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F R O L I N E S

The Costs of Silence

Not too many years ago, I found myself in a restaurant at lunchtime, tired,
hungry and late for a meeting. I stood waiting to place my order, zoned out with
thoughts of what I ought to be doing. I was so out of it I barely heard an
exchange between the customer in front of me and the woman behind the
counter. It concerned an earring, found in a booth two men had previously occu-
pied, and before I knew it, the conversation had degenerated into a discussion
of "those faggots."

Since then I've asked myself a thousand times why I said nothing to those
people. I could fall back on the obvious reasons, but I have had to face the less
obvious, more honest one. I was afraid—afraid to get into an argument, afraid
they'd decide to silence me by calling me a nigger, just plain afraid. I've never

forgotten my moment of silence in which I exhibited
behavior I have no respect for in others, and I've vowed
never to repeat it.

This month Jan Goodwin's heartbreaking and
enraging article about the genocidal rape of Rwandan
women, for example, reveals the shameful silence of a
w o r ^ ^ a t n a s kft t ' i e s e w o m e n twice abandoned.
Former congresswoman and lifelong activist Elizabeth
Holtzman makes a passionate case for why women
must break their silence to reverse the tide of cynicism
that grips us. And in a special section we examine the
ways in which women use—and don't use—the power
of the vote to express themselves and their politics.

There is much in the world that calls us to speak,
to break the silence, to defend ourselves and others, hi
our high-tech and hyped-up world, we are bombarded
with the notion that our individual voices do not mat-
ter, that what we say or do makes no real difference. It
is a lie that we as progressive women and men should
resist with all our strength. It is our resigned silence
that creates the breeding ground for bigotry and hope-
lessness, that allows the forces of regression and
repression to thrive. It is our raised voices—and our

willingness to support our talk with action—that hold out the hope and the
promise of change.

We at On The Issues are great believers in change, both big and small. A
few months ago, we asked you to look out for a few changes close to home. You
hold one such change in your hands—a crisper, more contemporary look for the
magazine. Our fabulous redesign is a fitting introduction to our new art direc-
tor, Sharon Lee Ryder, whose broad-based art and editorial experience is a
delightful addition to OTI. Finally, what looks like a change—the absence of our
publisher Merle Hoffman's regular column—is only a temporary sabbatical.
Merle will be back with us in the next issue. We hope you'll be here, too.

Rosemary L. Bray

There is
much in the
world that
us to speak,
to break the
silence,
to defend

dflU

others.
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feedback E-mail: onissues@echonyc.com

Goddess Knows
I was delighted with Judith Antonelli's critique of the

usual feminist reading of the Bible ["Beyond Nostalgia: Rethinking the

Goddess," Summer 1997]. To begin with, there is no historical warrant

for believing that the world was or would be a kinder, gentler place with

female deities. One has only to look at India, where wife burning is still

practiced.

The feminist notion that the Bible invented patriarchy is fatuous,

as any anthropologist knows. Patriarchy is and has been a dominant

social institution in 90 percent of civilizations and tribes, from the Stone

Age to Greek and Roman civilizations, during prebiblical times and

among people who never heard of the Bible. Judith Plaskow complained

of such unhistorical reading of ancient history and misreading of the

Bible as long ago as 1978 in her article "Christian Feminism and Anti-

Judaism" (published in Cross Currents, Fall 1978):

"There is a new myth developing in Christian feminist circles. It is

a myth which tells us that the ancient Hebrews invented patriarchy:

that before them the Goddess reigned in matriarchal glory, and that after

them Jesus tried to restore egalitarianism but was

foiled by the persistence of Jewish attitudes with-

in the Christian tradition The consequence of

this myth is that feminism is turned into another

weapon in the Christian-anti-Judaic arsenal."

An antidote to blatant feminist misconcep-

tions about some points in the Bible is Phyllis

Trible's "Eve and Adam: Genesis 2-3 Reread" (pub-

lished in Womanspirit Rising), in which she points

out that the word used for Eve, ezer, which means

"helper," is the same word that characterizes God

in several passages, and that Genesis is the only

early account of the creation of woman as a dis-

tinct creature in her own right.

Roberta Kalechofsky
Marbkhead, MA

3LIT1CS - RELATIONSHIPS ' ANAL/SI

U1EISB
Molly Haskell
on Wild Women at
The Movies
South Africa's
Feminist Frontier

Chronic Fatigue:
The Plague Years

: -

I must take exception with Judith Antonelli's article "Beyond Nostalgia:

Rethinking the Goddess." It contains many historical inaccuracies, and

some of her sources are questionable. As a religious historian, I could cor-

rect the falsehoods but I won't, only because it really doesn't matter. It

doesn't matter how religions started or what was intended in their holy

writings before they were corrupted by male interpretation (as Antonelli

says, "the distinction... between what the Bible says and what men say

the Bible says.") The Bible, the Torah and the Koran—all contain pas-

sages that improved women's status at the time they were written.

What does matter is that these holy texts have been used to oppress

women for generations.
Antonelli and others spend much time and effort trying to redeem

Judaism, Christianity and Mam by reinterpreting their ancient texts

from a feminist viewpoint. But the fact remains that these religions

oppress women. The ancient Goddess religions were not perfect, though

certainly not as bad as Antonelli would have us believe. Today, however,

Goddess religions are empowering women to break free from the molds

in which the Big Three—Judaism, Christianity and Islam—have cast

them. That is the important point. No matter the origins and history of

Goddess worship, Goddess religions are freeing and empowering

women!

Nadine J. Daugherty
Columbus, OH

In "Beyond Nostalgia: Rethinking the Goddess," the author justly claims

that male supremacy and militarism did not start with the Hebrews

Her research is incomplete, however, and she is just as inaccurate about

her claims against the Goddess myth. She simply did not go back far

enough in ancient history; thus in defense of the Jewish story, Antonelli

did a disservice to her feminist sisters.

Antonelli buys into the beginning of male

dominance with the Hebrews as she builds her

case for a matriarchal society (more accurately,

matrilineal, in which men and women were

partners, and women were revered for their life-

giving powers). She needs to go back much fur-

ther to see the progression from the first intrud-

ers into "the Utopia"in 4500 B.C.E., in waves up to

2800 B.C.E. Here she'll see the strengthening of

kingship, the introduction of weapons and war

machinery, the repression of women, the begin-

ning of human sacrifice, the change in mytholo-

gy and introduction of the pagan templa She

may notice the demeaning of women in these

new institutions—where women became prop-

erty, were used as slaves and concubines and

forced into prostitution—and recognize that it was in this way that men

held back the power of the Goddess and women.

Jacques French
Beaverton, OR

Judith Antonelli's apologia for Judaism and condemnation of Goddess

worship is informative and enlightening, a worthy piece on that basis

alone. But I must write in defense of my feminist sisters' newly emer-

gent spiritual renaissance.

Religions are not spun out of thin air or divinely chiseled into stone

tablets. In addition to their role as institutionalized expressions of tran-

scendence, they are gradual processes that evolve in response to previ-

ous cultural inadequacies and abuses as well as social constructions

continued on page 58

Great About
the Goddess?
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talking feminist

Just six weeks into
their marriage, Ta-

mara Barnes's hus-
band began drinking
heavily, shouting at
her for no reason and
abusing her cats. He broke one cat's leg and
burned its paws. One day he wrapped up
one of the cats with duct tape.

"He was taped up like a football,"
Barnes says. "I was completely freaked out.
I told him I was going to call the police. He
said, 'Go ahead and call them. HI kill this
cat if I want to, and I can kill you, too.'"

After her husband struck her, Barnes
sought help at Womenspace, a women's
shelter in Eugene, Oregon, where she lives.
"I found there was no community network
to help me care for my pets," she says. "I was
constantly worried about them, knowing
my abuser would not hesitate to hurt them
to hurt me." As a result, Barnes stayed in
her abusive situation much longer than was
safe for her or her pets. "No matter how
afraid I was," she says, "I would not leave
them behind. Giving them up was more
than I could accept."

