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WHAT WOULD HAPPEN IF WOMEN RULED THE WORLD? 

E verything could change, according to former White 

House press secretary Dee Dee Myers. Politics would 

be more collégial. Businesses would be more produc­

tive. And communities would be healthier. Empowering 

women would make the world a better place—not because 

women are the same as men, but precisely because they 

are different. 

Blending memoir, social history, and a call to action, Dee 

D e e Myers challenges us to imagine a not-too-distant 

future in which increasing numbers of women reach the 

top ranks of politics, business , science, and academia. 

Reflecting on her own tenure in the Clinton administration 

and her work as a political analyst, media commentator, 

and former consul tant to N B C ' s The West Wing, Myers 

assesses the crucial but long-ignored strengths that female 

leaders bring to the table. "Women tend to be be t te r 

c o m m u n i c a t o r s , b e t t e r l i s t ene r s , b e t t e r at fo rming 

consensus," Myers argues. In a highly competitive and 

increasingly fractious world, women possess the kind of 

critical problem-solving skills that are urgently needed to 

break down barriers, build understanding, and create the 

best conditions for peace. 

Myers knows firsthand the responsibilities and re­

wards of taking on leadership roles traditionally occupied 

by men. At thirty-one, she was appointed White House 

press secretary to President Bill Clinton—the first woman 

ever to hold the job. In a candid look at her years in 

Washington's political spotlight, she recalls the day-to­

day challenge of confronting a press corps obsessed with 

more than just the president's policies. "Virtually every 

story written about me included observations about my 
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earrings, my makeup, my clothes, my shoes. And then 

there was my hair." 

Reca l l i ng t h e p r e s s u r e s — b o t h inv i t ed and im­

posed—of her West Wing years, Myers offers a hard­

hitting look at the challenges women must overcome and 

the traps they must avoid as they travel the path toward 

success. From pioneer ing research in the laboratory, to 

innovations in business , en t e r t a inmen t , and media , to 

friendships that transcend part isanship in the U.S. Sen­

ate, she describes how female participation in public life 

has already transformed the world in which we live. 

DEE DEE M Y E R S was the spokeswoman for Bill Clinton's 

1992 presidential campaign, and from January 20, 1993, 

to December 22, 1994, served as White House press sec­

retary—the first woman appointed to the position. She 

was later cohost of the C N B C talk show Equal Time and a 

consultant and contributor to NBC's acclaimed television 

drama The West Wing. She is a political commentator on 

NBC and MSNBC, a contributing editor to Vanity Fair, 

and a lecturer on politics and women's issues. Myers lives 

with her husband, Todd S. Purdum, a writer for Vanity 

Fair and a former Los Angeles bureau chief of the New 

York Times, and their children in Washington, D.C. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Women should rule the world. 
That was it, the answer to my frustration and growing 

political alienation. It seemed so simple, so obvious. Women! 
If we were in charge, things might actually change. Instead of 

posturing, we'd have cooperation. Instead of gridlock, we'd have 
progress. Instead of a shouting match, we'd have a conversation. 
A very long conversation. But a conversation nonetheless. Every­
one would just hold hands and sing "Kumbaya." 

Or would they? W h a t would it be like if women ruled the 
world, I began to wonder? Would anything really change? Would 
the world be a better place? My hunch was that more women in 
public life would, in fact, make things better. After all, more 
women already have. 

It's easy (and perhaps a bit facile) to argue that men haven't 
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done such a great job. The last century was the bloodiest in 
human history, and so far, this one has been a tale of war, ter­
rorism, religious extremism, abject poverty, and disease. I'm not 
saying it's all men's fault. But let's just say, they've been in charge, 
and it doesn't seem we're much closer to finding answers to these 
profound and vexing problems. 

On the other hand, if there are societies where women have 
truly ruled, they are few and far between. For virtually all of 
history, woman has played a supporting role to man's, well, lead­
ing man. A comprehensive review of encyclopedia entries pub­
lished in the early 1900s included only 850 women, though it 
covered a span of nearly 2,000 years. And the queens, politi­
cians, mothers, wives, mistresses, beauties, religious figures, and 
women of "tragic fate" were notable mostly for their relationships 
with men. 

I have always believed that women could rule the world. As far 
back as I can remember, it has seemed obvious to me that women 
were, in fact, every bit as qualified as men in most endeavors, and 
better than them at many. Of course, the corollary—that men are 
better than women at some things—also seemed obvious, at least 
after the sixth grade. Before that, I thought I could do anything 
any boy could do. I was a good student and a good athlete, and I 
didn't have much trouble keeping up with boys in the classroom 
or on the playground. But then Doug, another sixth grader at 
Wiley Canyon Elementary School in California, challenged my 
friend Peggy and me to a game of two-on-one basketball, first 
side to ten would win. He beat us 10-0. 

I realized then that athletic boys are better basketball players 
than most girls, even the ones like Peggy and me who spent a fair 
amount of time shooting hoops. While I confess this was a bit 
disappointing at the time, I certainly didn't think that boys were 
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better at everything, or even most things. That idea simply never 
occurred to me. 

Maybe it's because I grew up surrounded by strong women. 
My mother, a product of her generation, left college after two 
years to marry my father, a young Navy pilot. Within a few years, 
she had three little girls and a husband who was often at sea. 
Wi th Castro's ascent in Cuba, then the war in Vietnam, my dad 
was gone for weeks or even months at a time, and my mom was 
left to manage alone. One of my earliest memories is of helping 
my mom pack a little plastic Christmas tree, some cookies, and a 
few wrapped packages into a big box to send my dad, who was on 
a ship somewhere in Southeast Asia. But she never complained 
(at least not when my sisters and I were listening), and she never 
seemed overwhelmed by all that she had to do. The Navy, like all 
branches of the military, would collapse without the community 
of able women (and now a lot of men) who manage things state­
side, while their husbands (and now some wives) are away. My 
mother and her network of Navy wives helped each other tend 
to sick children, unstop kitchen sinks, and deal with worrisome 
news from the war raging half a world away. 

After my father left the Navy, we moved to the suburbs of 
Los Angeles, and my mom eventually earned both undergradu­
ate and graduate degrees, then went to work, first as a counselor 
at a local college, then as an executive at the phone company. She 
was good at what she did, rose quickly in her various jobs, and 
got a lot of satisfaction from her professional accomplishments. I 
didn't always like it when my mom was gone, but I never doubted 
that what she was doing was important. At the time, most of the 
mothers in my neighborhood stayed home, so what my mom was 
doing was unusual. But my dad was supportive, and my sisters 
and I were more proud than displaced—even when we had to 
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eat dry macaroni and overcooked hot dogs every time it was my 
sister Betsy's turn to make dinner. It never occurred to me that I 
wouldn't go to college and have a career—as well as a family—of 
my own. Both my parents, but especially my mother, encouraged 
me and led me to believe that it was possible. 

My father's mother, Grandma Bernadette, also shaped my 
ideas about what women could accomplish, in ways I think she 
never would have imagined. Her husband—my grandfather— 
died of congestive heart failure (he'd had rheumatic fever as a 
child) when he was just thirty-seven, leaving her with five chil­
dren: my dad, who was eleven, and his four sisters, ages twelve to 
two. My grandfather had owned a gas station on Main Street in 
Racine, Wisconsin, while my grandmother was busy raising the 
children and playing the organ at St. Joseph's Catholic Church. 
She hadn't been very involved in the business—and it certainly 
wasn't a business where one expected to find women in 1946. 
Because of his heart condition, my grandfather didn't have any 
life insurance, but his business was insured. So when he died—as 
my grandmother liked to tell it—the insurance men came to her 
house, suggested she sell it and the gas station, and move with 
her children into the Catholic orphanage across town. She told 
them to get the hell off her porch and never come back. She kept 
the station and managed the day-to-day operations until she sold 
it more than thirty years later. She raised five children, put them 
all through college, and still found time to play the organ at 
Mass every weekday and five times on Sunday. While she clearly 
missed things about being married—and having a father for her 
children—she never really dated or considered marrying again. 
She would sometimes say she never found the right fellow, but 
her daughters believe that she simply liked being the boss. 

So my grandmother—by fate, rather than design—was a small-



W H Y W O M E N S H O U L D R U L E T H E W O R L D 5 

business owner and single mom long before women routinely did 
either, let alone both. And I've often wondered: Wha t would have 
happened to another family if the mother had died and left the 
father with five young children? How many men could have man­
aged to run the business, raise the kids, and volunteer at church 
six days a week, all by themselves? 

In addition to my mother and grandmother, I grew up sur­
rounded by accomplished women. The principal of my elemen­
tary school. My guidance counselor in high school. My father's 
sisters. My friends' mothers, and my mother's friends. It seemed 
to me that women were capable of doing just about anything. 
Not that they were always allowed to, of course. W h e n I was 
in second grade (even before I learned that boys were better at 
basketball), our teacher asked us to draw a picture of what we 
wanted to be when we grew up. The kid next to me, Robert, 
drew himself as a T V repairman. While his choice of career may 
not have thrilled his parents, it struck me hard. Wow, I thought. 
He can be anything. I have to be a teacher, or a nurse, or a nun. I drew 
myself as a teacher. 

Happily, the years since I finished the second grade have seen 
an exponential increase in options. Girls can now aspire to be el­
ementary school teachers or university presidents; nurses or doc­
tors; nuns or—in many denominations—priests or ministers or 
rabbis. Girls and boys can be engineers, entrepreneurs, or astro­
nauts. They can repair televisions or appear on them as actors or 
journalists. They can build homes or stay home with the kids. 

And they can be press secretary to the president of the United 
States, as I was. 

When I first started working in politics, as a junior aide on 
Walter Mondale's 1984 presidential campaign, it never occurred 
to me that I would one day work in the Whi te House. There 
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were plenty of women among the volunteers who stuffed enve­
lopes and walked precincts. But there were fewer and fewer on 
each successive level of influence and access. In the subsequent 
years, the numbers increased, as I moved from job to job—in the 
California state legislature, for the mayor of Los Angeles, on the 
gubernatorial campaigns of Tom Bradley and Dianne Feinstein, 
and on the presidential campaign of Michael Dukakis. But elec­
toral politics was still very much a white boys' club. 

W h e n I joined Bill Clinton's start-up presidential campaign in 
1991, I was confident that women would play an ever more im­
portant role, but I never gave a minute's thought to what would 
happen if we won. When we did—and I became the first woman 
to serve as Whi te House press secretary—it changed my life. But 
it didn't change the world. And I came to believe that it would 
take more women—lots more women—to do that. 

After I left the Whi te House, I kept a foothold in the busi­
ness of American politics: as a talk-show host, analyst, com­
mentator, speechmaker, and occasional writer. I was no longer a 
practitioner, but I was still a partisan, a Democrat, a blue-stater 
through and through. And I enjoyed the give-and-take of the 
political debate. But over the years, something changed, and I 
found myself more and more frustrated by the bitterness that 
now gripped the capital. Increasingly, it seemed, both sides were 
more interested in winning the argument than solving the prob­
lem. And the result was gridlock, polarization, and cynicism. 

Surely there was another way, a better way. And I started to 
think about how we might move from a culture of confronta­
tion to one of consensus, from I-win-you-lose to win-win. Was 
anyone in Washington practicing what I was only preaching? 
Were there people talking and listening to each other? Were they 
working together? Were they treating each other with respect 
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and trying to see the world through each other's eyes? And I re­
alized that, yes, there were some. And one of the places it seemed 
to be happening on a regular basis was among the women in the 
U.S. Senate. 

Now, granted it's still a relatively small group: sixteen women. 
And it's easier to find comity among sixteen than among 100 
or 535 or 300 million. But something seemed to be happening 
there. On paper, the women didn't have that much in common. 
They were liberal and conservative. They came from small states 
and big ones, both coasts and the middle. Several were single; 
others were mothers and grandmothers. They had different in­
terests, different agendas, and different strengths. And yet. They 
had managed to transcend the bitter partisanship that has in­
fected much of Congress, and forged not just political alliances 
on issues where they agreed—but genuine friendships. 

"We relate on a personal level, because every one of us has 
had to overcome the obstacles of people underestimating us and 
people trivializing us," said Senator Kay Bailey Hutchison, Re­
publican of Texas. "We're good friends." 

