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This paper compares the attainment of national political office by women in the 
United States with that in other industrialized and newly emerging democracies, 
focusing on the election of women to chief executive leadership positions. The 
analysis will specifically focus on Great Britain, the Philippines and India in 
comparison to the United States. A theme of this analysis will be the identification 
of factors that affect the candidacy and election of women to the highest level of 
political office – in particular, the offices of president and prime minister.  The 
analysis will also consider why the U.S. has been less progressive in this area than 
other countries. 
 
 
“The day will come when men will recognize women as his peer, not only at the 
fireside, but in councils of the nation. Then, and not until then, will there be the 
perfect comradeship, the ideal union between the sexes that shall result in the 
highest development of the race.” 

   -Susan B. Anthony1 
 
 

The Founding Fathers had a dream of representation - of a government by 

the people.  True, it was then a man’s world.  But how does that dream of 

representation of the American people fit into our national culture today?  Is not the 

highest level of representation of the American people the Presidency of the United 

States?  Yet other democracies in the Western World have had governments with 

female top executives.  The importance of this topic is several fold.  Aside from 

issues of gender fairness, there are serious pragmatic concerns and significant 

societal risks associated with having a gender-skewed political system.  The result 

has been to deny our country the leadership diversity and wealth of talent that is 

available.  A comparative analysis of social, cultural and electoral systems as they 

affect the election of women to the highest level of political office will illustrate 

that the U.S. is well behind other industrialized democracies. 
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THE UNITED STATES 

 

Historical Perspective  
  

 The contest for equality in reaching the top political office was begun in 

1872 when Victoria Woodhull ran for President of the United States as the 

candidate of the Equal Rights Party.
2
  That was 135 years ago – or more than half 

the time-span since the founding of our country.  Suffice it to say, no woman has sat 

at the desk in the Oval Office.  In 1884, a second woman, Belva Lockwood, ran for 

the presidency, but met with the same result as Woodhull.  It was not until 80 years 

later that another woman ran for the office - in 1964.
3
  Margaret Chase Smith, the 

first woman to hold office in both the Senate and the House of Representative, was 

also the first to be considered for presidential nomination by a major political party 

– the Republican Party.
4
  In 1972, African-American Congresswoman, Shirley 

Chisholm, was the first female Democratic potential presidential nominee.
5
  When 

Democratic nominee, Walter Mondale, in 1984, chose Geraldine Ferraro, a New 

York Congresswoman, to be his running mate, she became the first female vice-

presidential nominee for a the major political parties.
6
  Three years later, Patricia 

Schroeder, a Democrat, launched an unsuccessful attempt to be a presidential 

candidate, having served 24 years in the House of Representatives – the longest 

period of time any women has served in Congress.
7
  

 

 A major development in the political arena for women occurred in 1999 

when Republican Elizabeth Dole ran for President, having had prior cabinet 

experience under Presidents Reagan and George H. W. Bush.  Also a former 

president of the Red Cross, Dole, as stated by Alicia Jencik in the White House 
Studies was, “considered to be the first truly viable woman to pursue the 

presidency.”
8
  Carl Cannon wrote in a cover story for National Journal in 1999 that 

“until Dole dared to put herself out there, female presidential candidates were 

mostly a curiosity, or perhaps more precisely a form of protest.”
9
  Other women 

who made attempts were Winona La Duke and Ezola Foaster, who both vied for 

vice-presidential spots in 2000, and Carol Braun, who aspired for the nomination in 

2004.
10

  

   

Historical Foundation of Presidential Characteristics 
 

 Another significant aspect of history can be seen from the perspective of 

how the Presidency was originally viewed.  For this purpose, one must go back to 

the time of Alexander Hamilton and The Federalist Papers, when our country was 

being founded.  In The Yale Law Journal, Paula A. Monopoli states that:  
 

In The Federalist No. 70, Alexander Hamilton lauded 

energy in the executive as essential to protecting the 
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young nation from internal and external threat.  For 

Hamilton, the energetic executive was characterized 

by the agentic attributes of decision, dispatch, and 

action.  These attributes, however, are not gender 

neutral.
11

  

 

Many, almost all, executive characteristics are associated with masculine 

characteristics, and so it has remained, since the founding of the Presidency.  In the 

most general sense, each of the 42 presidents to ever hold office have all been 

Caucasian males.  Although the U.S. has been an ever-evolving democracy, in this 

country’s government the presidency, so far, has been limited to men and masculine 

characteristics. 