When a woman is ready to leave a bat-
terer, she's pretty much on her own in find-
ing a place to shelter her pet. But Barnes's
experience was the catalyst for an innova-
tive program that does just that. Last year
the city of Eugene, along with Spokane and
Boston, received a three-year cooperative
agreement from the Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention (CDC) in Atlanta.
The three cities will evaluate a coordinated
community response to what they call inti-

Animals
Escaping Domestic

Violence

Patricia A. Murphy

mate partner violence.
Lessons learned from the
projects will be used to
replicate similar pro-
grams across the country.

"I thought this was a

perfect opportunity to see if emergency pet
care could be made part of the model," says
Barnes, who works for the Sacred Heart
Foundation, one of the organizations that
receives grant money. She contacted
KimbaU Lewis, the executive director of the
Greenhill Humane Society for the
Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (SPCA) in
Eugene. Six months later, in February 1997,
the Domestic Violence Assistance Program
(DVAP) began. The DVAP supplies—at no
charge—foster homes or "safe houses" for
the pets of abused women, until the victims
can accommodate their pets' safety.

Within five months, Greenhill has
helped more than 20 women and their pets.
One woman, escaping an abuser in
California, fled to Eugene with her children
and three horses, and found out about
Greenhill's program from a local health
clinic. Unlike other humane societies offer-
ing foster homes, Greenhill offers unlimited
care for all animals.

"If we have a woman whose daughter
or son has a steer as a 4-H project," says
Lewis, Veil find a home for it." (Lewis esti-
mates the program costs Greenhill about
$10,000 a year, yet the shelter itself gets no
money from the CDC grant.)

Programs such as this can change the
ending to what women's advocates and
police say is an all too familiar story.

women's emotions, beating,
woman tries to leave. These

Abusive men frequently use pets to manip-
ulate women's emotions, beating, shooting,
disemboweling, strangling or drowning an
animal if the woman tries to leave. These
abusers make women watch as they kill the
animal, sometimes even forcing them to
have sex with a pet, saying, in effect, "This
is what I can do, and there is nothing you
can do to stop me. You may be next."

Joan Quaempts, community educator
at Womenspace, notes that a pet could be
the only source of emotional support or
unconditional love a battered woman gets.
"It's very traumatic to lose that," she says.

Although there's a great deal of anec-
dotal evidence linking animal abuse and
the abuse of women, little scientific docu-
mentation exists. In one study conducted at
a Utah women's shelter, however, 71 per-
cent of the women with pets reported that
their male partner had threatened to hurt
or kill one or more of their pets; actual harm
or killing was reported by 57 percent.
Angela Browne, author of When Battered

Women Kill, interviewed a number of
women who had killed their husbands in
self-defense. Many reported that their
mates had killed family pets. "To the
women, these incidents often seemed to
represent their own death," observed
Browne.

Eugene, Oregon, is not the only munic-
ipality attempting to shelter the pets of bat-
tered women, though such programs are
still rare. The Department of Animal Care
and Control in Loudoun County, Virginia,
provides temporary shelter for ten days;
women are unable to visit the animals for

fall 1997-4



Abusive men frequently use pets to manipulate
shooting, disemboweling, strangling or drowning an animal if the
abusers make women watch...

reasons of confidentiality. Besides providing

pet shelters, Colorado Springs is one of the

first jurisdictions in the country to include

animal enforcers in domestic-violence situ-

ations. The Domestic Violence Enhance

Team (DVERT) begun in May 1996 by the

police department, may involve up to 15

agencies. ' In the past," says Donna Straub

of the Humane Society of the Pike's Peak

Region, "there could be 20 investigations in

the animal-welfare agency and 20 investi-

gations in the social-services files. But they

wouldn't share information. Now they do, so

the judges see every bit of information,"

says Straub, which impresses upon judges

the seriousness of domestic violence. Straub

is also working on a manual for veterinari-

ans to play a role in reporting abuse.

This pooling of resources can be espe-

cially valuable in light of growing evidence

of the link between animal abuse and child

abuse. For example, one study involved 57

families being treated for incidents of child

abuse by New Jersey's Division of Youth

and Family Services. Researchers found

that in 88 percent of these families, animals

in the home had also been abused by the

parent. A British study by the Royal SPCA

found that of 23 families in an English com-

munity with a history of animal abuse, 83

percent had been identified by social-ser-

vice agencies as having children at risk of

abuse or neglect.

Other studies indicate that many

criminals who have been violent toward

people share a common history of brutal

parental punishment and cruelty to ani-

mals. (For instance, Jeffrey Dahmer, who

was imprisoned for mutilating and killing

17 men, impaled the skulls of small animals

in his yard when he was a boy.)

The trial of Peggy Sue Brown—acquit-

ted of murdering her husband, Bradley

Brown—provides one example of the con-

fluence of spouse battering, child abuse and

cruelty to animals. She testified that he had

beaten their children; he had also beaten

and raped her and locked her in a closet

without food or water for days. The level of

terror he instilled was illustrated by anoth-

er incident she described during the trial:

Her husband hung a pet rabbit in the

garage, then summoned her. When she

walked in with the baby on her shoulder, he

began skinning the rabbit alive. He held the

boy next to the screaming animal, saying,

"See how easy it would be?"

Animal abuse can portend violence

against humans, and may be an indicator of

a family in trouble as well. As Barnes says,

"Animal abuse is domestic violence."

Patricia A Murphy writes frequently on

health and environmental issues.

I placed the purple box

adorned with lightning bolts

on my bookshelf and breathed

a sigh of triumph. There she

stands, forever encased in a clear plastic

bubble, her weapons in a little plastic bag

by her feet and her staff always out of her

reach: the Blood Queen, a character from

Todd McFarlane's Spawn comic book. She

is a plastic replica of a superheroine—tall

and elegant, beautiful and strong, she

can really ruin someone's day if she's

crossed. By being an incredible woman,

she has lived 1,500 years. And she cost

me only eight dollars. But as far as I am

concerned, she is a priceless addition to

my collection of women action figures.

Wonder(ing)
Woman "You collect these?" A

friend asked this question in a

Davina C. Lopez manner that was both

accusatory and embarrassing,

as if I had an assemblage of dead bodies.

"Sure," I answered, and in anticipation of

her inquiry about my reasoning I contin-

ued with an explanation.

"These characters are strong

women. They're intelligent. They're war-

riors and peacekeepers. They lead battal-

ions, are presidents or matriarchs of their

societies and are widely respected. The

characters these figures represent,

though fantastic, have ideals I find attrac-

tive in women as human beings.

Furthermore, I am encouraged by the toy

5- on the issues



talking feminist

I found to be strength and representation of how dive
struggle inherent in my toy's little plastic existence.

industry's willingness to produce these

things for children to play with."

I found it odd to have to explain my

collection to her, a young woman who, as

I do, believes in empowerment. Our moth-

ers taught us that we were all equal in

every arena of life, that we shouldn't set-

tle for less, that we should make

informed choices and take responsibility

for those choices. As little girls, however,

we had toys that were hardly egalitarian

and seemed to determine for us what we

were to do later in life: Girls always got

to iron or cook, and boys always got to

be the superheroes. In light of that

past, the appearance and

recent predominance of

women superheroes in

comic books and their

plastic incarnations on

toy-store shelves

appears to be proof posi-

tive that women are

making grand strides

in the real world, and I

feminism is working in a

small, but tangible, man-

ner. This, I think every

time I go to the toy store,

is exciting stuff.

My friend was not eager to

accept this notion. "You're not a

feminist like I thought you were,"

was her retort. She proceeded to

point out that the small waists

and relatively large breasts

prominent on some of my figures

are evidence of discrimination. The

idea that any female character

would commit an act of violence is

absurd, and how scantily clad

some of these women are! She quickly

and effortlessly reduced my identification

with one kind of strong woman to an

endorsement of systematic oppression.

Her weapon of choice was a carelessly

orchestrated, verbally plagiarized string of

ideas from authors we had read together

in our college women's-studies classes.

Nadine Strossen, Andrea Dworkin, Naomi

Wolf, radicalesbians, bell hooks, Kim

Chernin and other authors poured out of

her mouth with alarming speed and very

little soul, as if their very words flatly indi-

cated a checklist called "How to be a

Good, Righteous Young Feminist."

According to my friend, I had very obvi-

ously violated a credo of which I was not

even aware!

I was now wondering not how to

rehabilitate my damaged reputation as an

impure feminist but whether or not my

friend and I had actually taken the same

classes, read the same material or shared

any similar sentiments. For me, find-

ing the authors she had quoted

represented a literary gold

nine; I read them greedily.