The ideologically diverse group has never formed an official 
caucus, but in recent years, they've worked together on a variety 
of issues, including more access to individual retirement accounts 
for homemakers, more funds for home health care and breast 
cancer research, and a resolution condemning the ruling mili­
tary junta in Burma for its brutal suppression of pro-democracy 
demonstrators. They have also reached out to other women 
leaders around the world. A few years ago, they met with women 
leaders from Northern Ireland, who were working to build a 
more civil society in that war-torn country; the Irish women 
came away inspired. 

"My experience has been that women tend to be better at 
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working across the aisles and are more pragmatic and results ori­
ented," said Senator Susan Collins, Republican of Maine. 

While sixteen women in the Senate does not an airtight argu­
ment make, it certainly reinforced my own prejudices. Women 
do seem more interested in consensus. They do seem less con­
sumed by the constant who's-up-and-who's-down score-keeping 
aspect of the political game. They do seem more willing to listen 
to other people's opinions. That's not to say that all women fit 
this model; they don't. But wouldn't increasing the number of 
women in Congress change the culture? Wouldn't it make the 
elusive search for common ground more fruitful? Wouldn't it 
make the political process more productive? 

Wouldn't it? Yes, I thought; it would. In fact, if there were more 
women in positions of power, not just in Congress, but across 
the United States and around the world, lots of things would be 
better. Not perfect. But better. We'd have more representative 
government; a stronger economy; and a healthier and more sus­
tainable planet. We'd be better able to resolve conflicts and keep 
the peace. We'd have stronger families. 

And so I set out to write this book: Why Women Should Rule 
the World. 

I knew my own story, as political operative—and as a mother, 
a daughter, a sister, a wife, and a friend. But I needed more. 
So I talked to friends and read articles, studies, and books. I 
interviewed prominent and successful women, from primatolo-
gist Jane Goodall and Senator Dianne Feinstein, to activist and 
skin care entrepreneur Anita Roddick and Nobel Prize laureate 
environmental activist Wangari Maathai. I explored the growing 
body of scientific literature on the topic. 

W h e n I actually sat down to explore the argument, however, 
I realized it was going to be harder than I thought. Women 
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haven't been able to carve out much space on the top floors of 
any endeavor, in any country or culture in the history of the 
world. Without a doubt, they've made tremendous progress in 
the past three decades, but the numbers are still small. In the 
United States, millions more women than men vote, and we have 
a female Speaker of the House for the first time in history. Still, 
women make up only 16 percent of the U.S. Senate, 16 percent 
of the House, and not quite 24 percent of state legislators. Only 
eight of the nation's fifty governors are women. And while a 
woman has finally made a serious run, no woman has ever been 
elected president. Around the world, there is an increasing—if 
still small—number of women serving as heads of state or heads 
of government; but the small numbers make it hard to predict 
just how things would change if in every region of the world, 
every level of government was half women. 

Ditto business. Women make the vast majority of consumer 
decisions in this country—by many accounts, more than 80 per­
cent. But we still don't have enough influence at the top of the 
corporations that make and sell those goods and services. True, 
women now fill about half of all managerial positions, but among 
Fortune 500 companies, women account for only 16 percent of 
corporate officers, 5 percent of top earners—and an anemic 2 
percent of CEOs. Is it really possible to know how the world 
would change if women had their names on half the doors to the 
executive suites? 

The pattern repeats and repeats. Women make up half of law 
school graduates and roughly a third of all lawyers. But they 
account for only 15 percent of partners in law firms or federal 
judges, and 10 percent of law school deans or general counsels at 
Fortune 500 companies. Women make up nearly half of medical 
school graduates^but only a quarter of doctors and 10 percent 
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of the deans of medical schools. They are 20 percent of university 
presidents, but still woefully underrepresented in tenure-track 
teaching positions, especially in math, science, and engineering. 
How would a giant increase in the number of women at all levels 
change law, medicine, and academia? 

These were among the questions that I wanted to explore. 
Of course, the questions run deeper than the statistics that 

quantify women's achievements—or the lack thereof. In the past 
couple of decades, there has been a mountain of research and 
commentary on the relationship between gender and just about 
everything—from leadership style, to ethics, to sex drive. And as 
the volume of information has grown, so too has the volume of 
the debate about what it means. Are the alleged differences real? 
Which, if any, are innate? Which are the result of socialization? 
And how do they affect expectations about gender roles? 

As I began looking into questions like these, I was struck by the 
ferocity of the debate that still surrounds the "nature versus nur­
ture" question. O n the nature side, an eclectic group of scientists, 
philosophers, polemicists, parents, and religious traditionalists 
believe that sex roles are genetically, even divinely, determined. 
According to this view, women are nurturers, designed to have 
and raise the babies, while men are programmed to compete in 
the world and support their families. 

The arguments are equally passionate on the other side, where 
a committed assortment of psychologists, sociologists, feminists, 
parents, and progressives argue that nurture is the root cause of 
behavioral differences between men and women. While the stack 
of studies is getting bigger, they claim that the evidence linking 
biology and behavior is tenuous; culture, they say, is the culprit. 
From infancy, boys are expected and encouraged to behave one 
way, girls another. And to see it any other way is to open the 
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door to the kind of biology-as-destiny limitations that have held 
women back for thousands of years. If women are more nurtur­
ing, if they're better at relationships, isn't it also possible that men 
are better at, say, math or science? And wouldn't that then justify 
the dearth of opportunities for women in those fields? 

These, too, became questions I wanted to explore. 
I'm not a sociologist. I'm not a psychologist, or a biologist, or 

a political theoretician. But as I began this book, I wanted to try 
to paint a picture, in laymen's—or should I say laywomen's?— 
terms, of what changes when there are more women in positions 
of power and authority across public life. And I hoped—and let's 
be honest, expected—the results would make it obvious that the 
influence of women has been an overwhelmingly positive thing. 
Not because women are the same as men, but because of the 
many ways they are different. 

At the same time, I realized that an honest look at the upsides 
of empowering women would also require me to look at the ob­
stacles, from the big cultural, historical, and biological forces, to 
the challenge of balancing work and family and the internal bar­
riers that keep women from being all that they can be. 

This book is not an attack on men. It's not meant to demean or 
marginalize them. After all, my father is a man. I'm married to a 
man. I gave birth to a baby man. I think men have done wonder­
ful things, from inventing the wheel (though it may have been 
a woman's idea, but somehow a man got credit), to walking on 
the moon. Truly, the list of man's (and I don't mean "mankind's") 
accomplishments is so long and so profound that it seems silly 
to try to quantify it. But that doesn't mean the world wouldn't 
be better if there were more women in public life. If women 
had more power, not just in the United States, but around the 
globe. If women had the same access to education and economic 
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resources and health care. If women had equal rights and equal 
opportunities. If there were more women in boardrooms, and 
classrooms, and operating rooms and courtrooms. If women's 
ideas and opinions and life experiences were accorded the same 
weight as men's. If girls were as valued as boys. 

If women ruled the world. 



Parti 

W H Y W O M E N 

D O N ' T RULE 

THE W O R L D 





C h a p t e r 1 

BETWEEN A POLITICAL ROCK 

AND A PROMISE 

"When a man gets up to speak, people listen, then 

look. When a woman gets up to speak, people 

look; then if they like what they see, they listen." 

— P A U L I N E F R E D E R I C K 

Just six days before Bill Clinton was sworn in as the forty-third 
president of the United States, he announced that I would 

become White House press secretary—the first woman, and at 
thirty-one, one of the youngest people ever to hold the job. Oddly, 
I can hardly remember the exact moment when it happened. I 
remember being at the Old State House along the banks of the 
Arkansas River in downtown Little Rock. I remember being 
surrounded by many of the friends and colleagues I'd worked 
with on the campaign across the previous fifteen months. And 
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after checking old newspaper clips, I know that the president­
elect introduced a handful of top staff himself, before turning 
the podium over to Mack McLarty, his newly appointed chief of 
staff, to fill out the roster of once and future aides, including me. 

But like so many of my memories from that time, this one 
feels a little freighted. A moment that might have been grand 
and indelible and joyful is wrapped in strands of more complex 
emotion, like uncertainty, trepidation, and disappointment. 

Of course, I was thrilled at the prospect of working at the 
Whi te House. It was something I had dreamed about since I 
caught the political bug in college. A few years ago, my friend 
Red produced a letter I had written to him from France during 
my junior year abroad; the return address was "1600 Pennsyl­
vania Avenue." But I never really believed it would happen— 
certainly not as the Whi te House press secretary. Yet here I was, 
getting ready to accompany a young and energetic new president 
to Washington. As part of the original campaign team, I felt I 
had a stake in this extraordinary journey, and I was eager to take 
the next leg. 

But there was so much more to this particular story. 
W h e n I went to work for Bill Clinton in December of 1991, 

he was the longest of long shots. George H . W. Bush was still 
popular in the wake of the Gulf War, and it seemed impossible 
that a cocky, young governor from a poor Southern state could 
win the Democratic primary, let alone defeat an incumbent. But 
I didn't care. I'd met Clinton a few times over the years, and he 
impressed me. He was talking about things that I thought Dem­
ocrats needed to talk about, from heath care and welfare reform 
to lifelong education for workers to keep them competitive in a 
changing economy. W h e n I interviewed with Clinton for a job 
as the campaign's national press secretary early that fall, he didn't 
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ask me a single question about my background or qualifications; 
we focused, instead, on his vision for the country. Bill Clinton 
knew why he wanted to be president. Fifteen minutes into our 
conversation on a car ride from the Hollywood Hills to the San 
Fernando Valley, I was sure I wanted to work for him. A few days 
later, I was offered the job. 

As I joined the campaign, I thought I had little to lose. Four 
years earlier, I'd been a state press secretary in the Dukakis cam­
paign; now I would be national press secretary. It was a huge step 
up in responsibility and visibility, and I knew I'd gain valuable 
experience. If Clinton lost, I'd be well positioned for the next 
presidential cycle four years later, when there would be no in­
cumbent. And if he won? Well, my mind could hardly go there. 

I spent most of the next year on an airplane, as Clinton survived 
a series of political near-death experiences, won the Democratic 
nomination, and was elected president of the United States. 

Winning was a new experience for me, as virtually every 
candidate I'd ever worked for had lost. I remember standing in 
a bar somewhere in Little Rock on election night—basking in 
the novel glow of victory, cocktail in hand—when it occurred to 
me: We have to work tomorrow! So I rounded up the members 
of my team, and we came up with a plan to staff the press office 
beginning at eight o'clock the following morning. Our department 
alone got nearly 900 phone calls in the next two days. 

The long and competitive campaign had taken a toll on the 
candidate, the staff, and the reporters who chronicled our every 
move. But as soon as the race ended, we had to dig out from 
under our exhaustion and start a new, equally intense mission: 
preparing Bill Clinton to assume the presidency at precisely 
twelve noon on January 20, 1993. There had been some tran­
sition planning at the top levels of the campaign in the weeks 
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leading up to the election; after all, Clinton had led in the polls 
since the Democratic convention in July. But it had not trickled 
down to many of the people who would be expected to run the 
day-to-day operations of a president-in-waiting. 

It took more than a week for the transition staff to be offi­
cially named. The delay was discomfiting, but the actual news 
did little to clarify my future. I was told that I would be press 
secretary to the transition, but that I shouldn't infer from that 
that I would be Whi te House press secretary. The blunt message 
stunned me. I certainly didn't expect that my role in the transi­
tion would guarantee me a particular job in Washington. And 
while I wanted to be press secretary—and I'd earned my stripes 
over the previous decade, particularly during the recently ended 
campaign—I knew I didn't have the perfect résumé. I was thirty-
one years old, I had never lived or worked in Washington, and I 
was a woman. 

As November became December, I tried not to focus on the 
personnel rumors that swirled in the absence of any real news. 
Myers is in. Myers is out. Clinton doesn't know what to do about 
Myers. Bit by bit, Clinton pieced together his cabinet, unveiling 
his choices in a series of press conferences. But as the holidays 
approached, the Whi te House staff remained a missing part of 
the puzzle. 

At some point, George Stephanopoulos, who was heading 
up communications planning, came to talk with me about jobs. 
W h e n he asked me what I wanted to do, I told him I was hoping 
to be named Whi te House press secretary. But I was shooting 
high, laying down an opening bid as much as expressing a real 
expectation. In truth, I thought I could just as easily end up as 
either the chief spokesman at an agency or department, or as 
a deputy press secretary in the Whi te House. In either case, I 
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hoped that after a year or two, I would get a shot at the top job. 
I knew Warren Christopher a bit. W h e n he was named secre­
tary of state in late December, I toyed with the idea of working 
for him. Like me, he was from Los Angeles, and we flew home 
together on Christmas Eve. But unlike me, he was escorted off 
the plane, onto the tarmac, and into a waiting limousine by State 
Department security agents when we landed; I met my dad at 
baggage claim. 

