more than four decades and who had played a major part in blocking her health care plan seven years earlier. She asked him to lead classes for freshman senators on parliamentary rules and procedures. She brought her mother to meet him. Byrd told Green in 2006, “I guess I’m blowing myself up a little… but I think of her as a pupil of mine.” Green reported that many prominent Republicans, including foresworn Clinton foes Gingrich and South Carolina Senator Lindsey Graham, warmed to Clinton in similar ways, and colleagues offered glowing reports of her willingness to move aside deferentially in photographs and to pour coffee for her (mostly male) colleagues, who approved of her efforts to be “a workhorse, not a show horse.”

Clinton’s curtseying was partly simple professionalism. Her reputation for being strident and chilly had been born mostly of sexist assumptions about powerful femininity, not reality. Expectations were upended easily when her archest of enemies actually worked with the woman most people agree is funny, warm, diligent and immensely likable in person. Clinton got major traction from a story about a trip to Estonia, during which she and John McCain threw back shots of vodka in a drinking contest. McCain told the Atlantic, “She can really hold her liquor.”

Clinton was benefiting from the reverse of her “talking dog” formulation. The very fact that she was polite and civilized, that she was even kind of fun, was enough to impress her conservative male colleagues. The talking dog could heel! But the success of her ego-stroking strategy provided a disheartening lesson about how easily a powerful woman can change the minds of men if only she’s willing to conform to power models that reassure rather than threaten them. Clinton was willing to do it, mirroring the process of abasement she underwent during the Lewinsky nightmare, to get what she needed. It was great for her presidential prospects, this comforting of feminist-frightened conservatives who had made her destruction their goal in the early 1990s. But it didn’t put a spring in the step of the women who should have been her base, the ones whose initial admiration had been won by her refusal to kowtow to assholes.

Through an orchestrated willingness to manipulate parts of her belief system, Hillary Clinton became the world’s most unlikely poster child for bipartisan cooperation and presidential potential. In the process she alienated many of the people who should have been cheering her on. She had become a one-size-fits-all likability machine who, in the minds of her detractors—the ones who used to be her supporters—would suck up to the bad guys, juggling freedom and flag burning if it meant winning the talent show.

* * *

This was the baggage weighing down those American women who had worked their whole lives to amend the single-sex history of the U.S. presidency but who no longer saw themselves or their political beliefs reflected in Hillary Clinton. As they headed into the 2008 presidential cycle they struggled with the question of whether to turn their backs on the disillusionment that was Clinton, or whether the rare, flawed opportunity she presented them was a better shot at progress than no shot at all.

Thirteen years after wishing in print that it were Clinton, and not her husband, battling for the White House in 1992, Molly Ivins wrote a column titled “I Will Not Support Hillary Clinton for President.” “Sen. Clinton is apparently incapable of taking a clear stand on the war in Iraq, and that alone is enough to disqualify her,” Ivins wrote. “Her failure to speak out on Terri Schiavo [an autonomic patient at the center of a political battle over the removal of her feeding tube], not to mention that gross pandering on flag-burning, are just contemptible little dodges.” Ivins would not live to see Clinton compete in the primaries. Nora Ephron, who had sworn that Clinton would have to burn down the White House in order to earn her ire, wrote in 2006 that Clinton had “as much authenticity as Naugahyde.”

The Pulitzer Prize–winning journalist Margo Jefferson recalled listening to Clinton’s attempts to distance herself from feminist politics, even while counting on the support of feminists, and thinking, “‘Bullshit! We’re all feminists. What the hell are you talking about?’ This would drive me mad. It enraged me. She seemed to have this way—all politicians do it, but I wanted more from her—of taking advantage with one group of being the embattled, patronized, terribly intelligent and competent woman, and with another group, being the loyal partner and wife. I found this very galling.”

It seemed as if the strength of identification, idealization and self-idealization that many feminists had first directed at Clinton amplified the degree of discontent they felt as she developed as a political animal. Medea Benjamin, cofounder of the feminist pacifist group Code Pink, told the Nation that the group’s anti-Hillary stance was born of the fact that people “expect more of a woman.” Susan Douglas, who wrote that all her feminist friends hated Clinton, went on to point out, “We don’t want the first female president to be Joe Lieberman in drag.… We expect something better.” The actress and activist Susan Sarandon flayed Clinton as “a great disappointment.” “[She is] not worse than other politicians,” Sarandon said, “but I hoped she would be better.”

So that was it, in part: women hoped she would be better. Perhaps her failure to hold fast her positions through political gales made them doubt their own strength. Or maybe it just made them sad, the recognition that someone so like them could never have gotten as far as someone who was willing to become unlike them.

The tragedy of stratospheric hopes destined to go unmet was one that no one would have understood better than a young Hillary Rodham. As she told her Wellesley classmates almost four decades before she ran for president, “We arrived not yet knowing what was not possible. Consequently, we expected a lot.” She was referring to the high-minded dreams of young women who had come of age in a time when people walked on the moon, joined the Peace Corps, led the civil rights movement. But when these young women arrived at buttoned-down Wellesley, she said, they found “a gap between expectation and realities.” What she argued for, even as a disruptive liberal student, was a kind of compromise: although Wellesley’s strictures inhibited the progressive ambitions of its students, they would not abandon the school, but try to change it as best they could from within.