I have digested, reflected

| and cried with joy over

the insight, informa-

tion and inspiration

put forth by such

talented women

cholars, crit-

ics and

I activists. In

addition

to my

inability

to

recite paragraphs

verbatim, I have no desire to memorize

volumes of feminist thought. I have always

thought it more empowering for me to

attempt to live the ideals outside the

classroom, for I believe that as a human

being, and especially as a woman, I am

not at all separate from the situational

oppression and gender inequity described

in those books. Besides, such texts are

not rigid feminist guidelines for all women

to follow to the letter, rather they are tes-

tament to individual women's experiences

that can serve as a call to read, find com-

mon ground with and take action, no mat-

ter how small.

It is, therefore, important to exercise

the challenge of putting feminism to work

for us. Doing feminism and being feminist

consists of more than studying books and

then applying their rhetoric with little or no

personal effort. The hard part comes when

we have to place the pieces of knowledge

within the context of our own experiences

as individuals and as members of a com-

munity. Feminist thinking and action take

place not only between the covers of text-

books or in the library; a large portion of a

feminist life includes making meaning out

of everyday activities, objects and informa-

tion. Such valuable tools as women's texts

provide a lens through which we can filter

ideas and philosophies to inform and

enrich our lives. Each of us makes the

choices that result in feminism directly

affecting us or affecting the course of fem-

inism as a human-oriented movement.

Each woman who does feminism does so

in her own way.

I looked once again at the Blood

Queen, peering at us, looming in the mus-

cled, powerful aura of her seven-inch-tall
ANNEMARIE POYO © EMORY UNIVERSITY
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Just as my friend found it impossible to see past theory and recognize what
rse we women really are, I thought it hard not to see some glimmer of feminist

glory. Just as my friend found it impossible

to see past theory and recognize what I

found to be strength and representation of

how diverse we women really are, I

thought it hard not to see some glimmer

of feminist struggle inherent in my toy's

little plastic existence. I can accept that

some people may have negative feelings

about her improbable physique or the fact

that her character carries a weapon, but

to me she is special nonetheless, and my

possession of such an object does not in

any way diminish my feminist identity. I fill

in the nooks and crannies of my life with

what is symbolic, to me, of strong woman-

hood. I am proud to do feminism in this

way.

Davina C. Lopez is currently pursuing her

master of arts at Union Theological

Seminary in New York City. This essay orig-

inally appeared in Women's News and

Narratives: The Newsletter of the Emory

Women's Center, Fall 1996.

I f I had not had an abor-

tion in December 1983,

when I was a 17-yearold

senior in high school, today

I would have a 13-year-old

son or daughter. I would be

unhappily married to the

father of that child. I would not love him. His

ambition, creativity, intellect and work ethic

would have taken him in a direction opposite

my own. We would live in a low-income suburb

of Pittsburgh—the city where I grew up—in a

three-bedroom ranch-style home with second-

hand furniture and a pile of overdue bills from

Sears and JCPenney. He would drive a used

car. We would borrow money from our parents.

We would spend five dollars a day on the lot-

tery We would not take vacations. I would

smoke cigarettes. My husband would hit me. I

would hit him back.

I would still smoke marijuana. I would

not have a master's degree, or for that matter,

a bachelor's degree. I would have given up

reading books. I would never have attended

the ballet or the theater. I would not listen to

Take No Prisoners:
My Right to Legal

Abortion

Kristin Bair

jazz. I would go to the mall

for entertainment. I

would watch soap operas

and talk shows.

I would have had no

time to heal from the vio-

lent, chaotic household I

grew up in. I would have had no time to forgive

my parents, to learn to love them. In 1983 if

abortion had been illegal and unavailable to

me, I would have borne that child and passed

on my incredible anger and sadness, as readi-

ly as my mother passed on her anger to me, as

readily as my grandmother passed on her

anger to my mother.

I would have hit my child.

These truths I tell are not politically cor-

rect. When I read them out loud, I wonder

what others will think of me. I must tell them,

anyway.

In 19831 was 17 and confused and hope-

lessly sad. I connected love with anger, and in

a desperate attempt to escape the house I

despised and feared, I soon equated love and

anger with sex. I chose a young man whose

own family background was precarious, but he

paid attention to me; that was all that mat

tered.

Looking back, I realize I should have

stayed out of the backseat of his 1973 Chevelle.

I should have kept my skirt pulled tight over

my thighs, and I should not have had sex with

him. But nothing ever happens the way it

should, If it did, I would have had calm, peace-

ful parents. I would have never witnessed my

mother being beaten by my father. My parents

would not have hit me and my sisters. They

would have talked to me about sex, and I

would have been able to turn to them when I

was in trouble.

When I first suspected I was pregnant, I

pretended it wasn't so. I went dancing with my

friends, had sex twice a day, studied for physics

and calculus exams and wrote stories. The one

thing I always knew was that I was smart. I

was a nerd, a brain. Other kids at school copied

my homework and my test answers. For years

I had been counting the days until I could

escape to college. I was going to graduate thir-

ty-second out of 586 students. Pregnancy

seemed impossible, but no matter how many

times a day I checked the crotch of my under-

wear for signs of my period, it never came.

My body became an ever-inflating bal-

loon. I remember lying on my bed before school

one morning, trying to tug on the jeans that

had been skintight even before the pregnancy

The zipper was spread across my belly in a

deep, widemouthed V. I suffered from morning

sickness, my skin broke out and I cried every

day On one hand, it is hard to believe that no

one in my family noticed. On the other, it

makes complete sense.

My memories of that time are like most

memories of bad things. Some moments are

clear and crisp, precise; others are fuzzy and

blurred. On the first Saturday of December

1983, the morning of the Scholastic Aptitude

Test, I sat in a classroom at our high school
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be....Her kindness and generosity of soul, especially to otfar

with my first-of-the-morning's urine sealed in

an emptied Dippity-Do jar that was packed in

ice inside my vinyl purse. Midway through the

test, the ice melted and a thin stream of water

ran across the floor. I do not know what the

students around me thought. I did not meet

anyone's eye. I was mortified. I could not con-

centrate and instead of matching my older sis-

ter's almost perfect score, I achieved a mark

several hundred points lower than I had

expected.

After the SAT, my boyfriend picked me

up and we drove to a downtown clinic for a

pregnancy test. When the man behind the

counter ran my urine through the machine, he

stared at me and asked, "Why did you wait so

long?'

Even now, I can see myself in the waiting

area of the abortion clinic, a stale, stuffy room

filled with women and girls. Fm wearing a

white sweatshirt with a Brown University

logo. I sit in a corner holding my breath, enter-

ing the state of mind I experience when I am

petrified and numb with fear but know I have

to accomplish a task. I t i s a s i f l a m i n a long

tunnel, built so close around me that I cannot

turn around. As I move forward, the space

behind me collapses. I cannot turn back.

I see myself in a tiny room being coun-

seled by a white-coated woman. I He about how

old I am and about how pregnant I am. I say

three months, but it is close to four. No one in

the clinic cares. I see myself in the examining

room, feet in stirrups. A nurse holds my hand.

Her fingers are cold and thin, the skin loose

around the knuckles. Someone has pasted col-

orful daisies on the ceiling. The doctor's voice

floats up between my legs, filters through the

sheet. I don't know if he knows what he is

doing. It is an assembly line; I am just another

piece of machinery

Before I leave, the nurse warns me to con-

tact a doctor if I pass blood dots larger than a

quarter. She holds up her hand and makes a

circle with her fingers to indicate the size I nod

and squeeze my legs together, gripping the bag

of extra-large maxipads in my hand. I lie down

in the waiting room until my boyfriend comes

for me. He smells of beer and says the football

game went into overtime. As I watch his lips

move, the tunnel behind me collapses. I know

that after he drops me off at home, I will never

see him again.

For the next few weeks, I pass blood clots

much larger than a quarter. They are larger

than a half-dollar, sometimes the size of a

plum. I do not call a doctor. Instead, when the

clots begin their excruciating trek, tearing

away from the wall of my uterus, I breathe and

talk to myself in my head, always keeping a

straight face. I am proud of being strong

enough to go it alone.