In early January, I met with Stephanopoulos and Ricki Seid-
man, another member of the transition team, in the basement of 
the Arkansas governor's mansion, where Bill and Hillary Clin­
ton's personal staffs were working. Rather than the grand, or at 
least formal, invitation to join the Whi te House staff that I had 
imagined, George and Ricki pulled me aside in a hallway and 
told me the plan: I would have the title of Whi te House press 
secretary. But the job would be a little different. George would 
be director of communications; he would handle the daily brief­
ings, as he had during the transition, and I would be the backup 
briefer. He would take the press secretary's office in the West 
Wing; I'd have a smaller office in the same suite. He'd carry the 
highest rank of assistant to the president (as all previous press 
secretaries had); I'd be a deputy assistant—a lower rank that 
came with a smaller salary (natch). I didn't know what to say. 

I'd just been told I was going to be Whi te House press sec­
retary—a job that I had barely dared to dream about—but it 
wasn't quite what I'd imagined. Suddenly, I found myself star­
ing down the barrel of a predicament that I knew was all too 
common among women: responsibility without corresponding 
authority. Most memorably, I'd seen this happen to Susan Es-
trich during the Dukakis campaign four years earlier. She'd been 
named campaign manager in the aftermath of a silly scandal that 
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had nonetheless cost both the campaign manager and chief con­
sultant their jobs. Susan was brought in to repair the damage and 
run the operation. And despite her talent and best efforts, the 
powers-that-be never really gave her the reins. Nonetheless, she 
got saddled with a load of blame for the campaigns failures— 
even the ones that had been beyond her control. As I watched 
her, I vowed I would never let that happen to me. Yet here I was. 
And I was pretty sure I knew why. 

T H E " B E A N COUNTERS" 

Bill Clinton liked me. I'd come to the campaign early, and for 
more than a year, I'd been at his side nearly every day. He knew my 
strengths, my weaknesses—and the limitations of my experience. 
He wanted to find a place for me in the White House, even if he 
wasn't sure I was quite ready to step into the press secretary's job. 
Still, he had a political problem to solve. 

Throughout the campaign, Candidate Clinton said he would 
appoint record numbers of women and minorities to high 
posts in his new administration; he wanted a government that 
"looked like America." And he implied that one of the "Big 
Four" cabinet jobs—state, treasury, defense, and justice—would 
go to a woman. But after he announced his pick for the first 
three of the Big Four—and none was a woman—Clinton found 
himself playing defense in the quota game that he'd helped 
to start. As the pressure mounted, Clinton lashed out at the 
"bean counters"—the feminists and their liberal allies—who 
were tracking his every move, determined to hold him to his 
promises. As the search for a woman to serve as attorney general 
foundered, Clinton could ill afford to be seen as throwing over 
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a loyal woman (me) in favor of a man. He was caught between a 
political rock and a promise. 

I agreed with Clintons goal: a government that looks like 
America is important, and I believed then (and believe now) that 
the country is well served when people in positions of power 
work a little harder to recruit from the enormous pool of tal­
ented women. Still, I didn't want to be a temporary solution to a 
longer-term problem. I didn't want to be set up to fail so that Bill 
Clinton could kick his personnel problem down the road. 

"I can't do it," I told George. "This is a prescription for failure." 
"You have to," he said. "The president of the United States is 

asking you to serve. You can't say no." Ricki agreed. 
"It'll never work," I argued. 
But I wanted it to work. I wanted to serve the new president. 

I wanted to be White House press secretary. So in spite of my 
reservations, I accepted the job as offered. 

As I left the mansion, I remember feeling anxious, even a little 
embarrassed, by my situation. On the one hand, I was going to 
work in the White House! I'd only been in the building once, 
when President-elect Clinton paid a visit to President Bush shortly 
after the election. In the wake of a bitter campaign, we were about 
as welcome in the Bush White House as skunks at a garden party, 
but I was still awed by the place. It was less grand than I had 
imagined; the rooms were a little smaller, the carpets a little more 
frayed. But everywhere you looked, the backdrops were as famil­
iar as the events that had happened there: the white column-lined 
colonnade in the Rose Garden where I'd seen presidents walk for 
as long as I could remember. The podium in the briefing room, 
backed by the familiar blue drape and White House plaque. The 
Norman Rockwell paintings hanging on the wall along the ramp 
that leads from the press work space to the West Wing offices. I 
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tried to memorize every detail—even as the Bush White House 
aides herded me unceremoniously away from the cluster of report­
ers after a brief appearance by the president and the president-elect 
outside the Oval Office. "No spinning in the Rose Garden," they 
kept shouting, as though this were an iron-clad and well-known 
rule. I was shown to the West Lobby, where one of the ushers 
gave me my first little white box of M & M ' s emblazoned with the 
presidential seal. (I still have it, though I'm sure I ate dozens, if 
not hundreds, of others in the years that followed.) 

As exciting as the new digs were, the circumstances were less 
so. I knew that in order to protect any chance I had at being 
effective, I had to try to ignore the obvious downsides of the ar­
rangement; I had to try to make it work. But I also knew the most 
skeptical audience would be my primary constituency: the press. 
Reporters—even those with whom I had friendly relationships— 
were going to care more about protecting their own interests than 
in cutting me any slack. Since the arrangement would raise ques­
tions about how much access they were going to get, I knew they 
weren't going to like it. 

Before my appointment was made public—and just days be­
fore we were to leave Little Rock for pre-Inaugural festivities in 
Washington—I was told how many people I could hire (four­
teen) and how much I could pay them (not much). Given that 
the press office was expected to be ready to respond to every need 
of the White House press corps the minute—literally—that the 
new president swore the oath of office, I had to work fast. All but 
one of my staff came from the campaign team that I had pulled 
together in bits and pieces over the previous year. And like me, 
most of them also lacked Washington experience. But they were 
loyal to Clinton—and to me—and I knew I was going to need 
friends. 
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A few days later, I joined my colleagues at the Old State House 
for the public announcement, determined to make the best of a 
difficult situation. 

But I was right to be worried. In the first months of the new 
administration, questions about the press office swirled, with 
my decreased stature as a central concern. Several months later, 
Mark Gearan replaced George as communications director, and 
my role expanded to include the daily briefing. It was an impor­
tant step forward, but it still didn't resolve questions about my 
access. And those questions would persist throughout most of 
my tenure. 

At times, I felt I had the support of the president and the senior 
staff, as well as access to the information I needed, to do my job. 
And at times, I didn't. I didn't have as much experience as some 
of the men who came before me. And too often, that became the 
justification for limiting my role, which in turn guaranteed that 
I'd be less effective. The circular logic (and its very real effect) 
was infuriating, and at times I struggled to control my anger. I'm 
still not sure what I could have done to change things. 

Mine is a cautionary tale. The seeds of so many of the ob­
stacles I faced were sown during the decision-making process 
that ended with my being offered the job. And more than any­
thing else, that process shaped my years as Whi te House press 
secretary. I had the same responsibilities—but less authority. 
And fewer of the trappings of power—the office, the rank, the 
money—routinely accorded to previous press secretaries. Early 
on, I tried to argue that those trappings said more about Wash­
ington's obsession with symbols than they did about me, but I 
wasn't very convincing. The president and the senior staff made 
the job less important than it had been. And that made me less 
important. 
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And so goes the downward spiral. Sometimes, just putting a 
woman in a job can make it seem less important. In fact, women 
devalue whole sectors of the economy just by showing up; stud­
ies show that both men and women attach less prestige to 
certain professions if they have more women—or are expected 
to have more women in the future. For instance, doctors used 
to be among the most trusted and respected of professionals. 
They were well thought of and well compensated, often living 
in the fanciest neighborhoods and driving the fanciest cars. But 
that's starting to change. Surely the economics of medicine have 
changed. But so, too, has the prevalence of women. In 2002, 40 
percent of medical residents were women—a fact that supports 
predictions that by 2010, 40 percent of all U.S. physicians will be 
women. And while doctors are still respected, these forces, both 
economic and social, have started to chip away at their earning 
power—and their prestige. 

Not only can the presence of women devalue certain jobs, but 
often it's not until the job is devalued that women are even hired. 
Take Katie Couric. Only when the network evening newscasts 
had become floundering franchises—with both viewership and 
influence flagging—did they let a solo woman into the anchor 
club. (Barbara Walters and Connie Chung had been allowed to 
serve as co-anchors in previous decades, but both job-sharing 
experiments had failed.) Now, as the ratings of the CBS Eve­
ning News—a program that already seems conspicuously out of 
date—continue to sag, Couric is on the receiving end of some 
harsh criticism. True, she was paid tens of millions of dollars to 
turn things around, and the network is understandably disap­
pointed. But her male counterparts at ABC and NBC are also 
highly paid—and their broadcasts haven't shown any real ratings 
growth, either. 
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It's a no-win situation. For too many women, the job becomes 
less important because they're in it. They're given fewer resources— 
like stature or staff—to achieve the same results. And when they 
don't hit the mark, they get blamed. Before I went to work at the 
White House, I was aware of this dynamic; I'd watched it happen 
to other women. But when it happened to me, the punch it packed 
still surprised me. It took me years to realize that it wasn't all my 
fault. 

"HE'S GOT A FAMILY!" 

About a year and a half into my tenure, I found out—from a 
news story about staff salaries? I don't quite remember—that one 
of the deputies in another office was making more money than 
I was. Like me, he was a deputy assistant to the president, a title 
that carried a maximum salary of $110,000. He was making the 
max; I was making $10,000 less. But I had more responsibility 
than he did; by any possible measure, I outranked him. And yet 
our paychecks didn't reflect that. I decided I deserved a raise, and 
I went to see Leon Panetta, who had recently become chief of 
staff. I explained the situation and said that I wanted a $10,000 
raise. I had one of the more demanding jobs in the Whi te House, 
I argued; I should be at the top of the pay scale in my classi­
fication. 

"He was a partner in a law firm," Panetta told me, coolly. "He 
took a huge pay cut to come here." 

"I appreciate that," I said. "I'm sure he'll more than make up 
for it when he leaves. But that's beside the point. I'm not asking 
you to cut his pay. I'm asking for a raise." 

"No," Panetta said flatly. "I don't have the money." 
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"But its not fair," I countered. "I have more responsibility. My 
pay should reflect that." This isn't a heavy lift, I thought; I'm only 
asking for about $800 a month. Eight hundred dollars! But there 
wasn't a smidgeon of give in Panetta's position. 

"Look, we have to pay people based on previous experience and 
salary history. Plus, he's got a family. It's not going to happen." 
The meeting was over. I couldn't believe what I'd just heard. And 
I was livid. As I walked back to my office, I reviewed my options. 
I could fight it, I thought. But who would I appeal to? The presi­
dent? I knew I would never waste his time on a $10,000 salary 
dispute. I could take formal action. I wasn't sure what that would 
entail, but I assumed it would take time, something I didn't have. 
I also knew that if it leaked, it could become a political problem 
for the president. Again, that was something I was unwilling to 
do. Under the circumstances, I thought my only real option was 
to let it go, to just accept the injustice and get back to work. 

Before the meeting, I thought my case was pretty straight­
forward, and I thought the best way to deal with it was simply to 
go straight to the boss and lay out the facts. I wasn't sure I'd get 
the raise, but I assumed that I'd get a sympathetic hearing; at a 
minimum, I thought Panetta would concede I had a point and 
promise to look into it. After all, he had quit the Nixon admin­
istration and switched political parties after a dispute over civil 
rights enforcement. After the meeting, I realized I should have 
been prepared for a fight. I could have surreptitiously surveyed 
other women on the staff to see if there was a pattern of dis­
crimination. Or recruited some allies to help argue my case. Or 
found out what appeals might be available to me if he said no. It 
just never occurred to me that I would have had to. What's more, 
I had learned by then that you have to pick your battles pretty 
carefully; you have to decide "which hill you want to die on," as 
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my mother would say. And at the end of the day, this wasn't the 
hill I wanted to die on. That would come later. 