 

    The Office of the Presidency has not outgrown the Founding “Fathers” 

and has yet to depart from a vision of what they thought a President should look 

like.  We now live in an era when women have gained the equal right to hold senior 

political and executive positions, and Hillary Clinton is now the leading Democratic 

candidate in next year’s presidential election.  When the 19
th

 Amendment was 

passed, not only did women gain the right to vote, they also gained the right and 

equal opportunity to hold the top political positions in this country.
12

  A substantial 

element of gender diversity as relates to holding political office is the association of 

character attributes with gender, which dates back to ancient Greek philosophy.  

Greek philosophy was a subject with which Hamilton and the other Framers were 

very familiar: they used the philosophy in formulating their vision of necessary 

executive attributes.
13

  To the ancient Greeks, only those with reason could 

participate in politics and only men had reason.
14

  Another important trait that 

Hamilton and the Framers believed executives should possess was to be 

authoritarian in contrast to feminine traits, such as cooperative and communal 

behaviors – presidents needed to be able to make unilateral decisions instead of 

collaborative ones.
15

 

 

Obstacles for Women 
 

 As can be observed in studying the Founding Fathers’- particularly   

Hamilton’s - visions for the Executive Office, there are difficult obstacles to gender 

diversity.  Most of these roadblocks are deeply rooted in American culture.  The 

most difficult, as well as most obvious, is that masculine attributes are preferred 

over feminine attributes in American society, discouraging many American voters 

from taking female candidates seriously.
16

  This, again, is connected to Greek 

philosophy, and the tying of character attributes to gender.  The effect is extremely 

detrimental to the potential vitality of the presidency and, in turn, to the potential of 

this nation.  If a group that makes up more than half of the population is denied the 

equal opportunity to hold the highest political offices, the nation is denied many of 

its potential leaders. 
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 There are three main factors that contribute to women candidates not being 

politically competitive - as summed up in the following statement by Jencik: 

 

Ultimately, it appears as though women have been 

unsuccessful in receiving their party’s nomination for 

the presidency for several key reasons.  First, women 

lack the campaign funds necessary to win a presidential 

election…Second, women are frequently discriminated 

against by the media…Third, women presidential 

candidates face a wide array of sexism from the media 

and voters.
17

 

 

Campaign finance is, of course,  extremely important for all presidential candidates 

and should be a primary focus for all future female candidates, especially when it 

comes to campaigning earlier than past female candidates have done.  Women 

candidates tend to raise less money and have less financial support than their male 

counterparts and should start earlier in order to have a viable campaign.
18

  Women 

candidates also need to face stereotypes and sexism head-on, ultimately through a 

positive relationship with the media.
19

  This will help with the second two factors 

that are considered difficult roadblocks for women candidates to get past.  If one 

can gain a positive relationship with the media and be forthright in combating 

stereotypes and sexism, not only will the media be on the side of the candidate, but 

American voters will also have their stereotypes affected as well.  

 Some of the most significant stereotypes that women candidates will 

definitely have to overcome include the character qualities that are attributed to 

gender.  For example, the graph below based on a poll from 2007, sponsored by the 

White House Project, shows that there is lack of confidence in female top 

executives handling themselves in certain presidential areas.  In a positive light, 

when it comes to the economy, human rights, education and health care, 90-95% of 

voters feel as though a female president would be better than a male president or 

there would be no difference.  The masculine attributes and female stereotypes start 

coming into affect more on the topics of homeland security and foreign policy, for 

the American voter wants authoritarian and agent top executives to handle such 

areas.
20

  21% feel as though a female president would be worse at homeland 

security and 19% feel as though she would be worse at foreign policy than a male 

president.  
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21
 

  

 