Having had some years for reflection and

recovery, I know now I would never want a

daughter of mine to go through this experience

alone, but it was the only survival technique I

had been taught.

Today I have no children. I am 31. Single.

I hold bachelor's and master's degrees. I teach

writing to college students and inner-city chil-

dren in Chicago. I have well-defined muscles.

I am proud of my body I am working on a

novel. I am painting a series of self-portraits.

I listen to jazz, read books, meditate, eat Thai

food, wear sexy dresses. I quote William

Carlos Williams. My curly hair dips below my

shoulder blades. I do not smoke anything.

Most important, I am much less angry,

much less sad, than I was 14 years ago, and

I have begun to heaL On most days I have for-

given my parents. I love them desperately,

despite their flaws. In 1983 as much as I

wanted to be different, I would have repeated

their mistakes. Li 1997 as I move closer to the

time when I will choose to have a child, I

know this: I will not hit my child; I will be

patient, thoughtful, kind; I will communicate

openly, I will talk to my child about sex; I will

encourage my child to come to me in time of

need. I will make mistakes, but I will not

repeat the past.

Kristin Bair teaches fiction writing at

Columbia College in Chicago.

Farewell, Patience
and Sarah

Alma Routsong, novelist , . , „ ,

. . . . .. Linda Clarke
and short-story writer,

died last October in upstate

New York. She was 72 years

old. Perhaps the most com-

pelling legacy Alma left us

was her remarkable scorn for one of soci-

ety's longest-running hatreds: the social

hatred of lesbians. In such an inhospitable

and uncaring world, the women in

Routsong's tales did surprisingly well. They

flourished because of her

simple belief that women

could be happy together and

have a good, decent, loving

life together. This premise

underscored her best writing

and, particularly in Patience and Sarah (pub-

lished in 1969 as A Place for Us under the

pseudonym Isabel Miller), made us see what

our society never admits: that lesbian cou-

ples can have a future, that two women mak-
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Routsong was always looking for her perfect self, a way of becoming as good as she could
women artists, was as evident as her wisdom.

ing a home together is just another way of

being human, that a lesbian home, with or

without children, can be as productive, civil,

moral and engaged as any other kind of

home, perhaps even more so as it instinc-

tively tries to make up for the deficiency of

this mainly masculine world.

The bottom line for Alma Routsong was

home, sharing a home with another woman

where life is peaceful, ordinary and full of

creative work, good food, conversation and

friends. Her books reflected her life. For the

last 18 and a half years, Routsong had made

a home with Julie Weber, multimedia artist,

musician and teacher, in a big old house in

Poughkeepsie, New York. Their house was a

work in progress. When Routsong was not

writing, she refinished furniture laboriously

and beautifully. She was a prolific carpenter;

her last major job was reworking the front

porch. She fixed windows and sashes,

stripped frames and doors. In the evenings

she would read Julie to sleep. Together they

read biographies of women, the Bible, May

Swenson, Edward Field, Robert Frost and

The Illustrated Science and Invention

Encyclopedia.

They liked to eat whatever was being

grown during a season. In the fall they

cooked apple slump, an apple puree with

dumplings and vanilla ice cream (the last

recipe Routsong planned to cook before she

got sick). In the summer they mashed straw-

berries and made a meal of strawberry short-

cake the Michigan way, with biscuits and

butter (no cream). August supper would be

tomato sandwiches.

Dozens of small portraits of women of

achievement lined the walls of this home-

women who were lesbians, or could have

been, or might have been; women who, like

Alma and Julie, were able to take care of

themselves, who learned how to do this on

their own, who found it natural in them-

selves to be accomplished in life. Routsong

was proud of her writing and thought it

would last, but she was also proud that she

had learned how to hang a bookshelf. One

of her great fears was that we would all for-

get how basic things worked, like electricity

and plumbing.

Once or twice a week, writing most of

the night, Routsong gave lesbian women a

new perspective on their reality. She threw

off centuries of oppressive social ideology

as if it were a puff from one of her ciga-

rettes when she dared to envision lesbians

as intelligent, compassionate, resourceful,

interesting and well-educated women—per-

haps because these were the women she

knew, her friends and colleagues.

She read Mark Twain over and over,

studied his humor, his use of language. As

Twain had done, she often used the vernac-

ular and colloquialisms of older times. She

wanted very much to amuse, perhaps

because, like Twain, her intense awareness

of human corruption could reflect such a

terrible vision. Twain had the issue of slav-

ery; Routsong had homophobia. And like

Twain, Routsong was interested in people

who go off and search for Utopia. She her-

self had divorced her husband and left her

family so that she could make a home with

a woman.

One of her joys was prowling around

pioneer houses and restored villages,

smelling the dried herbs, touching old wood,

seeing how people of a different time had

lived. Recalling the past released great

inspiration in her. Thus, while visiting a folk-

art museum in Cooperstown, New York, she

found a primitive painting that inspired her

most popular and perhaps revolutionary

book, Patience and Sarah, the story of two

women living happily on a farm in the early

1800s.

Her books, like August Wilson's plays,

define the different decades of this century.

The Love of Good Women takes place in the

wartime period of the 1940s. Side by Side

tells the story of women's liberation in the

1960s. Laurel, her last book, takes place in

the 1970s and describes the personal free-

doms that came about because of the

women's movement.

Routsong was always looking for her

perfect self, a way of becoming as good as

she could be. She pioneered consciousness-

raising groups in the early seventies. Her

kindness and generosity of soul, especially

to other women artists, was as evident as

her wisdom. In her later years she became

interested in Rajneesh because she was

drawn to some of his meditation techniques.

But perhaps her perfect self was right under

her nose, the self that was able to see

through layers of frightening social false-

hood, lies and intimidation, the self that was

determined to rescue from depression and

desolation the members of an entire popula-

tion and tell them there was nothing wrong

with their heart's desire, that they had a

right to be happy.

One more thing. For anybody curious

enough to ask: "What do lesbians do in bed,

anyway?" Routsong, like all great lovers,

had the answer. Women make love to other

women tenderly and passionately, with con-

sideration, wit and great joy.

Linda Clarke teaches philosophy at Mount St.

Mary College in Newburgh, New York.
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C O L U M N I S T

WAILING AT THE WALL
P H Y L L I S C H E S L E R

According to those who slander them, women cannot be
counted as Jews in a prayer quorum. Women are separate and unequal. Simultaneously, women
are routinely idealized as superior, as long as they confine themselves to their proper, subordi-
nate places—away from the Kotel.

I n 1989, for a period of nearly eight months, a group of Jewish women peacefully praying at the Kotel (or Western Wall) in
Israel were verbally and physically attacked by ultra-Orthodox extremist men. The police and the border patrol refused to
intervene, except once when they used tear gas to disperse both the rioters and the women at prayer.

Women of the Wall (WOW) and the International Committee for Women of the Wall (ICWOW) sued the state and the
Ministry of Religion in the Israeli Supreme Court for their religious and civil rights. They asked that the Israeli police main-
tain law and order in public places—just as they do at holy sites shared by Muslims and Jews elsewhere, as well as in dis-
putes among different denominations of Jewry. The Court prohibited the women from praying in their fashion until the mat-
ter was resolved, either judicially or politically. If WOW disobeyed this order, they were informed they would be fined and
arrested. The case has been to the Supreme Court three times and has been the subject of a "six-month" government-com-
missioned study—a study that has now lasted for over three years.

Although WOWs mode of prayer was in strict accordance with an Orthodox interpretation of Jewish law (halacha), the
women—who prayed only with each other in the women's section—were still called "whores," "witches," "unnatural," and
"tainted by women's lib," both on the ground and in the press. According to those who slander them, women cannot be count-
ed as Jews in a prayer quorum. Women are separate and unequal. Simultaneously, women are routinely idealized as superi-
or, as long as they confine themselves to their proper, subordinate places—away from the Kotel.

Israel has increasingly been plagued by fundamentalist terrorism—both Jewish and Muslim. Following the assassina-
tion of Israeli prime minister Yitzhak Rabin by a right-wing religious Israeli Jew, his successor Benjamin Netenyahu's gov-
ernment has increasingly yielded to right-wing influence. As a result, bills are currently pending in the Israeli Parliament to
turn the Kotel, which since it was liberated in 1967 has been a national shrine, into an ultra-Orthodox religious site. Lawsuits
are pending in the High Court to strengthen the Orthodox stranglehold over conversions. Recently, the state-run bus service
consented to a religious neighborhood's demand that women be forced to sit separately from men at the back of the bus.