Still, it's a hill too many women get stuck on. More than four 
decades after President Kennedy signed the Equal Pay Act into 
law, studies show that women are still paid less than men for 
doing the very same jobs. A comprehensive study by the U.S. 
government's General Accounting Office (now the Government 
Accountability Office) found that in 2000, women working 
full-time earned just eighty cents for every dollar men earned. 
The study took into account a wide range of factors, such as 
education and work experience, that might affect earnings; 
without controlling for those variables, the data showed that 
women earned 44 percent less than men. 

Other studies report similar findings. Hilary Lips, a psychol­
ogy professor at Radford University in Virginia, has found that 
even when you control for other factors, women still make less 
than men in virtually every job category and every field. Only in 
jobs with salaries from $25,000 to $30,000 were men and women 
paid the same. And the more that certain jobs paid—or the more 
education they required—the more the gap actually grew. For ex­
ample, Lips found that women psychologists earned eighty-three 
cents for every dollar their male colleagues earned, women col­
lege professors seventy-five cents, and women lawyers and judges 
just sixty-nine cents. Women elementary school teachers earned 
ninety-five cents for every dollar earned by men, women book­
keepers ninety-four cents, and women secretaries eighty-four 
cents. "It cannot be explained in anyway except that people think 
that what men do is more important and more valuable than what 
women do," Lips concluded. 

Need more evidence? Recently, when I signed onto AOL, I 
found a headline that read: "Best Jobs by Gender . . . Women 
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Make the Most as Nurses." When I clicked on the item, I found 
that nursing was indeed the highest-paying female-dominated 
profession, with an average salary of $56,900. But the average 
male nurse makes $64,200! In fact, in all five of the highest 
paying female-dominated jobs—including human resource man­
ager, executive assistant, paralegal, and accountant, in addition 
to nurse—men earned more. 

And it's not that men are necessarily more ambitious. In 2005, 
Catalyst, a research and advisory organization that tracks women 
in business, talked to 950 top executives, both men and women. 
Fifty-five percent of women, including women with children, 
said they wanted to be CEOs—virtually the same as the number 
of men who said they wanted to run the company. 

If that's true, why do so few women make it to the corner office? 
According to Catalyst, a quarter of the women said they lacked 
operational experience—the kind of profit-and-loss responsibility 
that is a key to success in the business world. But nearly twice as 
many said that it was because they were shut out of the informal 
networks—the golf games, poker games, and men's clubs—where 
information gets exchanged, relationships get established, and 
careers get launched. And so it is that women are judged by their 
performance—while men are judged by their potential. 

Over a lifetime, little differences become big differences—and 
the cumulative effect can be eye-popping. A few thousand dol­
lars in an entry level job can add up to hundreds of thousands 
of dollars over the course of a career. An executive at Boeing 
told Fortune magazine that in every job category at the company, 
men made more than women. And when the raises were doled 
out, things only got worse. He explained that even if you sub­
tracted 2 percent from the across-the-board 7 percent raise for a 
man making $100,000 and added 2 percent to a woman making 
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$50,000, his raise would be $5,000, hers $4,500—and the gap 
would widen. "There was never enough money to fix the prob­
lem," he explained. "It was heart-wrenching to figure out how to 
bring the women up and at the same time not penalize the men. 
Eventually, we just gave up." 

Surely, one reason women make less is that too often, they 
don't ask for more. (And I suspect—based on my own experi­
ence—that even when women ask, their bosses find it easier to 
tell them no.) Research shows that women are likely to accept 
salary offers, no questions asked. One study that tracked gradu­
ate students from Carnegie Mellon University found that the men 
negotiated their initial salary a staggering eight times more often 
than the women. As a result, their starting salaries were on aver­
age $4,000 higher—a 7.4 percent difference that would surely 
grow and grow and grow, like compound interest, over time. 

Linda Babcock and Sara Laschever, authors of Women Dont 
Ask: Negotiation and the Gender Divide, write that by failing to 
negotiate that first salary, a woman (or less often, a man) stands 
to lose more than $500,000 by the time she hits sixty. So why 
don't women pipe up? They're socialized not to, says Babcock. 
"Society really teaches young girls, from the day they are born, 
to think about the needs of others and not to think about their 
own needs. So they grow up not thinking about themselves or 
how to get what they want, but only thinking about others, 
really. In addition, women are also penalized for being too 
aggressive. When a man drives a hard bargain, he knows what 
he's worth and by God, he's going to get it. But when a woman 
does the same? She's a pushy broad, and no one wants to work 
with her." 
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UNINTENDED CONSEQUENCES 

At the Whi te House, devaluing the press secretary's job created its 
own set of problems. Eventually, there were four of us with over­
lapping responsibilities: David Gergen, counselor to President 
Clinton, who had served three previous Republican presidents in 
a variety of communications-related functions; George Stephano-
poulos, who had become senior adviser to the president for 
policy and strategy but continued to talk regularly with reporters 
after he changed jobs; Mark Gearan, who succeeded George as 
communications director; and me. It didn't take a rocket scientist 
to recognize that this was a bad setup, especially for a press 
secretary who was the only woman and the youngest member of 
the group. 

But it was also bad for the president. It was my job to stand 
behind the lectern in the briefing room every day and speak on 
behalf of the president, the White House, the country. I needed 
to know not just the details of policy, but also the state of play. I 
had to be able to steer reporters away from bad information—and 
to shape realistic expectations about what might happen next. But 
too often I had trouble getting the information I needed to do all 
that; too often, I wasn't in the room. It wasn't that people inten­
tionally cut me out. To a great degree, I had good relationships 
with my colleagues, and they trusted that I was a loyal member 
of the team. But if one of the other three—Gergen, Gearan, or 
Stephanopoulos—knew something, people often assumed that 
the "press office" had been informed and that I knew it, too. In 
the crush of daily events, the handoff didn't always happen. And 
even when it did, a secondhand report could rarely take the place 
of an eyewitness account. So there were gaps in what I knew. 
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And sometimes those gaps became a source of missed opportu­
nities, accidental misinformation—or damaging mistakes. 

The worst such mistake involved a failed plot to assassinate 
former president George H . W. Bush while he was on a trip to 
Kuwait early in 1993. When evidence suggested that Saddam 
Hussein was involved, President Clinton ordered the FBI and 
CIA to investigate. 

Over the next couple of months, I received regular updates 
about the investigation from the National Security Council staff, 
and once or twice a week, reporters would ask me about it at my 
briefing. My response was generally, "The FBI is still investigating. 
When they've finished their work, they'll forward their conclusions 
to the president, and he'll decide on a course of action." On Friday, 
June 25, an NSC staffer told me that the report was in its "final 
phases" and that the president would be receiving it soon. As it 
happened, I was asked about it at my briefing that afternoon. 

"We hear that it's in its final phases, but it's not complete," 
I told the assembled reporters. A few minutes later, discussion 
again turned to the assassination attempt. 

"Did you say that the FBI report on the Bush assassination 
thing is expected in the next few days?" I was asked. 

"No, I said I understand it's wrapping up, but we don't have 
it yet. 

"Do you expect it within days?" 
"I don't know," I answered. 
It turns out there was a lot I didn't know. The president had 

already received the report, and it established a clear link between 
Saddam Hussein and the plot. After consulting with his national 
security advisors, including General Colin Powell, who was then 
chairman of the Joint Chiefs, he had decided to launch a cruise 
missile strike against the headquarters of the Iraqi intelligence 
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service in downtown Baghdad. To minimize civilian casual­
ties, the strike was scheduled for the predawn hours on Sunday 
morning—early Saturday evening, D C time. But when I left the 
office on Friday, I didn't have a clue. 

As usual, I got to the White House around nine o'clock on 
Saturday morning. I helped prepare the president for his weekly 
radio address at ten, and then spent a couple hours in my office 
catching up on paperwork. It was a quiet day; the president's only 
plans were to go for a jog and then play golf. As I headed out a 
little after noon to get my hair cut, I ran into David Gergen. 
"You'll want to be back around three," he told me. "And you'll 
want to look nice." What in the world did that mean ? I wondered. 
I was dressed casually, as was the weekend custom in the Clin­
ton White House, and there was no public schedule that after­
noon, no news in the offing. When I asked him what was up, 
he said with just a hint of a smile, "I can't tell you." Given his 
demeanor—and the almost accidental nature of my invitation—I 
certainly didn't think it was a matter of international import. I 
got my hair cut, changed into business clothes, and headed back 
to the Whi te House around three. 

W h e n I got there, Gergen brought me up to speed. In about 
an hour, Tomahawk missiles would be launched from two ships, 
one in the Red Sea, one in the Persian Gulf. Between launch 
and landing, President Clinton would call congressional and 
world leaders—including former president Bush. And once we 
received confirmation that the missiles had landed, the president 
would address the nation from the Oval Office. I was immedi­
ately torn in two directions. On the one hand, we had a ton of 
work to do over the course of the next several hours: Notify the 
press—and by extension, the world—of the president's pending 
address. Organize briefings by senior officials to provide further 
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explanation. Compile a detailed timeline of events leading up to 
the strike. On the other hand, I was building up a righteous head 
of anger. I knew I'd misled reporters—unintentionally—the day 
before, and at some point, I was going to have to answer for it. 
Surely, this could have been prevented. George Stephanopoulos 
had known. David Gergen had known. But once again, I hadn't 
known. By keeping me in the dark, my colleagues had meant 
to protect me—and the mission. If a reporter asked me a tough 
question—and I knew what was coming—I might be forced to 
lie or to compromise the effort by revealing too much, the think­
ing went. But no one ever thought to ask what I'd already said. 

A while later, my assistant, David Leavy, came to see me. The 
lower press office had announced a "lid," meaning there would 
be no more news or announcements from the White House that 
day, and the reporters who hung around the briefing room "just 
in case" had scattered in their usual Saturday afternoon diaspora. 
I went to see Mark Gearan; we decided we couldn't call the press 
back yet without tipping them off that something was happening. 
My anxiety deepened; I was going to have to answer for this, too. 
But right now, the only thing I could do was put my head down 
and do my job. The first round of stories would focus on the strike 
itself; questions about process could wait until tomorrow. 

By virtually every measure, the assault was a success. Twenty-
three of the twenty-four missiles had launched successfully. The 
president had received unqualified support from Russia, Western 
Europe, and even normally neutral Sweden. And the adminis­
tration had sent a clear signal to would-be sponsors of terrorism: 
There will be consequences. What's more, news of the operation 
hadn't leaked—a huge victory in a White House that was already 
famously indiscreet. The general mood in the West Wing was 
euphoric. The new president and his team had handled their 
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first real military action capably. There was little concern about 
a relatively minor misstatement from the podium. Unless, of 
course, you had done the misstating. 

The following day, Doug Jehl from the New York Times called. 
He was writing a piece detailing the White House s success in 
keeping the missile strike secret. Only five White House aides 
had known the details in advance, and keeping the circle small 
had preserved the secret. But hadn't it also led me to provide er­
roneous information at my briefing, he wanted to know? Hadn't 
it also made the Whi te House look less than candid? 

I went to see National Security Advisor Tony Lake and Gergen. 
My misstatement wasn't good for the president, it wasn't good for 
the White House, and it certainly wasn't good for me, I argued. I 
needed to be able to tell the press that we were going to change some 
of our procedures to protect against similar mistakes in the future. 
They agreed. The only thing left was to talk to the president. On 
Monday morning, I caught him as he arrived in the Oval Office. 
I explained my situation. "They'd be on us if the story leaked, and 
they're on us cause it didn't leak," he said with more than a hint of 
irritation. But he agreed that we needed to make some changes. 

The rest of the morning was taken up with a cabinet meeting, 
planning for our first meeting of the G7 a few weeks later—and 
preparing for a briefing that I thought might get personal. 

Just before two o'clock, I headed to the podium prepared for 
the worst. After a few routine announcements, I opened the 
floor to questions. The first topic was the political impact of the 
weekend's events. When I shot down a question about whether 
politics had played a role in the president's decision to launch the 
missile strike, one of the reporters shot back, "How do you know 
that since you—by your own statements—were not part of any 
meetings having anything to do with this?" 
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The first punch landed hard. And it went downhill from there. 
"Dee Dee, you've been reported to be concerned about the 

impact of the weekend on your credibility and on your office 
because of the erroneous lid that was put on and because of the 
statement you made Thursday [sic], not knowing, apparently, 
some of the things that were going on behind the scenes. Can 
you talk a little about your concerns?" 

