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Campaign encourages more women to enter politics

After three decades of gains, female representation in Congress falling

Brian Tumulty

January 31, 2012

WASHINGTON -- A group of women who lead a broad range of political advocacy groups have started a campaign that aims to double the number of women serving as governors and members of Congress in 10 years.

Members of the campaign, called Political Parity, say they were inspired to join because the number of women elected to Congress fell in 2010 for the first time, after three decades of continual progress.

That led the advocacy groups to try something different, according to Siobhan Bennett, president and CEO of the Women's Campaign Fund and the She Should Run program.

"Einstein once said that the definition of insanity was doing the same things over and over again and expecting different results," said Bennett, whose organization backs women candidates of both major parties who support abortion rights. "Working alone, nibbling at little corners of the massive societal problem of women's political under-representation, never has and never will solve this problem."

Founders of Political Parity said neither major political party has done enough to field women as candidates, so the campaign is working with women's groups to address the issue.

"This is a groundbreaking approach," said Kerry Healy, the Republican co-chairwoman of Political Parity and former lieutenant governor in Massachusetts under Mitt Romney.

Swanee Hunt, Political Parity's Democratic co-chairwoman, has pledged to donate $750,000 annually to support the 10-year campaign through the Massachusetts-based Hunt Alternatives Fund, a private foundation she heads that's dedicated to social change.

Political Parity won't endorse candidates, but the leaders participating in it predicted their women's organizations will make endorsements and donate campaign cash. They include Emily's List, which backs Democrats who support abortion rights, and the Republican Majority for Choice, which backs pro-choice Republicans.

Nonpartisan participants include representatives from the New York-based White House Project, which focuses on recruiting women candidates between 21 and 35.

Organizers of Political Parity see 2012 as an opportunity because voter turnout is higher in presidential election years and thus more favorable to women candidates. In addition, state legislators will redraw congressional district lines this year. That traditionally creates more open seats, giving women their best opportunity to win.

One of those rare open-seat elections occurred in May last year after Republican Rep. Chris Lee of the Buffalo area abruptly resigned in response to reports he had posted shirtless photos of himself on the Internet to solicit dates with women.

Democrat Kathy Hochul, who at the time was the Erie County clerk, said she decided to run for Lee's seat only after discussing her options with her husband and two adult children. Hochul told them she could run for county executive, a safer option, or in a congressional district that traditionally elected Republicans.

"I had a 21-year-old daughter who was watching me," Hochul said. "She said, 'Congress, duh?"'

Her daughter's encouragement tipped the balance, said Hochul, who also received encouragement from women in the New York congressional delegation, particularly Democratic Reps. Carolyn Maloney of Manhattan and Louise Slaughter of Fairport, and Democratic Sen. Kirsten Gillibrand.

Redistricting will pose a different challenge for Hochul this year.

Almost one-third of New York's congressional lawmakers -- nine House members and one senator -- are women.

Ambition gender gap

Unlike other states where redistricting creates open seats, New York is losing two of its 29 House seats. That means one or more incumbents such as Hochul may have to run against another incumbent.

The New York Legislature has not decided which two House districts to eliminate.

Redistricting occurs every 10 years, but it coincides with a presidential election only once every 20 years.

The last time that happened -- in 1992 -- the percentage of women in Congress rose from 6 percent to 10 percent.

However, progress has been slow over the last 20 years.

About 17 percent of congressional lawmakers are women. Women account for only 17 of the 100 members of the Senate and 73 of the 435 members of the House.

Only 12 percent of governors -- 6 out of 50 -- are women.

Women in Congress are more likely to be Democratic -- 61 are Democrats and 29 are Republicans -- but four of the six female governors are Republican.

Academic studies have found that male and female incumbents and challengers win elections at the same rate.

But there's a gender gap in political ambition, according to Jennifer Lawless, an associate professor of government at American University in Washington.

Men are more likely to consider running for office than women colleagues with equivalent credentials, according to a survey that Lawless co-authored of 4,000 political activists, business leaders and lawyers considered potential candidates for elected office.

"The gender gap in each profession was roughly the same," Lawless said. "Although lawyers and political activists are the most likely to run, men are about 16 percentage points more likely in each profession to say they are interested."

Lawless said because many women won't take the leap unless they're asked to.

"It may well be that women undervaluing their qualifications is a product of them not knowing that when women run for office, they do as well as men," Lawless said.

Starting with the issues

Other advocates for increasing women's participation in politics say the problem isn't ambition, but identifying public policy issues women care about.

"Women come into politics because there's a pressing issue they want to solve," said Debbie Walsh, director of the Rutgers University Center for American Women and Politics. "A lot of women may look at politics right now and say that's not the most effective way to create change."

Freshman Republican Rep. Nan Hayworth of Bedford, Westchester County, became a first-time candidate in 2010 because of her concern about unemployment and the need for access to affordable health care, according to spokeswoman Amanda Maddox.

"Nan was asked by family, friends, former patients and people in the community to run to make a difference and get the country moving back in the right direction," her spokeswoman said.

Gillibrand said she never ran for student government in high school or college. It wasn't until she was a young attorney working in New York City that she felt inspired to seek public office after hearing then-first lady Hillary Rodham Clinton's 1995 speech in Beijing, China declaring that women's rights are human rights.

"I was pushing paper at a law firm," Gillibrand said.

She said she also was inspired by her grandmother, Dorothea "Polly" Noonan, founder of the Albany Democratic Women's Club, who taught her how to be a grassroots activist.

Gillibrand started out in the House. She won her first election in 2006, beating four-term Republican Rep. John Sweeney in the upper Hudson Valley's 20th Congressional District.

Gillibrand is up for re-election to the Senate this year, but she's devoting part of her time to an initiative she calls Off the Sidelines, to urge women to become politically active.

Carly Fiorina, a Republican who served as chief executive at Hewlett-Packard before running unsuccessfully against Democratic Sen. Barbara Boxer of California in 2010, thinks many women don't need to be asked to run for office. She cited former Alaska Gov. Sarah Palin and Rep. Debbie Wasserman Schultz of Florida, chairwoman of the Democratic National Committee, as examples.

"I think it's like anything else," Fiorinia said. "When women don't see the opportunity to participate and make a difference, they tend to put their considerable energy and talents elsewhere."

Fiorina is serving this year as a vice president of the National Republican Senatorial Committee, primarily in a fundraising capacity.

This year, 33 Senate seats are in play.

So far, 13 Republican women and 19 Democratic women have declared their candidacy for the Senate or have indicated they will announce, according to the Rutgers Center for American Women and Politics.

In the House, all 435 seats are up for election. So far, 202 women -- 124 Democrats and 78 Republicans -- have indicated they will run.

But among the 11 states with governor's races, only two women -- including incumbent Democrat Beverly Perdue of North Carolina -- are candidates.

Walsh from the Rutgers Center said the early numbers of women running in congressional races are ahead of 2010. She noted that candidate filing deadlines have passed in only four states.

"The early signs are that 2012 has potential," Walsh said.
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