On June 10 and 11,1997, during the sacred days of Shavuot, a group of Israeli Conservative and Reform Jews gathered
to pray at the Kotel. They did not know that on June 2, the government had secretly enacted "Decision #14," based on an also-
secret report by the Israeli police. In the report, the police claimed they could not protect the petitioners (WOW) at the Kotel.
As a result, the government declared in Decision #14 that the petitioner's prayer at the Kotel would "constitute a danger to
public order."

The following are some eyewitness accounts of what happened to the group of Jews, both men and women, who came to
the Kotel to pray.
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Rabbi Andrew Sacks
"On Shavuot in Jerusalem,
tens of thousands gather at
the Kotel, at sunrise, to pray.
There are literally a hundred,
or more, minyanim [prayer
quorums] from which one
may choose. Some one hun-
dred Jews, mostly Conser-
vative, gathered at the Kotel
Plaza for an egalitarian
minyan. This is not the norm
at the Kotel, so in an effort to
minimize the sense of provo-
cation, we gathered way off to
the side and in the rear of the
Kotel Plaza.. .By the start of
the Torah reading, several
hundred Haredim had aban-
doned their own prayers to
come and push, shove, and
taunt. To their credit the
police and the border patrol were quick to react. They did every-
thing in their power to keep the now-growing and very angry
mob at bay. As we made it through the reading of the Ten
Commandments, the police were close to losing control. They
beseeched us to leave, for they were no longer able to protect us.
We were now surrounded by close to a thousand young men
pushing, spitting, calling us Nazis and throwing stones water
and fecal matter were being tossed upon us and upon the Torah
scroll. I, and not a few others, were hit. My tallith was stained. I
went immediately to the police where I filed a criminal complaint
for the attack. We finished our prayers in a secluded garden. As
tears streamed down the cheeks of many, we concluded our
prayers with Hatikvah [the Israeli national anthem]."

Haviva Ner-David
"My complacency was shattered.. .It was when they saw women
reading from the Torah that they really went wild. Women read-
ing Torah with or without men is desecrating the Torah in their
eyes... Hundreds of young men in black had surrounded us and
were yelling.. .they began to push and shove and kick and spit
and I immediately asked some people around me to help me
shield my baby, who was sitting in his stroller. The police's solu-
tion was to ask us to leave... .1 had experienced this same hatred

Members of the ICWOW reading from the Torah at the dedication of a Torah to

the women of Jerusalem from the women In the diaspora, In 1989. Although the

woman are observant of Orthodox customs, the sight of women reading from

the Torah Incites ultra-Orthodox men to violence. Photo Joan Roth.

before as a member of another
group, the Women of the Wall..."

David Fine
"The crowd of hundreds had now
become thousands, with crowds
of people from the roofs of the
Jewish Quarter homes cheering
them on and pointing out where
we were: 'Because of you six mil-
lion Jews died'; 'Go back to
Germany!' Some of our prayer
shawls were being torn off our
backs and stomped on. . .The
mob was accusing the police of
being Nazis for defending us.

"After they started to push
past the police I saw two officers
start charging towards the
crowd. But their commander
called them back. They didn't
have tear gas or shields or clubs.

The government never sent reinforcements for our protection. The
Wall belongs to those who exiled us."

Jacob Ner-David
"In 1989, I protested the presence of a Carmelite Convent at
Auschwitz and suffered physical abuse at the hands of local Poles.
Until yesterday, I thought I would never again feel hatred compa-
rable to what we felt in Poland as Jews. Yesterday was much worse.
The hatred etched into the faces and voices of the Haredim attack-
ing yesterday surpassed the worst anti-Semitism I ever experi-
enced. .. Over the course of an hour, we experienced a pogrom com-
mitted by Jews against Jews. Haredi faces contorted in hatred—
toward us, the police, the soldiers, anyone not exactly like them."

Debby Weisman and Elliot Cohen
"We are observant Jews of the Orthodox movement who vigorous-
ly condemn the shameful incident that occurred on the morning of
Shavuot at the Kotel. A group of Jews who call themselves
Haredim—pious and God-fearing—attacked Conservative wor-
shipers with cruelty and vulgarity. We see in their violent act a des-
ecration of God's name. Even if we have a disagreement with the
Conservative movement, we must conduct it peacefully and with
respect for other human beings."

Dr. Phyllis Chester is a director of the board of ICWOW. Tax-exempt donations to this ongoing struggle can be mailed to Rabbi Helene
Ferris, 215 Hessian Hills Rd., Croton, NY 10520. Make checks payable to ICWOW.
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FfiTT fcKi w

HOW WOMEN VOTE, RUN AND WIN

W e, the people of the United States, talk a good game about the blessings of liberty. But when it comes to the
ways in which we utilize one of those blessings—the right to vote—the figures are nothing short of scan-
dalous. The national voter turnout in the 1996 federal elections was 96,456,345, according to the Federal

Election Commission. That number represents 49.08 percent of the country's voting-age population. The percentage
was even lower for the 1994 federal elections, a dismal 38.78 percent. It was that fateful election that brought a rad-
ical right-wing Republican Congress into power, and triggered a spate of laws openly hostile to the interests of
women, children, people of color and the poor. What better reason for us to be diligent about expressing our core beliefs
at the voting booth? Yet too many of us don't.

Could it be that voter apathy has gripped our nation because some people are overrepresented in our legis-
latures while others are underrepresented? What would it mean if citizens felt more fully and fairly represented? To
find out, we take a look at the theory, and the practice, of proportional representation. Two political scientists survey
the alternative voting methods that would give women their rightful place in the country's deciswn-making bodies.
And we offer a report from Great Britain that highlights not only the stunning victory of the Labour party, but also
the equally stunning increase in the number of women now seated in the House of Commons—and whether their
numbers will matter.

Finally, we add a biting commentary from one exasperated woman, dissatisfied with our recent presidential
choices and with those feminists who insisted she had no choice. It's true we need to concentrate on increasing the num-
bers of women in public office at every level. But it's just as important to remember that not every elected woman works
in our best interests. Getting the right kind of women—thoughtful, committed, progressive—remains our great chal-
lenge. The 1998 congressional elections are more than a year away; it's never too early to get busy. —The Editors
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A t five o'clock A.M. on May 2,

newly elected British Prime

Minister Tony Blair climbed atop a

stage to face the glistening Thames River, a phalanx of television cam-

eras and several thousand weary but excited supporters. Blair paused

briefly, letting the blasting music of a popular rock band subside before

uttering the cliche everyone had been waiting for: 'It's a new dawn in

Britain."

Just hours earlier, British voters had given Blair's "new" Labour

party a 179-seat majority in Parliament, its biggest victory since 1945,

and handed the Conservatives a humiliating defeat. After 18 years of

Conservative rule, Prime Minister John Major and his fellow Tories

were not just shown the door, they were booted out.

Estelle Morris, a member of Parliament from Yardly, a middle-

class suburb of Birmingham, did not join Blair on stage in the early

hours after the election. Morris was where she had been for the previ-

ous six weeks of the campaign, celebrating with her supporters three

hours north of London. For Morris, Labour's "new dawn" is not just the

opportunity to gently alter the direction of British politics after nearly

two decades of Margaret Thatcher and John Major; it represents a sea

change in the role of women in British politics. On May 1, 120

women—101 from the Labour party—were sent to Parliament by vot-

ers, almost doubling the previous number. Incredibly, only 167 women

have been elected to Parliament in the history of British politics, a

cruel indication of the third-class status of women in British political

life, despite the impact of Margaret Thatcher's 13 years as prime min-

ister.

"We are not going to sit in the back of the room," Morris stated

shortly after her 5,000-vote victory. "We're going to change the culture

of British politics."

While Labour's victory was predicted long in advance—no poll

during the two years of Blair's Labour party leadership showed less

than a 15-point lead—no one predicted that women would emerge

from the election in such dramatic fashion. But the rise of women to

positions of power within the Labour party did not happen by accident.