For the next thirty minutes, I answered question after un­
comfortable question about my own role. I tried to explain that 
I'd made an "honest mistake," that we would "do things differ­
ently" in the future to prevent another such episode, that I had 
talked to senior officials, including the president, and that they 
had agreed. But there was blood in the water—all mine—and 
the sharks were circling. Finally, Helen Thomas took pity on 
me and—invoking her status as dean of the White House press 
corps—ended the briefing. 

It took me months to dig out of that hole. I wasn't the first 
press secretary to be cut out of the loop when a military strike 
was underway; Larry Speakes, President Reagan's spokesman, 
denied that U.S. troops were going to invade Grenada, just hours 
before they landed on the beaches. In hindsight, I realize that I 
could have structured my guidance more carefully. I could have 
answered the first question about the original investigation—and 
then told reporters I would have nothing further to say until 
the president had made a decision. But the problem wasn't just 
that my guidance had been too specific—or that information I'd 
gotten from the NSC was wrong. The problem was that none of 
the people who knew about the strike even thought to find out 
whether I'd been asked about it. The daily briefing just wasn't on 
their radar screen. 

There were other consequences to devaluing the press secretary's 
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job. The relationship between any sitting president and the re­
porters who cover him has long been strained. But appointing a 
press secretary with less stature (and restricting the areas in the 
West Wing where reporters could go without an escort) was seen 
as an affirmatively hostile act, a statement by the White House 
that the press was less important and that access would be limited. 
Simmering resentments spilled over into public skirmishes, and 
both sides dug in. It would take several years—and a new press 
secretary—to repair the damage. 

I know that neither Bill Clinton nor other members of the 
transition team foresaw the problems they would create with my 
compromised appointment. Maybe they should have, but they 
didn't. It wasn't in the president's interest any more than it was in 
mine. But they were trying to solve a different set of problems: 
problems of campaign promises and political correctness. Clin­
ton needed visible women. And he wanted credit for appointing 
women to important posts, including the first to serve as the 
president's press secretary. But when all was said and done, some 
of those women, including me, didn't have the tools we needed 
to be effective in our jobs. And that made for some very dif­
ficult days. 

Shortly before I left the White House, Larry King did a show 
featuring the Whi te House correspondents from the major net­
works. At one point, he asked them about me. "Has Dee Dee 
Myers been effective?" he tossed out to the panel. "We'll never 
know," answered Brit Hume, then of A B C News. "She had an 
almost perfect temperament for the job . . . but she never really 
got the chance." 

That wasn't the answer I would have hoped for when I started 
the journey. But after all I had been through, I thought it was 
fair, and I was grateful to Brit for his even-handedness. It also 
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summed up how I felt: I never really got the chance. Don't get 
me wrong: I understand that in my case, gender cut both ways. 
I got the job because I was a woman. And I didn't quite get the 
job because I was a woman; I don't believe a man would have 
been appointed and given the same limitations. Still, I'm grate­
ful for the opportunity. Despite the difficulties, it changed my 
life and created a wealth of opportunities that I wouldn't have 
otherwise had. 

As I look back on it now, I understand that my experience is 
all too common. Like so many women in public life, I had a job 
with more responsibility than authority, and I struggled to make 
it work. Other women face the same broad range of obstacles: 
They're denied promotions, blocked from the informal networks 
that give rise to opportunity, judged by different standards. And 
together these obstacles keep women from being all that they 
can be. I share my story in the hope that it will help other women 
avoid some of the traps that I fell into—and to reassure them that 
they're not alone if they do. And I share my story because looking 
honestly at what happened to me—and why—has helped me to 
understand that some of the forces that shaped events were bigger 
than I. That's not to say I didn't make mistakes. I did. And if I 
had a chance to do it all again, there's plenty that I would change. 
But there's plenty that I couldn't change. Understanding that 
has allowed me to stop blaming myself for everything that went 
wrong—and start taking credit for some of the things that went 
right. And that's made all the difference in the world. 





C h a p t e r 2 

W H Y CAN'T A W O M A N 

( B E MORE LIKE A M A N ) 

"No book has yet been written in praise of a 

woman who let her husband and children starve 

or suffer while she invented even the most useful 

things, or wrote books, or expressed herself in art, 

or evolved philosophic systems. " 

— A N N A G A R L I N S P E N C E R , 

A M E R I C A N EDUCATOR, F E M I N I S T , 

A N D U N I T A R I A N M I N I S T E R 

A s I sat in a conference room, somewhere in Naples, Italy, 
I could hardly believe what I was seeing: Laura Tyson, 

the chairman of the presidents Council of Economic Advisors, 
couldn't get a word in edgewise—or even a seat at the table. 

We had just arrived in Europe for the G7, the annual meeting 
of leaders from the world's big industrial nations, when the dollar 
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took a precipitous tumble in international currency markets. The 
president gathered his economic and communications aides, as 
the world watched to see how he would respond. 

There was a table in the center of the room, with additional 
chairs lining the walls, and as we filed in for the meeting, people 
assigned themselves seats based on seniority and role. The presi­
dent; Lloyd Bentsen, the secretary of the treasury; and Bob 
Rubin, chair of the National Economic Council, grabbed chairs 
at the table, while several of their deputies and I headed for the 
outer ring. By the time Laura got into the room, all the seats at 
the table were filled—several by lower ranking men—and she 
had to settle for one of the cheap seats along the wall. 

As options were being discussed, she tried to interject, only to 
be talked over. She tried again—and again, she was interrupted. 
Finally, she stood, her voice rising, and she started talking. As 
the men in the room looked on, a little startled, she kept talking, 
until the president recognized her and she was allowed to have 
her say. 

Eventually, the president took Laura's advice—that he should 
say nothing—but that's really beside the point. Unlike the men 
in the room, she had to fight like crazy just to be part of the 
conversation. 

Clearly, being in the room was not the same as being at the 
table. And it was hard to watch a woman with Laura's experience 
and credentials still struggling to be included. As we left the 
room, I sidled up to her. "I can't believe what just happened in 
there," I told her. "Unbelievable," she answered, slowly shaking 
her head, and we headed off to fight the next battle. 

More than a decade has passed since the G7 met in Naples, 
and women have continued to gain ground in virtually every 
imaginable area of public life, from politics and business to sci-
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ence, academia, and sports. But in spite of the progress, women 
are still fighting their way in from the margins. There's still a 
double standard that holds women back. Male attitudes, ideas, 
interests, views, values, and voices are the norm. And since fe­
males don't necessarily share them, it's still too often seen as 
proof positive that they don't quite get it. Women are considered 
just a little less competent. Their problems are just that much less 
urgent. Their experience is not quite as valid. 

The origin of this double standard isn't much of a mystery. For, 
oh, several millennia, women were confined to private life, where 
they raised children and managed domestic matters. Public life 
was the province of men, created by and for men. When women 
started moving into this traditionally male bastion, they had to 
take that world as they found it. From the earliest days, women 
succeeded by adopting the rituals of men, by going native. But 
women aren't men. So accepting the idea that they should behave 
like men—but don't—has created this sense that they're a cheaper 
model, that they're a Toyota to the male Lexus—same manufac­
turer, but without all the extra horsepower, fancy upholstery, and 
state-of-the-art electronics. 

Women are caught in a double bind: expected to act like 
men—and punished for doing just that. According to a recent 
study by Catalyst, both men and women perceive women as better 
at "caretaking skills," like team building and encouraging others, 
while men are perceived as better at "taking charge" skills, like 
influencing superiors, solving problems, and making decisions. 
Empirical research shows that while both genders use a wide va­
riety of leadership styles, well-worn expectations persist: When 
women in positions of authority conform to traditional female 
stereotypes, they are too often perceived as "too soft" to be effec­
tive. And when they defy those norms, they are considered "too 
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tough," unnaturally masculine, out of sync. Damned if they do, 
damned if they don't. 

The prevalence of these confining stereotypes is still an enor­
mous barrier to women's advancement—and one that is widely 
recognized by women in leadership positions, even as it is often 
underestimated by others. Studies show that men tend to evalu­
ate women leaders more harshly than do other women, which 
makes it harder still for them to break out of these boxes. 

As the first woman to serve as White House press secretary, I 
definitely felt at times trapped by these competing expectations. 
I was supposed to be authoritative; after all, I was speaking for 
the President Of The United States, The Most Powerful Man 
O n Earth. But at the same time, I had to be likable—a quality 
that's a bonus, not a requirement, for men in the same position. 
If there was a way to do both, on many days, it eluded me. At 
various points, as reporters predictably tested me, I tried getting 
tough. I'd pick apart their questions, challenge their assump­
tions, try to trip them up. It didn't work, even when I was right 
on the merits. Titles be damned, a thirty-one-year-old woman 
can rarely best an older, more experienced man—and win the 
exchange in any meaningful way. When I softened my approach, 
I often sounded tentative, which was like shoveling verbal chum 
into the shark tank; pretty soon the whole room would be trying 
to take a bite out of me. Wi th more experience, or a few more 
rings around my trunk, I might have found a more effective 
middle ground. But the double bind would still have defined 
expectations for me in ways that none of my male predecessors 
had faced. 

Of course, it isn't just the "firsts" who face these particular hur­
dles. Women in positions of leadership, in virtually every field, 
report similar experiences. Whether women are struggling to 
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make a point in a private room—or being sized up on the public 
stage—the double standard persists. 

DOUBLE STANDARD, DOUBLE B I N D 

During the transition, as Clinton worked to fill positions in his 
cabinet, a team of lawyers, media experts, and FBI agents vetted 
the various candidates, working to ensure that there were no 
skeletons in their proverbial closets. Along the way, researchers 
uncovered a variety of potential problems, some more serious 
than others, and in each case, a decision had to be made about 
how to proceed. In some cases, candidates were dropped from 
consideration; in others, they were allowed to go forward. 

In the search to find the right woman to serve as attorney gen­
eral, Warren Christopher, who was leading the transition, proposed 
Zoë Baird, a brilliant lawyer whose reputation was as impressive 
as her résumé, though she was just forty years old. Christopher 
had met Baird while he was negotiating the release of the Ameri­
can hostages in Iran and she had been part of his team. She later 
joined Christopher's firm, O'Melveny 8c Myers, before becoming 
general counsel to the insurance giant Aetna Life and Casualty. 
During the vetting process, Baird told transition officials that she 
and her husband had hired a Peruvian couple—she as a nanny, 
he as a driver and handyman—though both were in the country 
illegally. At the time, it was not illegal to hire workers without the 
proper documents, but Baird and her husband had also failed to 
pay their Social Security taxes, which was against the law. (After 
Clinton was elected, but before her nomination, Baird and her 
husband had hired a lawyer to help the couple obtain legal status 
and paid their back taxes and penalties.) 
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As transition officials debated how serious a problem this would 
be, one of the vetters, Ricki Seidman, was especially worried. The 
president-elect's nominee to become the highest law enforcement 
officer in the land had herself violated the law, and Ricki believed 
it would be a big deal. The story would be exacerbated, Ricki 
believed, by the fact that Baird was a woman (yes, a woman), that 
she had a nanny, and that even though she earned half a million 
dollars a year, she had failed to pay the proper taxes. When she 
asked me for my opinion, I said I wasn't sure it was disqualify­
ing. But the fact that Ricki was so nervous made me nervous; I 
thought her instincts on these kinds of things were spot-on. 

Others didn't see it that way. The nomination went forward, 
and when an avalanche of criticism made it clear that Baird 
couldn't be confirmed, her nomination was withdrawn. In the 
years since, I've often wondered: If Ricki had been a man, would 
things have gone down differently? Would she have been as sen­
sitive to the implications of Baird s situation? And if so, would 
her opinion have carried more weight? Similarly, if Zoë Baird 
had been a man, would it have changed things? Would the 
public have been as incensed by her failure to pay Social Security 
taxes on her nanny? Or would they have simply assumed that it 
was the wife's responsibility? How much anger was generated 
by her failure to comply with a law that was, at the time, widely 
ignored—and how much by the fact that she was a powerful 
woman who left her children in the care of another woman? 