BRITAIN 

 

Margaret Thatcher ran against the Heath government in 1974 and came out 

the winner. 
22

  Because her father was a part-time justice of peace, she was 

introduced to the political arena at an early age.
23

  As “Leader of the Opposition in 

the House of Commons,” Thatcher became the first woman ever to lead a political 

party in the Western World.
24

  Five years later, she then became Prime Minister of 

the United Kingdom and was reelected for three terms.
25

  She was not only the first 

woman to become an executive leader of a European government but she also 

became Britain’s longest-serving Prime Minister during the 20
th

 Century.
26

    

 

Rosener wrote in the Harvard Business Review: “Margaret Thatcher is very 

male-like in her approach to management – decisive, tough, a command-and-

control type leader.”
27

  Some would have to say that Thatcher did so well because 

of her masculine qualities, but that would fuel the problem of tying gender 

attributes to leadership qualities.  More likely, Thatcher did a good job and was 

reelected for three terms because she was a good leader, regardless of her gender. 

She was not male-like in her approach.  She was a woman doing a good job, what it 

took to get the job done, as Prime Minister.  

 

THE PHILLIPENES  

 

  Although only 50 to 60 families were considered important during her 

childhood, Corazon Aquino’s family was considered among one of them.
28

  Raised 

in a religious, as well as a politically active family, she went to catholic schools 

throughout her education, including Mount St Vincent College in New York City.
29
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She left law school to marry Benigno Aquino, who tutored her on politics and 

eventually led to her involvement through his own martyrdom.
30

  After the 

assassination of her husband in 1983, she worked for anti-Marcos (Ferdinand 

Marcos was the president of the Philippines at the time) candidates in order to 

follow through the dream of her husband – to restore democracy to the country.
31

  

She was acknowledged as a possible presidential candidate by other anti-Macros 

politicians, gained a million signatures in support within a month and won the 

election as President, in which she served from 1986-1992.
32

  

 

 After she won the election, Aquino set and accomplished many goals in her 

time as President.  Restoring democracy, a new constitution, presidential power 

limits, facing military revolts, appointment of women to high positions and helping 

non-governmental organizations are all among the list of numerous 

accomplishments Aquino attained.
33

  On the topic of restoring democracy, Aquino 

states in Laura Liswood’s Women World Leaders: Fifteen great politicians tell their 
stories, “My mission was to restore democracy, and I was able to do that, with the 

help of the people, of course.”
34

  While busy restoring democracy, Aquino also 

helped the development of women’s opportunities in her country by appointing 

three women to the Supreme Court.
35

 

 

INDIA 

 

 Although she was born to power, Indira Gandhi was voted as Prime 

Minister four different times during her political career.  Part of a distinguished 

family, she gained power in a culture where gender in not always considered as 

significant as keeping power in family lines.
36

  Before reaching her zenith as Prime 

Minister, she first became involved in politics when elected to a 21- member 

Congress Party in 1955.
37

  Four years later, Gandhi became president of the party 

and gained its support.  The most support she received, however, was via her father 

when he was the Prime Minister of India for the first 17 years of India’s 

independence from Britain.
38

  Her father was the founder of India as an independent 

nation.  After her father’s death, she became a cabinet member under the new Prime 

Minister, Shastri.
39

  

 

 When Prime Minister Shastri passed away, the Congress Party elected 

Indira Gandhi Prime Minister, in a country of over 700 million people, the world’s 

most populous democracy.
40

  It seems as though her political career was based 

heavily on having the right connections that she gained through family.  As the first 

woman Prime Minister, she achieved much for the female politicians of her country 

and for democracies everywhere, especially in holding office for four terms.  As 

power was passed to her to keep it in family lines, it was also passed to her son, 

Rajiv, after her assassination.
41

 

 

IN COMPARISON  
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In both Britain and the Philippines, the women who rose to top leadership 

roles in their countries clearly worked their way up through the political system.  