Like most political transformations, it followed a process of struggle,

creativity and individual leadership. Labour Member of Parliament

(MP) Clare Short, now the newly appointed Secretary of State for

International Development, realized years ago that women in most of

UNITED KINGDOM
New Labour, New Women

by Kelly Candaele

western Europe and Scandinavia

tended to vote Socialist or Social-

Democratic, hi Britain, Short sug-

gested, women exhibited a "political time lag" related to the absence

of large numbers of women in the workplace.

hi an interview three weeks after the election, Short said,

"Historically, when women were confined to the home once they had

children, they tended to be small conservatives in their personal val-

ues and large conservatives in their voting. When they move into the

labor market, which they have done in massive numbers here, their

worldview changed profoundly. . .they develop more awareness of

broader issues that impacts their politics. This is good news for pro-

gressive parties everywhere."

Closing Labour's Gender Gap

Women's votes historically have benefited the Conservative party.

With a five-to-seven point gender gap, women gave Thatcher and

Major a larger share of their votes compared to men. Short, who was

chair of the Labour party's women's committee in the 1980s, fought for

years to bring women in the Labour party into leadership and candi-

date roles. Short and others pushed for leadership training and

recruitment of women, equal representation on the party executive

board and access to resources so more women could afford to enter

political life. Drawing from the experience of Scandinavian Socialist

parties, Short pushed for so-called all-women's short lists, a formula

for selecting candidates that would reserve a number of winnable par-

liamentary seats for women.

In the United States, voters pick most candidates for office

through an open-primary system. By contrast, in Britain, party mem-

bers select parliamentary candidates through caucuses and confer-

ences. [For more details on differing voting systems and their impact

on women's political power, see "Ain't I a Voter?" on page 16.] The all-

women's short-list formula, passed by a Labour party conference in

1993, simply mandated that half the candidates for safe Labour par-

liamentary seats where an incumbent had retired would come from

women-only lists, as would half the candidates for key targeted seats

that Labour would attempt to take from the Conservatives in the next

election.

"We had to do something radical," reflected Jacqui Smith, Labour
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MP from Redditch, looking back on the fight for the women's candidate

slots, "because the scale of the problem was so great." Smith, a former

teacher, said the move toward parity exploded the primary myth per-

petuating male domination of leadership positions. "When we were

going through the first phase of bringing more women in [to leadership

positions], there was a fair amount of disenchantment within the party

It was a tired argument," she said. "All we heard was, "We would like to

have more women MPs, but there are not enough women coming for-

ward.' Now our politics is no longer the preserve of middle-aged men."

Smith and several other candidates were also helped by the

British branch of the U.S.-based Emily's list. The group provided

funds for child care, clothing, transportation and mailing costs—neces-

sities for any serious campaigner.

Several male party members challenged the all-women's list in

1995, arguing that the new procedure deprived them of equal access

to the political process. The tabloid press also vilified the women as

emasculating avatars of all that was dangerous and destructive in the

modern world. Opponents of change took their case to court and won

a repeal. The national court ruled that this modest experiment in gen-

der equality was illegal. But before the court's decision was imple-

mented, more than 35 women had been selected for seats that were

either safe Labour constituencies or targeted as winnable seats in the

1997 general election.

"By the time of the court's ruling," observed Meg Russell, the

Labour party's women's officer, "a lot of constituencies had chosen

their candidates and the party had a fair degree of success encourag-

ing remaining constituencies to select women."

Stealth Strategy
The new women in Parliament are conscious of their role in British

history and their potential impact on Britain's future. Morris believes

that "young women in particular were disillusioned about politics,

feeling that it didn't speak to them. Now they will look at Parliament

and see people who look like them."

During the campaign, Blair and other party leaders denied that

any special message or strategy was developed for or directed at

women. Fiona Gordon, Labour regional secretary for the West

Midlands with campaign responsibility for a large number of con-

tested seats, gave the official party line, stating that "women have the

same interests as men, so we developed no special message to

women. That's not how we chose to target voters." Her comments

British history and their
particular were disillusio
at Parliament and see pe

were echoed by Women's

Officer Russell, who

added that "polls showed

that women were con-

cerned largely with the

same issues as men."

But during the last week of the campaign, Blair and party

strategists chose to focus on "education, education, education" as the

core theme of "New Labour," a tactical choice that was determined

with women in mind. Of the five modest proposals that Labour had

repeated throughout the campaign, three of them—smaller class

sizes, shorter waiting lists to see physicians at the National Health

Service and safer streets—were seen by observers as designed to

bring swing women voters into the Labour column.

Bob Mullholand, a California political consultant who provided

training for a number of British parliamentary candidates, saw New

Labour adopting the same demographic and political logic that ani-

mated U.S. President Bill Clinton. "Smaller class sizes, community

safety and shorter waits for medical care—who do you think this is

aimed at?" he asked. "Men could have their arms fall off before they

would think about going to the doctor. Clinton did exactly the same

thing when he fought for education, the environment, gun control

and the minimum wage, and women provided Clinton his margin of

victory. Believe me, Blair and his staff were watching closely." BBC

exit polls indicated that for the first time since the 1940s, women split

their votes evenly between Labour and the Conservatives. The gen-

der gap favoring the Tories had disappeared.

What also disappeared was any semblance of left-wing radical-

ism within the party, the belief strongly held by generations of

European Socialists and trade unionists that the values and workings

of the capitalist market could be fundamentally transformed. Blair

became leader of a party that was already rushing towards the polit-

ical center, having jettisoned the old Labour left of militant unions and

socialist ideologues. After four crushing general-election defeats, the

party membership was ready for anyone who could offer hope.

During the heat of the campaign, Blair insisted on calling him-

self a radical centrist, someone who would create an economy that is

"modern and dynamic.. .where we apply new technologies creating

the type of environment in which business and industry can grow."

This rhetoric assured the financial markets that he was not interest-

ed in wealth distribution, class warfare or renationalization of priva-
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The new women in Parliament are conscious of their role in
potential impact on Britain's future. Morris believes that "young women in
ned about politics, feeling that it didn't speak to them. Now they will look
oplewho look like them."

tized industries. Echoing Clinton, Blair argued that in a new "stake-

holder" society, "rights and responsibilities go together."

Speaking the Language of Women?
Such rhetoric undoubtedly sounds familiar to American ears. During

Clinton's first campaign in 1992, little Rock was inundated with

Labour party staff who came to listen and learn. They carried home

notebooks and reports that outlined how Clinton's policy shifts and

campaign operation could be integrated into Labour's new look. It was

not long before Blair was giving speeches about being "tough on crime"

and "ending welfare [the dole] as we know it." Even the Labour party

"war room" in Millbank Tower, an office building overlooking the

Thames, was a replica of the Clinton headquarters, complete with

"rapid-response teams" and daily spin-control meetings with the

media.

Blair's new Labour party, like Clinton's new Democratic party,

has replaced the themes of equality and justice with the political buzz-

word opportunity as the animating impulse of public policy. In Britain,

the emergence of women in political life may be the only force that

restrains a complete embrace of market values.

Jacqui Smith argues that "we can now talk the language of

women in the Parliament," but will Labour's moderate program move

beyond words toward practical solutions to the economic and social

problems that are as critical in England as in the rest of the capitalist

West? Three days before the election, the Guardian newspaper noted

that of all the countries in Europe, Britain had the highest percentage

of children in poverty—one in three.

Additionally, a United Nations report showed that Britain has

experienced the biggest jump in inequality of any industrialized coun-

try. Between 1979 and 1993, the top tenth of income earners in Britain

saw their incomes rise by 61 percent in real terms, while the bottom

tenth experienced an 18 percent decline. These are not the kinds of

problems that will be resolved by Blair's commitment to "celebrating

enterprise," as he told Clinton during his visit to London in May.

Income disparity and poverty are particularly acute for women

of color in Britain. A recent report by the Policy Studies Institute, an

independent think tank, showed that more than 80 percent of

Pakistanis and Bangladeshis live in households whose income is

below half the national average. And there are dramatic disparities

between whites and Caribbean blacks in access to high-level jobs,

housing and safe communities. Half of Caribbean families with chil-

dren are headed by a single parent.

Issues of race and ethnicity were not prominent in the campaign,

however. Out of a population in England, Wales and Scotland of more

than 52 million, ethnic minorities make up only a little more than

three million, less than 6 percent of the population. Blacks, including

Africans and Caribbeans, are just over 800,000, while Indians,

Pakistanis and Bangladeshis total close to 1.5 million.