The same kind of double standard applies to women running 
for elective office. Research shows that voters—both men and 
women—judge women candidates by different standards. Crack­
ing the Code, a handbook for women candidates, warns them to 
be prepared. "Voters focus on a female candidate's performance 
under pressure, knowledge of issues, and personal presentation. 
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Voters are more judgmental about a female candidate's perfor­
mance and less forgiving of her mistakes than they are of her 
male counterpart's. Voters ask: Can she stand up to her oppo­
nent? Can she think on her feet?" In other words, voters assume 
men are tough enough. But women have to prove it. 

It's a fine line. Studies consistently find that if a woman is too 
assertive, it can hurt her chances of getting a job or advancing 
in her career. Simply disagreeing with men can sometimes get 
women into trouble. "I think [men] won't tolerate some things, 
unfortunately, from women," Kathleen Sebelius, the governor of 
Kansas, tells me. "And it's not fair, and it doesn't make any sense, 
but it's real. So either you can figure out that dynamic or you can 
not be as successful as you could." 

As the first woman to run a truly serious campaign for presi­
dent—meaning, one with a legitimate chance to win—Hillary 
Clinton has worked to strike just the right balance. In some 
ways, her challenges are as familiar as her black pantsuits: She's 
told friends that she worries about how to be strong without 
seeming strident. But in other ways, she's out there all by herself, 
trying to find balance on the highest of high wires, with massive 
expectations and little margin for error. 

Even what to call her becomes a challenge. When she first 
entered public life, as the wife of the governor of Arkansas, she 
called herself "Hillary Rodham Clinton." But when voters fired 
her husband after his first term, she dropped the "Rodham." (He 
was subsequently elected again, then re-elected to three more 
consecutive terms, one assumes not entirely as a result of the 
name change.) When I first met her during the 1992 presi­
dential campaign, she was introduced to me as "Hillary." And 
while most of us younger staffers referred to the candidate as 
"governor," everyone called his wife by her first name. W h e n she 



4 6 D E E D E E M Y E R S 

became First Lady, I publicly referred to her as "Mrs. Clinton," 
but privately, she was still "Hillary." Ditto when she was elected 
to the Senate. Now she's running for president, not as "Senator 
Clinton" or "Mrs. Clinton" or even "Clinton," but as "Hillary." 
O n the one hand, it's what people call her; it's breezy and famil­
iar and warms that cool exterior just a touch. It also makes it 
easier to distinguish her from a former president with the same 
surname. But at the same time, it does undermine her authority 
ever so slightly. After all, "Hillary" sounds less formidable than 
"Senator McCain" or "Governor Romney" or "Mayor Giuliani." 

(Throughout this book, I refer to her as "Hillary." That's how 
I came to know her, and that's how she now identifies herself. 
But should she be elected, I'll happily switch to "Madam Presi­
dent" before you can say "Hail to the Chief") 

Hillary's balancing act doesn't become any easier when the 
questions are not about nomenclature, but about policy. How, after 
all, can she convince voters she wants to play pat-a-cake with their 
toddlers—and nuke Iran? As Hillary has learned, that's one hell 
of a straddle. The risk—and often in her case, the reality—is that 
she falls short. "What I hear from young women to the old, what I 
call hard-line activists, is that she has become brittle," one promi­
nent professional woman around Hillary's age told me. "And actu­
ally in many ways, it is almost like saying she has become male. 
They don't trust her. They don't know where her authentic being 
is anymore. And they just don't think she's real. And the one thing 
women have got to have—you've got to believe them. You've just 
got to believe they know who they are. That they have their own 
voice. And that it's real." 

In fact, when Hillary showed a flash of the "real"—briefly 
tearing up near the end of the New Hampshire primary—women 
rallied to her defense, suggesting, perhaps, a growing weariness 
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with rules that sometimes seem rigged. Barack Obama had come 
surging into the state in the wake of his impressive victory in 
Iowa, and virtually every poll confirmed that he would win com­
fortably in New Hampshire. But the political chattering class 
didn't just suggest that a second consecutive Obama win would 
cripple Hillary's campaign, they seemed to take delight in her 
demise; they were dancing at the edge of her political grave. 
As Hillary struggled to save her faltering campaign, she seemed 
worn down not just by the pace, but by the harsh and relentless 
criticism. 

"How do you do it?" a woman asked her at a campaign stop. 
"It's not easy," Hillary answered. "I couldn't do it if I didn't 

passionately believe it was the right thing to do." She was emo­
tional but composed, as her eyes welled with tears that never 
quite spilled onto her cheeks. "This is very personal to me. It's 
not just political; it's not just public. I see what's happened," she 
continued, no doubt referring to seven years of Republican rule. 
"We have to reverse it." 

For the next twenty-four hours, the moment played in 
near continuous loop on cable television and the Internet, 
as reporters and pundits debated whether the emotion was 
manufactured and how bad the damage might be. Even the 
normally sensible John Edwards suggested that if she couldn't 
survive the campaign without crying, she might make a weak 
commander in chief. Never mind that the last two presidents 
confessed to crying regularly—and were praised for their 
compassion. In a woman, it was a sign of weakness. Except 
that it wasn't. As voters watched it for themselves, women in 
particular seemed to conclude that her emotion was real—and 
that it was appropriate. Moreover, they felt her pain, and they 
decided to help end it. 
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The following day, women flocked to the polls. They made 
up a record 57 percent of the Democratic electorate in New 
Hampshire, and half—including many who hadn't previously 
supported her and many who might not stick with her—voted 
for her. Rather than losing by double digits, as the polls had sug­
gested, she won; she found her "voice," as she said in her victory 
speech. 

Too male. Not male enough. Too female. Not female enough. 
There are so many ways for women to lose at this game. 

Judith McHale, the former C E O of Discovery Communica­
tions, hears the same kinds of complaints about Hillary Clinton, 
but she finds many of the arguments absurd. "Nothing drives 
me crazier than people who say, women who say, 'She would be 
so divisive.' And I say, 'Well, you know that would be horrible 
because we as a country right now are so united.' " 

McHale chalks much of it up to a double standard. She recalls 
a conversation she once had with a woman who told her that 
Hillary made her uncomfortable. "And I said, 'Why do you feel 
that way?' And she said, 'Well you know she's an opportunist.' 
And I said, 'Well you know that is true. Certainly there is no one 
else in the U.S. Senate like that. Most politicians are really out 
there for the world, and she is the exception. She is the exception 
to all of that.'" 

A VIRTUAL M U T E BUTTON 

But if acting like a man can be a handicap, so can looking like a 
woman. And no one knows this better than Hillary. For more than 
a decade, her appearance has been the subject of an ongoing and 
robust national conversation. She should wear pants. No, skirts. 
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Her hair is too long. No, it's too short. Her gown is too conserva­
tive. No, it's too couture—and it makes her look fat! Once, when 
she showed up on the Senate floor wearing a low-cut camisole 
under a suit coat, you would have thought she had done the tango 
with Castro on the Capitol steps. Just the hint of cleavage— 
ohmigod, cleavage!—sent the chattering class into a swivet. 

Similarly, when Katie Couric joined CBS as the first woman 
to serve as sole anchor of the evening news for a major broadcast 
network, the publicity department Photoshopped a picture of 
her so she would look a dress size or so thinner. "The emphasis 
on Katie's appearance—I hate it, it's so frustrating," says CNN's 
Campbell Brown, a friend of Couric's. "You don't hear the same 
kind of comments about male anchors. You just don't." 

That said, the fashion police are increasingly turning their 
sights on men. John Kerry and John Edwards both got scorched 
for their fancy, and expensive, haircuts. But the conversation is 
almost always about the cost—$400!—or the circumstances— 
he had a stylist flown in from LosAngeles\ It's almost never about 
whether it looks good or bad, whether it flatters the cheek bones 
or exposes the ankles. When it comes to women, everyone wants 
to be Joan Rivers on the red carpet at the Oscars. 

From the time I joined the Clinton campaign, virtually every 
story written about me included observations about my hair, my 
earrings, my makeup, my clothes, my coat. Yes, my coat—my 
full-length black leather coat. I was from Los Angeles; at the 
start of the campaign, I didn't have a winter coat. It was Decem­
ber, and we were starting to spend a lot of time in New Hamp­
shire; I needed a winter coat. I saw this leather number in the 
Eddie Bauer catalog. It was long (midcalf), waterproof, and had 
a zip-out down lining. I knew instantly that was the coat for 
me. And it remains the warmest coat I've ever owned. (Hillary 
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Clinton was so taken by my coat that she ordered the same one, a 
fact the press never seemed to notice—a small miracle, under the 
circumstances.) So the coat became part of my story. 

Then there were the shoes. Again: I was from Los Angeles. I 
didn't own a pair of winter boots. Oh, I had some cowboy boots. 
It was the early 1990s; everyone had cowboy boots. It's just that 
I actually took mine to New Hampshire. In the winter. One day, 
as I was climbing out of the motorcade onto a slippery side street 
in Manchester, my feet came rocketing out from under me. Clin­
ton caught my elbow, just before I went careening into the street. 
He looked at me, then at my cowboy boots. "You really are from 
California, aren't you?" he said, with a grin that let me know he 
was enjoying the moment a lot more than I was. Needless to say, 
I traded the cowboy boots for a pair of black Timberland snow 
boots. 

There continued to be some focus on my footwear, as I some­
how remained a little oblivious. In January of 1994, we were in 
Moscow for a presidential summit. Among other things, President 
Clinton and President Yeltsin would be signing a "de-targeting" 
agreement, each committing to point their nuclear missiles away 
from the other's cities. It was an important, symbolic step, and 
the two presidents were set to announce it at a press conference at 
the Kremlin. Since we would be playing by hosts' rules, the plan 
called for my Russian counterpart and me to call on reporters, as 
each president answered three or four questions. In other words, 
I would be on camera around the world for a considerable amount 
of time. We had a couple of other stops en route to the event, and 
the streets of Moscow were deep in gray, slushy snow. So before 
leaving the hotel, I slipped into a pair of snow boots. A few stops 
later, Mark Gearan, the White House communications director 
and my pal, took a look at my footwear. "You're not wearing those 
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to the press conference, are you?" he asked, somewhat horrified. 
When I told him they were all I had with me, he grabbed his cell 
phone, tracked down someone from the advance staff and sent 
him to my room for a pair of black suede pumps. They arrived 
just before the press conference. 

A few weeks later, I got a photo from the event. It's a head-to-
toe shot of me, standing in front of a microphone, as Presidents 
Clinton and Yeltsin look on. The yellow Post-it Note is still at­
tached: "Shoes by Mark." 

And then there was the hair. Oh, the hair. I cringe now when 
I see the pictures. Blond. Blonder. Less blond but longer. Short 
again, with roots. Shorter still. Blonder. It was a march from bad 
to worse, back to merely awful. I knew people were talking. But 
only with distance and in hindsight can I appreciate exactly what 
they were saying. I wasn't a fashion icon. 

It may seem counterintuitive, considering that I'm arguing 
against double standards, but one of my real regrets about my 
White House years was that I didn't do a better job with my ap­
pearance. Fairly or unfairly, the fact that I didn't get it quite right 
became a distraction—and given all the obstacles I was already 
facing, it was one I didn't need. It wasn't that I didn't try; I did. 
But fashion has never come naturally to me. I can't hear when I 
sing off key, and I'm never quite sure when my ensemble doesn't 
work. I wish I'd gotten help. When I came to Washington, just 
months past my thirty-first birthday, I'd never lived or worked 
in the capital, and with one or two exceptions, the only people I 
knew were those who had worked on the campaign. I didn't have 
another support network. I didn't have mentors, or even more 
seasoned girlfriends, who could have instructed me in the ways 
of Washington, helped me interpret the tribal rituals—or taken 
me shopping for shoes and suits. And I could have used that. 
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I recently discovered that the current White House has a full-
time makeup artist on staff. The president is her primary client, 
but she's also available to the press secretary and any other member 
of the staff scheduled to appear on camera. It's a practical—and 
wise—nod to the power of moving pictures, and I can't help but 
wonder: Could I have pulled that off? Almost certainly not. First, 
there were fewer outlets—television, cable, Internet—hungry 
for video footage of the White House a dozen years ago. More 
importantly, it took a man—in this case, the president—to make 
makeup for events more important than driving to work but less 
important than the State of the Union smart, rather than vain. 