This is a definite similarity with the U.S. It seems that women political leaders will 

have had to have served in Congress, as a state governor, or at least in the military, 

in order to become viable candidates.  Being involved somehow in the government 

seems vital for women to be taken seriously as a political figure.  In India, however, 

one important difference is that Indira Gandhi was born into her position and 

probably would not have been elected Prime Minister without her family 

background.  Nevertheless, she worked very hard in her career and was a 

formidable leader. 

 

Similarly with Britain, the Philippines and India, all three women were 

heavily influenced by their families that arguably led them to seek political careers.  

The influence of family was high in India, as some would term her position of 

prime minister as ‘inherited’ through family assassination.
42

  Aquino’s path to 

power also stemmed from a family assassination, that of her husband, but her route 

was a little different than Gandhi’s.  Both had to work very hard to reach the top 

position of President and Prime Minister, as well as work very hard while in power, 

but Aquino did not ‘inherit’ any ties to power.  Aquino simply involved herself in 

politics after the assassination of her husband, using what he taught her about 

democracy and the importance of the people, and was eventually recognized as a 

leader to be elected as President.
43

 Thatcher’s influence was from her father’s 

political interests, just as Gandhi’s influence, but she was elected to Parliament and 

eventually elected Prime Minister on her own.
44

   

 

Family influence in these three women’s lives can also be tied in a similarity 

to the United States.  Regarding the subject, Liswood states in her book: 

 

In the US it has been pointed out that, ‘in the first 

generation after suffrage, some two-thirds of the few 

women to serve in Congress were there because their 

husbands had died while in office and their governors 

had appointed them to finish their late husbands’ 

terms.
45

 

 
Although this ties the U.S. with a similarity to the other three countries that have 

had top women executive leaders, there is one major difference.  The political 

system and culture in the U.S. have not seen women as viable candidates for the 

Presidency. It is also significant to note that the political ties or influences through 

fathers, husbands or family members is not necessary to gain political authority, 

although has provided many opportunities to women in the past, as not all top 

female leaders in the world have gained their positions through family political 

influence.  
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In comparison with the rest of the world as to the number of women holding 

political office, the United States is ranked 63
rd,

 with 14% women serving in the 

Senate and 15.2% in the House of Representatives.
 46

  The Untied States is lagging 

far behind many other democracies when it comes to gender diversity and not 

allowing a dynamic pool of potential leaders to gain political office.  Instead, the 

U.S. political culture is stuck in tradition and stereotypical gender roles.  As a world 

power, the U.S. should be the forerunner in gender diversity so as to have the 

greatest and most beneficial representative government with representative 

perspectives.  

 

IN CONCLUSION: IS THE U.S. READY FOR A WOMAN PRESIDENT? 

 

 Today, there is great excitement because of the milestones reached by 

women currently in politics but there is still resistance also.  In January 2007, 

Nancy Pelosi became the first ‘Madame Speaker’ and the highest ranked woman in 

American government.
47

  Nancy Pelosi has marked a turning point for women in 

American politics but the excitement is of a woman being third in line for the 

presidency because that is the closest women have ever gotten to date.  Senator 

Hillary Clinton (D-NY) has announced candidacy for President in 2008 and is 

considered a front-runner for the Democratic Party.
48

  These are significant steps 

that should not be overlooked, yet it has been 135 years since a woman first ran for 

president and the nation is still being asked “When will the country be ready for a 

woman as its president?” as can be illustrated in the following graph.  

   

49
 

 

This graph shows that only 30% of voters feel as though the country is ready now 

but even more disturbing is that 13% feel that the country will never be ready.  
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The numbers are alarming because the country is far behind other 

democracies in gender diversity.  American voters should be willing to elect a 

presidential candidate, blind to gender, but based on capabilities and potential 

presidential qualities.  Although the subtitle suggests a conclusion to the issue 

raised by this paper, there can be no conclusion until a female presidential candidate 

is taken seriously.  A woman should not be elected to office just because she is a 

woman, and this country has proven it will not do that, but no qualified woman for 

the job should be shunned by voters just because of her gender.  The day that a 

women candidate is taken seriously for competing and holding the title “The 

President of the United States” instead of just “The First Lady,” will be the day that 

papers like this one will not need to be written.  
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