Only two women of color, both Labour, sit in the British

Parliament: Diane Abbot, who held a seat prior to the most recent elec-

tion, and newly elected Oona King, a leader in the Municipal

Boilermakers' Union. Although Blair appointed five women as

Cabinet Ministers, none are minorities. Mary-Ann Stephenson, press

officer of the Fawcett Society, a British feminist organization, suggest-

ed the lack of attention given racial issues was strictly political.

"Getting more women MPs was a vote winner; getting more black

MPs was not. Ifs the next big hurdle of the Labour party."

Jenny Jones, a 49-year-old newly elected MP from

Wolverhampton, believes that women will bring more passion into

British politics. "Feminism is a real challenge to a lack of passion here.

Certainly there will be more action on things of specific concern to

women rather than long-winded debates from men. Women have to

run homes and deal with day-to-day living." Jones also believes that

eventually women will challenge the moderate policies of the Blair

leadership team. "We will have to pressure the party from within to

move forward on poverty and child care. There will be a lot of move-

ment from below in the next five years."

Pressure will also come from a not-so-benign quarter, the

European Union. One of Blair's first moves as prime minister was his

agreement to sign the European Social Chapter, which guarantees
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minimal protections for workers, including a minimum wage. Major

had refused to accept the Social Chapter, accommodating the anti-

Europe faction in his own party.

As Blair moves Britain closer to Europe and a single currency,

he will face pressure to further downsize the welfare state to meet the

strict economic requirements of the Maastricht Treaty, which calls for

lower budget deficits and reduced state spending. The international

financial establishment wants fiscal restraint from domestic govern-

ments, while a revived Labour rank and file and a group of activist

women will sooner or later demand action on the economic and social

conflicts tearing at the fabric of British society.

Both radicals and feminists in the Labour party were thrilled by

the Socialists' victory in France on June 1. The French electorate

repudiated conservative Jacques Chirac's attempt to impose on

France what Margaret Thatcher had carried out in Britain. Chirac

had misread the public's move toward privatization, high levels of

unemployment and a monetarist fiscal policy. Clare Short believes

that Labour's campaign may have been shaped by a similar misun-

derstanding. "Clinton won but did not stand boldly on issues of jus-

tice and inclusion. The Blair leadership followed Clinton, but the peo-

ple of Britain moved profoundly and historically in a much bigger

way than the positioning of the party [in preparation] for what they

thought would be a much closer campaign. I believe that on May 1,

the British people thoroughly repudiated the politics of inequality."

hi Britain, the prime minister is chosen by members of

Parliament, not the voters. Indeed, the only place that Blair's name

appeared on an election-day ballot was in his own parliamentary

constituency in Northern England. This process places a greater

emphasis on party discipline than in the United States. Parties here

seemingly exist to hold a convention and raise money. Unfettered by

a legislative branch, or by regional, ethnic or deep ideological splits,

Blair's agenda will have no trouble moving through Parliament.

When you take power in Britain, there is no need to compromise with

the "loyal opposition."

But Britain, like most of the democratic capitalist West, is in the

midst of a political interregnum, haunted by the ghost of Margaret

Thatcher yet straining for an alternative economic and social model.

It remains to be seen whether New Labour can clean up the wreck-

age visited upon British society by almost two decades of Tory rule.

The size of Labour's victory will also embolden the more visionary

thinkers within the party. At some point, Labour's rank-and-file

members of Parliament will get restless, no longer constrained by the

immediacy of a political campaign. When they do, it is certain that

the new women of power will be among the voices trying to steer

Labour in a more progressive direction.

Kelly Candaele is a writer living in Los Angeles and was recently elect-

ed as a Trustee for the Los Angeles Community College District.

M;I ore than 75 years ago, the

Nineteenth Amendment gave

American women the right to vote.

Three quarters of a century later,

women remain—by far—the most

underrepresented "minority" group in

the United States. Women are actually

the majority, comprising more than 50 percent of the population, yet

they make up only 12 percent of the U.S. House of Representatives

and 9 percent of the U.S. Senate, hi state legislatures, women aver-

age one out of every five legislators, with some states as low as 4 per-

USA
AIN'T I A VOTER?

Wilma Rule and Stephen Hill

cent. According to United Nations

reports, the United States ranks

twenty-fourth of 54 western democra-

cies in terms of women's representa-

tion in national legislatures.

Something is woefully wrong.

The Year of the Woman has come and

gone, and women are only marginally closer to a goal of political

equality. It is an outrage of scandalous proportions, yet it is rarely

discussed at American dinner tables, nor is it reported on the night-

ly news or analyzed on editorial pages. No gavels pound to convene
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presidential commissions or emergency hearings of a Senate judi-

ciary committee. What, if anything, can be done?

The Nature of the Problem

The 1964 Civil Rights Act prohibits gender discrimination and sex-

ual harassment, but women are inadequately represented in our

legislative bodies and scant attention has been given to under-

standing why. Ironically, even within racial minority groups, the dif-

ferences in representation between women and men are enormous.

The 1965 Voting Rights Act—which was passed to lessen bar-

riers preventing racial minorities from being elected to serve as law-

makers—has scarcely resolved the underrepresentation of women of

color, though it has been successful in helping to elect more men of

color. In fact, three scholars—R. Darcy, Charles Hadley and Jason

Kirksey—have demonstrated that the underrepresentation of

African-Americans is largely an underrepresentation of black

women. African-American women have only one third the represen-

tation of black men, who are actually overrepresented in the U.S.

House of Representatives by 11 percent, in light of their share of the

U.S. population. The story is the same for Latina women: In the U.S.

House of Representatives, Latina women are underrepresented by

75 percent, but Latino men lack about 14 percent of the representa-

tion one would expect, given their share of the population. Asian

women have only 27 percent of the representation of Asian men;

white women only have 10 percent the representation of white men.

White men, of course, win the Grossly Overrepresented Award, with

their 40 percent of the population hogging 78 percent of the repre-

sentation in the U.S. House and 90 percent in the U.S. Senate.

The story is similar in state legislatures. In the 50 state sen-

ates—prestigious legislative seats that are stepping-stones to

Congress—Latino men outnumber Latina women 5 to 1; African-

American men outnumber African-American women 4.5 to 1; and

white men outnumber white women by 5 to 1, for a total average

ratio of 4.8 men to every woman.

What's at Stake?
Electing more women to legislatures is not merely a matter of fair-

ness, wider representation and affirmative action. Practically speak-

ing, the presence of women in legislatures makes a qualitative and

quantitative difference in the types of legislation proposed and

passed into law. hi a study comparing legislation in major democra-

cies, Dr. Arend Lijphart, professor of political science and past presi-

dent of the American Political Science Association, found that coun-

tries with proportional-representation voting systems—which gener-

ally elect a much higher percentage of women—have enacted more

laws that benefit women and children than do such countries as the

United States, which use winner-take-all voting systems. [See "A

Guide for Representations," on page 19, for a look at different voting

systems.] In the United States, although congresswomen are out-

numbered by men 9 to 1, they have been successful in gaining legis-

lation overlooked by their male colleagues, including gender equity in

education, child-support legislation and laws to prevent sexual

harassment and violence against women. It was women in Congress

who ensured that the offensive behavior of former U.S. Senators Bob

Packwood and Brock Adams was not swept under the good-ol'-boy

carpet.

Something tangible and significant is at stake in the gross

underrepresentation of women, yet few seem to understand why the

inequity persists. Conventional wisdom holds that, regrettably, this

circumstance is caused by intractable cultural sexism. While dis-

criminatory attitudes certainly play a large role, their existence can-

not explain why two voting systems used in a country produce sig-

nificantly different results in the election of women, hi Germany,

Italy and New Zealand, both proportional representation and U.S.-

style winner-take-all voting systems are used side by side for electing

national legislative bodies. From 1987 to 1996, the results in the pro-

portional balloting compared with winner-take-all are consistent and

revealing: hi these countries, three times more women legislators

were elected by proportional voting.