But that was then. At an event during Inaugural Week, just 
days after I had arrived in Washington, I ran into a woman who 
had been appointed to a senior and visible job in the new admin­
istration. She was attractive and extremely well put together, and 
I complimented her on her suit. "I just spent $25,000 on new 
clothes," she confided to me. I was flabbergasted. That exceeded 
my entire net worth. I had never in my life known anyone who 
had spent $25,000 on new clothes in a few weeks. But the sar­
torial gap between us wasn't just about resources. There were 
clearly people in my financial situation who "got it." Like George 
Stephanopoulos. I remember walking into his transition office 
just days before we left Little Rock for Washington. There were 
some boxes leaning against the wall: long, wide, and oddly flat. 
"What's in the boxes?" I asked. "Four new suits from Barneys," 
he said. I'd never set foot in Barneys. George had managed to get 
himself to New York so that he'd be ready to stand behind the 
Whi te House podium on Day One. Even if he wasn't a woman, 
he understood that the world would be watching. 

Even now, virtually every time I appear on television, I get 
more feedback about how I look than about what I say. And 
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that's just a reality that women face: People don't hear a word you 
say until they get over your hair. If you change your hair, people 
can't stop talking about it. And there's code. If people say, "Your 
hair looked great; did you get it cut (or let it grow)," that's good. 
It means they were generally satisfied with your appearance and 
could therefore move on to listening to what you had to say. But 
if they say, "I saw you on the Today show; you changed your hair," 
that's bad. It means they didn't like the way you looked and spent 
the entire segment thinking about what was wrong. In short: A 
bad hair day is a virtual mute button. 

IN THE ROOM AND AT THE TABLE 

When women aren't being judged by their appearance, they're 
often treated like they're invisible. Almost every professional 
woman I know—whether she works in law, business, medicine, 
academia, politics, or something else—has had this experience: 
You're sitting in a meeting in a room full of men. You make a 
suggestion, and no one responds. A few minutes later, a man 
says virtually the same thing, and everyone agrees that it's a great 
idea. What gives? To be sure, some women don't state their views 
forcefully enough. But there's no way that can account for the 
frequency with which this happens. In a recent study looking at 
various strategies women use to confront bias, one of the respon­
dents suggested that when someone tries to "restate" one of their 
ideas, women have to confront them directly. "You've got to nip 
it in the bud," she said. "So you need to, with the right finesse, 
be able to go back to—let's say it's Joe Smith—and say, 'J o e> it's 
so great you thought my idea was right on target. I like the way 
you've reworded it, and you are exactly on the point I was on, 
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and so'—to the collective audience—'what do you think about 
implementing my suggestion that Joe Smith just articulated so 
nicely?'" 

Too often, women are expected to demonstrate abilities that 
men are assumed to have, to act like men and not act like men at 
the same time, to look the part without trying too hard. The ex­
pectations are often hard to define and harder to measure. Why 
can't a woman be more like a man? Call it the Eliza Doolittle 
syndrome. In spite of it, women are increasingly finding their 
way into rooms that had been previously closed to them. But 
when they do, they are still too often alone. 

Not long after Katie Couric became anchor of the CBS Eve­
ning News, she was invited to the White House along with other 
network and cable anchors and the hosts of the Sunday morning 
political talk shows. Senior White House officials were set to brief 
them about a speech the president would be giving that evening, 
outlining a new course in Iraq. In her blog on the CBS Web site, 
Couric recounted that the surroundings were impressive, "even a 
little awe-inspiring." But the makeup of the room, she wrote, was 
"a little disconcerting as well." Save some female support staff 
near the doors, she was the only person in the room—from either 
the press or the administration—wearing a skirt. 

I'd been in her pumps, so to speak. While I was White House 
press secretary, I participated in a number of similar briefings 
before major presidential events. I was often the only woman 
in the room, though sometimes Judy Woodruff, who was then 
hosting Inside Politics for C N N , was also there. But if there was 
a shortage of women, no one but me seemed to notice. And it 
wasn't necessarily because the reporters in the room had loftier 
topics on their minds. At one anchor lunch before the annual 
State of the Union address, the assembled journalists were riv-
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eted not by what was on the president's mind, but by what was on 
his plate. When waiters offered guests chicken, beef, and lamb 
on platters, French service, the president chose all three. And the 
press couldn't stop talking about it. 

So what changes when women are in the room and at the 
table? Of course, that depends on the women, the room, and size 
of the table. Sometimes it doesn't change enough. Other times, 
just one determined woman with a point of view, a little power, 
and the willingness to shake it up can make a huge difference. 
Take the case of Dr. Bernadine Healy, an accomplished cardiolo­
gist and former director of the National Institutes of Health. 

As crazy as it seems, it wasn't until the early 1990s that clinical 
health studies routinely included women. Until then, even stud­
ies that claimed to impart "scientific" wisdom about virtually all 
humans did so by ignoring half of those same-said humans. In 
the 1980s, for instance, a study examining risk factors associated 
with heart disease studied 15,000 men—and no women. Another 
exploring whether aspirin therapy could prevent heart attacks 
focused on 22,000 men—and no women. And one that asked 
whether estrogen protects against heart disease studied—you 
guessed it—no women! In other words, almost everything that 
was known about women's biology was learned by studying men. 
I can assure you that the people who devised this system were not 
women, since most of the women I know are quite certain that 
their bodies are not just like men's, only with different hardware. 

For years, women's groups—and especially, the small but grow­
ing number of women in Congress—had been demanding that 
the federal government take women's health issues more seriously. 
The treatment of heart disease in women and of women's cancers, 
and the role of hormonal changes and therapies, had been under­
studied and underfunded, they argued. And yet, precious little 
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attention had been paid to this particular problem. It was the 
public policy version of "Its all in your head, dear." 

All that changed when Healy became the first woman to lead 
the National Institutes of Health in 1991. Within months, she 
made it clear that women could no longer be excluded from the 
agency's clinical trials. Existing N I H policy already said as much, 
but the rules had never been enforced. "So when I got there, I 
said, 'Guess what? We're going to enforce it,'" she told me one 
morning in her office at U.S. News & World Report, where she is 
now a columnist. And they did. 

Soon after, Healy launched the Women's Health Initiative, a 
study that would follow 150,000 American women for more than 
fourteen years to determine the causes of disability and death in 
women over fifty. The study would look at whether hormone 
replacement therapy, vitamin supplements, and other changes in diet 
could help prevent heart disease, breast and colon cancer, and bone 
loss in post-menopausal women, while at the same time developing 
an enormous database on issues related to women's health, and has 
provided invaluable information, such as the link between hormone 
replacement therapy and breast cancer. It was an important step in a 
long-overdue effort to close the fact gap between what was known 
about men and what was known about women. 

It wouldn't have happened without Healy—and the women in 
Congress—who understood that the lack of attention to women's 
health issues was inexcusable because it was dangerous. For exam­
ple, heart disease is the number one killer of both men and women. 
But until recently, all the research into the disease was conducted 
on men. As a result, doctors and their patients believed that men 
and women experienced heart attacks in the same way—massive 
chest pains. To be sure, some women do have chest pains. But 
they are more likely to experience other symptoms: shortness of 
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breath; flulike nausea, clamminess, and cold sweats; and pain in 
areas other than the chest, such as the shoulders, neck, or jaw. But 
since women don't always recognize the symptoms, they are less 
likely than men to believe they're having a heart attack—and more 
likely to delay treatment. No doubt, thousands and thousands of 
women have died or been disabled unnecessarily as a result of a 
culture that paid less attention to women's health than to men's. 

THE SMART THING 

So what might we expect from a world without double stan­
dards? In a word: equality. But equality doesn't mean that men 
and women are the same. It doesn't mean that women have to try 
harder to act like men, think like men, look like men. "Because 
if women buy into that, then everything else becomes men are 
the normative standard of behavior in the world outside of the 
home," Healy explains. "Outside of maternal behavior, men are 
the standard. And that has ramifications that I think have fil­
tered into education, filtered into keeping women down. Because 
women can never play that game, any more than you would ever 
expect a man to do the same. So part of even the women's health 
movement, I think, was recognizing that women are different." 

Different. But equal. That doesn't mean that every man should 
be expected to behave one way, nor every woman another. Rather, 
it means that women's ideas and opinions and experiences should 
be taken as seriously as men's—regardless of whether they con­
form to traditional stereotypes. And it's not just about doing the 
"right" thing; it's about doing the smart thing. 

Increasingly, women are the engine driving economic growth 
worldwide. Since 1980, women have taken two jobs for every one 
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filled by a man. And their influx into the workplace has contrib­
uted more to global economic growth than either new technology 
or the new giants, India and China. What's more, when you add 
the value of housework, child-rearing, and other domestic chores, 
women probably account for more than half the world's output. 
But women aren't just workers. They are increasingly important 
as managers, consumers, investors, entrepreneurs, and directors. 

According to a recent study by Catalyst, Fortune 500 companies 
with the highest representation of women on their boards per­
formed better financially—significantly better. When compared 
to companies with the fewest women in the board room, those 
with the most saw a 53 percent higher return on equity, a 42 
percent higher return on sales, and a 66 percent higher return on 
invested capital. Moreover, the findings were consistent across 
most industries, from consumer goods to information technology. 

Why? Among other things, companies that are willing to look 
beyond the traditional (read: white and male) labor pool are finding 
a large and growing reservoir of talent. Women now earn 60 percent 
of bachelor's and master's degrees, and nearly half of all doctorates, 
law degrees, and medical degrees. As the world changes, women 
are particularly well qualified to contribute in a marketplace that 
values brains over brawn—and new ideas above all. 

Women already make the vast majority of purchasing deci­
sions, and their financial power continues to grow. Women 
account for nearly half the workforce, and between 1990 and 
2003 their median income grew 25.6 percent, compared with 8.1 
percent growth for men. According to BusinessWeek and Gallup, 
women will control some $12 million—more than half of Amer­
ica's wealth—by the year 2010. 

In 2003, De Beers, the diamond industry conglomerate, 
launched a new ad campaign that recognized these changes. 
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"The Left Hand Rocks the Cradle; The Right Hand Rules the 
World," read the caption, below a picture of a woman's right 
hand sporting a bit of bling on the third finger. To be sure, the 
right-hand ring is not new; it used to be called a "cocktail ring." 
What is new is that women are increasingly buying them—and 
other pieces of jewelry—for themselves. While arguably more a 
reaction to this growing trend than the cause, the De Beers ad 
nonetheless reflects a changing marketplace. 

A decade earlier, the chief strategist at Goldman Sachs in 
Tokyo—a woman—recognized this trend and devised a basket 
of 115 Japanese companies that she believed would benefit from 
the changing needs and increased purchasing power of women. 
It included everything from financial services to online retailing, 
beauty, clothing, and prepared foods. Over the past decade, the 
value of shares in this basket has increased 96 percent—while the 
value of the Tokyo stock market has risen only 13 percent. 

Not only are women a wise investment, they are also wise 
investors. Numerous studies suggest that—contrary to conventional 
wisdom—women "consistently achieve higher financial returns than 
men do." They tend to do their homework, buy and sell based on 
information and thoughtful consideration, and keep their portfolios 
balanced. Men, on the other hand, are more likely to buy on a tip, 
overinvest in "hot" stocks, hold onto losing investments too long, 
and churn their accounts, which reduces return. 

Women aren't just changing the marketplace, they're also 
changing politics. As voters, women increasingly vote inde­
pendently of their husbands, fathers, and brothers. In every pres­
idential election since 1980, there has been a gender gap. And in 
each of the last three, men and women, voting alone, would have 
elected different candidates. In addition, studies show that as 
elected leaders, women feel a special responsibility to represent 
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women. True, ideology is generally more important than gender 
when it comes to politics and policy; not all women think and 
feel the same about important issues. Still, women are more likely 
to introduce and support legislation benefiting women, children, 
and families, regardless of party. Experts also say that voters tend 
to believe women are "better listeners, more honest and can work 
across party lines." So at a time when progress on important issues 
has been stalled by intense partisanship, the increased presence 
of women can help reassure citizens—and break the logjam. 

Nobel Prize laureate economist Amartya Sen believes that 
"nothing, arguably, is as important in the political economy of 
development as an adequate recognition of political, economic, 
and social participation, and leadership of women." Empowering 
women, he argues, not only improves their well-being (and that 
of their children), it also leads to other, broader social changes. 
For example, educating girls yields higher return than educating 
boys in many countries. It does more to lower fertility and infant 
mortality rates, and improves agricultural productivity. 