There were many who didn’t question Clinton’s slip-’n’-slide centrism, but appreciated it as her political career progressed. One was her longtime supporter and friend Ellen Chesler, who told me in 2006 that Clinton “has clearly shown herself to be a candidate who can carry the banner of women without making it offensive.” This jibed with an anecdote reported by Joshua Green in the Atlantic. Many right-wing women on the Hill, he noted, had at first dutifully despised Clinton. “But many eventually went on to confess a grudging admiration for her, for reasons that initially struck me as bizarre. ‘She wore slacks to her swearing-in ceremony,’” wrote Green, recounting the reaction of one Republican staffer. “‘I mean, you just don’t do that in the Senate.’” The staffer’s point “was that Clinton has flourished in the male-dominated milieu without making the normal concessions demanded of women, and has done so—this is important if you’re a Republican—without making a big feminist stink about it.”

But—and this was important if you weren’t a Republican—feminist victory was supposed to involve offense and stink making, wasn’t it? As Anna Quindlen wrote, “The fantasy was that the first woman President would be someone who would turn the whole lousy system inside out and upside down. Instead the first significant woman contender is someone who seems to have the system down to a fine art.” Then again, no true agitator would ever have made it as far as Clinton had. That, as Quindlen herself called it, was fantasy, not American reality. For some Clinton defenders it was time to dig in, butch up and stop being so damn picky. “The days of believing in any leader with your whole heart are over,” the literary agent Sarah Burnes told me in 2006, fuming about liberal women who were turning up their noses at Hillary. Burnes suggested that it was “a political responsibility” for left-leaning women to support Clinton and stop wringing their hands about the authenticity of her feminism.

As she warmed up for her White House bid, Clinton regained some political ground with reproductive rights activists by pushing over-the-counter emergency contraception Plan B through the glutinous bureaucracy at the FDA. In the fall of 2006 she appeased some who had been disgusted by her refusal to support gay marriage by signing on to a bill that would provide insurance benefits for same-sex partners. These moves—late and somewhat limp, but good for women, good for underrepresented Americans, good for civil liberties—appeared to encompass the best of what Hillary Clinton had to offer the American left going into a presidential election: unreliable but intermittently effective action on behalf of the good guys.

“I see enormous progress right now,” Faye Wattleton told me after expressing her hesitation about Clinton’s abortion waffling. “We are a long way from Pat Schroeder, who was run off in tears because of pressure and ridicule.” Schroeder, the former congresswoman from Colorado who had attempted a run for the presidency in 1987, was far from ambivalent; in 2006 she told me that she was delighted at the prospect of a run by Clinton, or even Republican Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice. Schroeder believed it was time to storm the White House bearing the slogan “We couldn’t mess it up any more!” She understood better than anyone that women were a lot closer to the executive branch of government than they’d ever been. To her that was good news. But to others it meant the blighted prospect of Clintonian compromise.

By the time Clinton entered true front-runner territory for the nomination, some doubters, such as Feldt, were considering where they stood. “I still had reservations about her,” Feldt said retrospectively, “but from a philosophical position, I knew that she would be the person I would be supporting because I did not believe there would be another opportunity like this coming for quite a while.”

There had always been utopian visions of female leadership, perfect because they could not, until this point, have been real. There were the hopes, the dreams, the bumper stickers declaring that if women ran the world there’d be no war. But as Hillary Clinton became the first to close in on the fantasy, she was voting for wars and her journey was laying bare just how a woman’s position on the inside of the power structure could result in, or more chillingly, could be made possible only by a paralysis of political idealism. As Clinton’s longtime political advisor Ann Lewis told me in 2010, “There has always been a tension in the women’s movement between the extent to which you can get things done and the purity of your issues.” Lewis made reference to suffragist Carrie Chapman Catt, who as president of the National American Woman Suffrage Association supported Woodrow Wilson’s entry into World War I and was denounced by her pacifist colleagues, but whose actions allowed NAWSA to retain influence with the U.S. government, greasing the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment in 1919.

Clinton was forcing women to ask themselves, What did we have to give up to get inside? Did we have to bastardize our beliefs to do it? And were bastardized beliefs better than the alternative? If Clinton could balance her political ambitions with the principles that motivated her to invest in politics in the first place, then she still had something in common with feminists: they were balancing their ambitions for her, and themselves, with the ideals that first motivated them to invest in her.

* * *

I was not among those who had ever invested anything meaningful in Hillary Clinton going into election season. It’s not that I didn’t care about her at all. I was seventeen when Bill Clinton won the White House, and to my teenage mind he and his wife were superheroes. Too young to remember a Democratic president, I believed that the Clintons’ arrival in Washington was going to change everything: we were going to have a new New Deal; education was going to be reworked from the ground up; everyone would get health care. I cheered when Bill and Hillary got out of their car at the 1992 inauguration; they were going to govern us benevolently and brilliantly. I believed the Fleetwood Mac song: I didn’t stop thinking about tomorrow. I opened my eyes and looked at the day, and I saw things in a different way.
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“Certainly one of the things that’s changed about presidential elections
is the very existence of books like this one. Girls, these days, can not
only run for president, they can also brilliantly analyze presidential

campaigns, too.”—Maureen Corrigan, NPR’s Fresh Air
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