Furthermore, countries that use proportional representation

exclusively elect many more women to their legislatures compared

with countries that use winner-take-all balloting exclusively, with

countries such as Sweden (41% of their lawmakers are women),

Finland (39%), Norway (36%), Denmark (33%), the Netherlands

(29%) and South Africa (25%) leading the way. Research shows that

the number-one predictor of women's success in national legislative

elections—when tested with other political and socioeconomic vari-

ables—is the presence of proportional-representation voting systems.

Such comparative studies reveal that the U.S.-style winner-take-all

voting system is a great obstacle to the election of female candidates.

In addition, scholars documented in the 1980s that more

American women were elected to state legislatures in those states
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using multiseat districts (also known as at-large elections), or a

mixed system of multiseat and single-seat districts. In the early

1990s it was further documented that African-American women

were more likely to be elected in multiseat districts than in single-

seat ones, as were white women. Although local-level research is

sparse, the generalization seems to apply there as well. Prom the

1960s to the 1980s, most states that switched to single-seat districts

from multiseat ones experienced a decline in women legislators rela-

tive to the national average.

What this adds up to is compelling evidence that single-seat

winner-take-all legislative districts present a significant electoral

barrier to women of all races. A woman candidate has to be inoffen-

sive enough to appeal to more than 50 percent of the voting public,

and then even a small number of discriminatory voters refusing to

give their single vote to a woman can deny female candidates the

margin they need for election in a winner-take-all district. What's

more, these single-seat districts have been the primary voting-rights

remedy used to correct for racial underrepresentation by drawing the

districts in a way that makes a minority group a majority within that

district. No wonder then, that women of color are underrepresented

compared with their male counterparts; voting-rights remedies have

relied on winner-take-all district elections that favor men of color over

women. In other words, the rules of the game are stacked against the

representation of women of all races.

Two Steps Forward, Two Steps Back
The 1995 United Nations Beijing Conference on Women approved a

platform plank urging all governments to "review the differential

impact of electoral systems on the political representation of women

in elected bodies and consider, where appropriate, the adjustment or

reform of those systems." Knowing what we know today, a blue-rib-

bon presidential commission or Senate judiciary committee consider-

ing the stark underrepresentation of women in the United States

would have no choice but to find winner-take-all single-seat districts

discriminatory against women. To implement the UN. resolution,

election procedures would be needed that allow equal opportunity for

women voters and candidates, as well as male minority voters and

candidates. Surveying the country and the world, it is rather obvious

that there would be little choice but to recommend multiseat districts

and proportional voting methods for electing our representatives.

Since her rejection as the Clinton administration's nominee to

or Senate judiciary committee consider
no choice but to find winner-take-all si

head the civil-rights division of the Justice Department, law profes-

sor Lani Guinier has used the national spotlight to draw attention to

the profound crisis of representation in the United States, not only for

people of color but for most Americans. Guinier, along with the

Washington, D.C.-based Center for Voting and Democracy, proposed

a cumulative voting plan to elect North Carolina's congressional del-

egation after the U.S. Supreme Court declared two majority-minori-

ty districts unconstitutional. Cumulative voting has been used suc-

cessfully in the United States as a remedy in various local voting-

rights cases, and it has resulted in women of all colors, as well as men

of color, being elected. It is currently in use in more than 200 locali-

ties, including Peoria, Illinois; Alamogordo, New Mexico; and several

counties in Alabama, Texas and South Dakota.

The list system—the most widely used proportional voting sys-

tem—gives women and ethnic and racial minorities fair representa-

tion in national, regional and local legislatures. Representatives are

elected from multiseat districts in proportion to the number of votes

each political party receives. If there are ten legislative seats in one dis-

trict and a party receives 40 percent of the popular vote, that party gets

40 percent—four—of the seats, 20 percent wins two seats, and so on.

The example of South Africa is instructive. Compared with the

United States, the black-and-white racial demographics of South

Africa are almost exactly reversed. The challenge of South Africa's

black majority was to share power with its white minority and other

ethnic and racial minorities in a way that was fair and equitable.

South Africa opted for the list form of proportional representation

rather than a winner-take-all system like that in the United States,

with its hodgepodge of gerrymandered districts. In South Africa's first

election, the white minority and other minorities won their fair share

of seats without a single gerrymandered district, and women won 25

percent of seats. Moreover, the main parties reached out to voters of

all races by running multiracial slates of candidates, because politi-

cal parties and organizations have an incentive to place women and

minorities on their slates to broaden their appeal. Rather than polar-

izing the nation along racial lines, the proportional election helped

unify a new and fragile democracy. No wonder proportional voting

systems are used by most established democracies in the world today.

Toward the Future

Implementation of these alternative voting systems at local, state

fall 1997 -18



Knowing what we know today, a blue-ribbon presidential commission
ing the stark underrepresentation of women in the United States would have
ngle-seat districts as discriminatory against women.

and federal levels does not require any revision to the U.S.

Constitution. Changes in applicable law will do. Congresswoman

Cynthia McKinney (D.-Georgia) will soon introduce a bill to modify

a 1967 federal law mandating single-seat districts for the U.S. House.

The modification will allow states to elect their House delegations

from multiseat districts via proportional representation. If passed,

McKinney's bill will permit states to give representation to racial

minorities without having to resort to the pitfalls of race-conscious

districting, which has been declared unconstitutional by recent

Supreme Court rulings. At the same time, the bill will give women

electoral opportunities unknown to them under winner-take-all elec-

tions.

It is easy to envision that 75 years hence, without fundamental

change to our current voting system, women in the United States will

still languish on the political margins. It is time to fulfill the promise

of both the Nineteenth and Fourteenth Amendments, giving equal

rights for voting and election to women of all races. The evidence

strongly suggests that the only way to do this, and be fair to majori-

ty and minority constituencies of all races, genders and political asso-

ciation, is to abandon the archaic 200-year-old winner-take-all voting

system and convert to some variant of the more modern proportion-

al-representation voting system.

Wilma Rule is adjunct professor at the University of Nevada-Reno

and coeditor with Dr. Joseph F. Zimmerman of United States

Electoral Systems: Their Impact on Women and Minorities and

Electoral Systems in Comparative Perspective: Their Impact on

Women and Minorities. Stephen Hill is a journalist

(http:l I www.igc.org I en VISION) and the West Coast director of the

Center for Voting and Democracy.

A Guide to Representation

There are many varieties of proportional representation; it is a flexible system that can be adapted to the legislative bodies of any

city, state or nation. Here are a few of the most common:

• list. By far, this is the most widely used form of proportional representation, and the best for women. The voter selects one party and its slate of can-

didates to represent that voter in multiseat districts. If there are ten seats in a district and a party gets 30 percent of the vote, diey receive 30 percent, or

three, of the seats. The top three names on the party slate fill the seats. Part}' slates can be either open or closed. Open slates allow voters to indicate a

preference for individual candidates. This method is ideal for large legislatures on state and national levels.

• Mixed-Member Proportional (MMP). This hybrid method elects half the legislature from single-seat "winner-take-all" districts and the other

half from the list system. The MMP system smoothly combines geographic, ideological and proportional representation. It is used in Germany, New

Zealand and other countries. Women do well in the list-system vote, and not so well in the winner-take-all districts.

• Preference Voting (PV). This system allows blocs of like-minded voters to win representation in proportion to dieir voting strength. The voter sim-

ply ranks candidates in order of preference. Once a voter's first choice is elected or eliminated, excess votes are transferred to subsequent choices mini all

positions are filled. Voters can choose their favorite candidate, knowing mat if that candidate doesn't receive enough votes their vote will transfer to their

next choice. With the PV system, every vote counts and few are wasted. The system is ideal for nonpartisan elections, such as city councils. It is used in

Cambridge. Massachusetts. New York City community school-board elections, national elections in Ireland and Australia, and in the selection of finalists

for die Academy Awards.

• Cumulative Voting (CV). This is a semi] iroportional system in which even voter has die same number of votes as there are contested seats. Voters

can "spend" dieir votes any way they like—by putting all of their votes on one candidate, or giving three votes to one candidate, two to another, or some

other combination. Candidates with the most votes win. The CY system allows minority voters to express a strong preference for their favorite candidate.

It is being used in Peoria, Illinois; Alamorgordo, New Mexico; various comities in Alabama and Texas and elsewhere to resolve voting-rights lawsuits.

Legal scholar Lani Guinier brought diis system to die publics attention.
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