Without a doubt, the increased presence and power of women 
in public life has generated enormous, positive change. But getting 
to a place beyond double standards, where equality is not a slogan 
but a way of life, will demand more. It begins with acknowledging 
that men and women are different. And it embraces the idea that 
because they are different, women will bring with them a different 
mix of experience, values, and points of view. That, in turn, will 
expand the range of what's acceptable—and what's possible. It won't 
be easy; if it were, it would already have been done. But it's in our 
economic, social, and political interest to create a world that's freer 
and fairer. Where women have more power—and are allowed to 
use it. Where everyone is judged by their performance—and their 
potential. Where double standards are only a distant memory. 



BIOLOGY, IDEOLOGY, 

AND DIFFERENCE 

"What do you call a person who believes boys 

and girls are the same? Childless." 

— S T E V E N P I N K E R 

I have two young children, a girl and a boy, and I'm endlessly 
fascinated by the ways they are alike—and the astonishing 

ways in which they are different. Unlike me, my daughter is kind 
of a girly-girl. From the time she was very young, she spent a lot 
of time feeding her dolls and stuffed animals, caring for them 
when they were sick, and putting them to bed. For years, she 
left a trail of little toys tucked under baby blankets, washcloths, 
and scraps of tissue wherever she went. My son, who is three and 
a half years younger and was born into a house heavily stocked 
with "girl" toys, had a totally different reaction. It would never 
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occur to him to put a stuffed animal to bed; he's far too busy 
trying to slay it. 

Recently, my children were playing with their young cousin, 
a girl. I was only half paying attention, as they all seemed hap­
pily engaged in some iteration of "house." Suddenly, they started 
arguing. "There's no intruder in this game!" the girls insisted. 

"If there's no intruder, who am I going to shoot?" my son 
wanted to know. The girls held their ground; they had no inter­
est in allowing a violent confrontation to disrupt the tranquil 
rituals of their imagined domestic life. But unless my son had a 
mission, a bad guy to kill, a family to protect, he had no interest. 
So he quit. And so it goes, day after day, as I observe the different 
interests, attitudes, and goals of my children, in their relation­
ships and in their play, in how they see the world and how they 
respond to it. I feel as if my life is a science experiment, and so 
far, the evidence overwhelmingly supports one conclusion: Boys 
and girls are born different. 

Oh, I know, my stories—and I have hundreds of them—may 
be easily dismissed as a bit cliché, a playground version of Mars 
and Venus. But when I compare notes with the parents of other 
young children, they virtually all tell some version of the same 
tale. Their girls tend to talk early, play cooperatively, and develop 
a mysterious love of princesses at around three. (How do they 
even know about princesses?) Their boys will turn any object 
they find into a weapon. And no one ever says, "Gee, I think it's 
just the way we're raising them." 

From as far back as I can remember, I knew that—duh—boys 
and girls were different. They looked different. They dressed 
different. And they were treated different. I played volleyball in 
high school, and the boys' basketball team always got first call 
on the big gym with the springy wooden floor when our practice 
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schedules overlapped; we had to make due in the crappy, tile-
floored, shin splints-inducing "girls' gym." 

When I was younger, I didn't give much thought to why they 
were different. But by the time I got to college in the fall of 1979, 
I was pretty sure it had more to do with nurture than nature. 
Lopsided expectations, differential treatment, and traditional 
notions about who should and could accomplish what did more 
to shape gender roles than genes, I thought. And a lot of those 
ideas were the accepted wisdom not just in the classroom, but 
in the dorms and the dining hall, at student council meetings 
and during late nights in the production offices of the campus 
newspaper. 

Over the years, however, scientific discovery and my own ex­
perience have reshaped my thinking—and changed my mind. 
Clearly, culture affects behavior in profound and complex ways. 
But I no longer believe that gender roles are arbitrary, as suscep­
tible to change as hemlines and hairstyles. New tools have al­
lowed scientists to find structural, chemical, genetic, hormonal, 
and functional differences in male and female brains. And those 
differences affect the way men and women process language, 
solve problems, and remember emotional events. They shape our 
responses to everything from stress, to love, to the funny pages. 
And it's increasingly clear that the answer to that age-old ques­
tion isn't nature or nurture: It's both. 

In some circles, the idea that nature accounts for any of the 
differences between the sexes is considered totally un-PC, totally 
unfeminist. Still, I think of myself as a feminist. W h e n I travel 
around the country giving speeches, I often ask people to raise 
their hands if they also consider themselves feminists. Way more 
often than not, a solid majority—regardless of age—practically 
shudders at the thought; they'd rather post pictures of themselves 
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in their underwear on the Internet than claim the label. It's not 
that they're all throwbacks to an Ozzie and Harriet era, when 
women's influence rarely extended beyond the end of the drive­
way. These same people believe that men and women should 
have the same opportunities, that they should be treated equally 
under the law, and that they should receive equal pay for the 
same work. 

And those beliefs often transcend ideology. Danielle Critten­
den, a conservative writer and social critic (no feminist, she!) 
believes that most women want pretty much the same things. 
In addition to husbands and children, "many of us will want to 
pursue interests outside of our families, interests that will vary 
from woman to woman, depending upon her ambition and talent. 
Some women will be content with work or involvements that can 
be squeezed in around their commitments at home; some women 
will want or need to work at a job, either full- or part-time. Other 
women will be more ambitious—they may want to be surgeons 
or corporate executives or lawyers or artists." While Crittenden 
warns that managing job and family will be difficult, she never 
questions the right of women to have and make these choices. I 
can almost hear the cosmo glasses clinking. 

So what gives? Most of the feminist movement's original ideas 
have become mainstream, and even women who eschew the 
F-word take the gains for granted. Recently, a female professional 
fighter scoffed at the idea that her brand of mixed martial arts 
battles between women was not ready for prime time. "That is so 
ridiculous," Lisa King told Time magazine. "I'm not a women's 
lib person or anything, but we're doing everything else, why not 
this?" 

So if that's not "women's lib," what is? Wha t is it about the 
movement itself that feels like so many manicured nails on the 
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blackboard? To a large degree, I think its the idea that "equal" 
means "the same." The hardcore ideologues on the left flank of 
feminist thinking insist that gender roles are not just artificial, 
but designed to hold women back. So until they're destroyed, 
women will continue to be victims of a patriarchy, virtual slaves 
in their own homes. But most women—even many who call 
themselves feminists—don't want to be "the same" as men. Nor 
do they believe that equality demands it. That's not to say that 
questions about what equality means or how it might be achieved 
have been resolved. Far from it. But the vision of a one-size-fits-
all world simply denies too many women's experience—and their 
aspirations. 

DECONSTRUCTING LARRY SUMMERS 

Saying there are differences is one thing. But suggesting that 
those differences might affect everything from aptitude to inter­
est is like dancing in a minefield: A single misstep can have seri­
ous consequences. Just ask Larry Summers. 

In January of 2005, Summers, who was then president of 
Harvard, gave a talk about why only about 20 percent of ten­
ured professors in science and engineering at the country's top 
universities were women. He began by saying he wanted to be 
provocative—and by that measure, he was wildly successful. But 
whether he shed light on the question, or just heat, is less clear. 

In typical Summers fashion, his speech strode confidently 
through an interesting analysis of the issue, discussing a series 
of current theories. And then he offered his opinion: that "the 
largest phenomenon, by far, is the general clash between people's 
legitimate family desires and employers' current desire for high 
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power and high intensity; that in the special case of science and 
engineering, there are issues of intrinsic aptitude, and particu­
larly of the variability of aptitude; and that those considerations 
are reinforced by what are lesser factors involving socialization 
and continuing discrimination." 

Well, not all reasons are created equal. So while there's broad 
consensus that the challenge of balancing work and family, social­
ization, and ongoing discrimination all hold women back, the idea 
that they simply have less aptitude for hard science and engineer­
ing is, ahem, controversial. Even though Summers acknowledged 
that his conclusions might be "all wrong"—and he challenged 
those with different views to contradict him—the damage was 
done; his speech sliced head-on into a raw nerve, generating a 
seemingly endless, energized and withering response. 

"Here's the president of Harvard who simply doesn't under­
stand the impact [that attitude] has on my life!" said Sally Ride, 
the nation's first woman astronaut. "It's personal. That's why it 
got such an outpouring." 

W h e n I first heard about Summers's speech, I was baffled. 
W h a t in the world was he thinking, I wondered? I'd known 
Summers from our days in the Clinton administration, and I'd 
always liked and respected him. Yet in spite of the good advice 
he consistently gave the president, he could be more than a little 
tone-deaf when it came to his own words. This seemed like a 
case in point. 

But what, exactly, was his sin? The news coverage focused 
exclusively on his comments about "intrinsic aptitude"—and the 
furious response it generated. But surely there must be more to it, I 
thought, so I read the speech. And then I read it again. And there's 
no getting away from it: Summers said that men, by their essential 
nature, are more likely than women to excel at hard science and 
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engineering. He didn't raise it as one of a number of theories that 
needed further examination; he offered it as a conclusion—even 
though it had yet to be "proved" scientifically. What's more, he 
demoted the role of ongoing discrimination, calling it a "lesser 
factor." And surprise, surprise, many of the women on the 
receiving end of that "lesser factor" went postal. He had crossed 
that sometimes-blurry line from inquiry into offense. 

At the time, his relationship with many of the women on 
campus was already strained. A friend of mine who then worked 
at Harvard told me that women often complained that Summers 
could be rude and dismissive. Worse, they were angry that fewer 
women on the Arts and Science faculty were offered tenured 
positions during every year that he was president. In the end, 
the reaction to his speech, coupled with a faculty revolt over his 
management style, was more than even his high-profile cam­
paign to apologize and make amends could overcome. 

To some degree, I suspect he was showing off. He is, without 
question, a brilliant man, and he's not above taking his brain out 
for a spin when the other kids are watching. But he went too far. 
If he'd stuck to the evidence, marshalling current research to 
support—and contradict—each of the various theories, he would 
probably still be president of Harvard. 

As Dr. Shirley Tilghman, the popular, first female president 
of Princeton and an accomplished scientist, told me later, "Larry 
put his foot in it in part because he was offering opinions about 
something he did not know enough about to really be offering 
opinions. It is a kind of third-rail issue. And when you're talking 
about a third-rail issue, you'd better know your data, and know 
what the situation is." 

So Larry Summers jumped the gun, and he paid a heavy price. 
But there are numerous and complex differences between the 
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genders. And I started to wonder: D o any of them really affect 
women's aptitude for certain kinds of careers? If women are 
better at reading other people's emotions, for example, might it 
also be true that men are better at quantum mechanics? I decided 
to look for answers. 

To begin with, I found out that research shows there is no 
gender difference in general intelligence. And in areas where 
there are differences, some favor men and others favor women. 
Men are better at mathematical problem solving; women are 
better at mathematical calculation. Men are better at mentally 
rotating shapes; women are better at visual memory. Maybe this 
helps explain why more men are engineers but more women are 
accountants. In other instances, men and women use different 
processes to achieve the same result. For example, when solv­
ing certain problems like navigating a route, women tend to use 
landmarks ("go three blocks until you see the Exxon station on 
your left; then turn right past the park"), while men prefer ge­
ometry ("go a quarter of a mile north to a traffic circle; go 270 
degrees around it, until you're heading west"). And maybe this 
helps explain why some women need to turn the map around 
when they're reading it, a habit that some men find baffling. 

I also found out that there is a significant difference in "varia­
tion" between men and women. Wha t does this mean? When 
you measure various qualities of both men and women—height, 
weight, intelligence, likelihood to become criminals, aptitude in 
science and math—men tend to differ more from each other than 
women do. For example, if you measured the height of 1,000 
men, and plotted each one on a graph, you would end up with 
a bell curve. The largest group of men would fall somewhere in 
the middle, around five feet ten inches, give or take a couple of 
inches. And the farther you moved in either direction, the fewer 
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points you would find on the curve; in other words, there are 
a lot more men who are five-eight than six-nine so the curve 
flattens out along both tails. If you did the same thing with 
women—measured 1,000 women and plotted their heights on 
a graph—you'd find that women are, on average, shorter than 
men. But that's not the point. There is a smaller range of heights 
among women; there is less variation. So the tails on both ends 
of the bell curve are steeper. 

Similarly, if you measured the IQs of any number of men and 
women and plotted them on a graph, you would find that men 
and women are exactly the same in terms of average intelligence, 
and most cluster around the middle of the curve. But once again, 
men show more variation; there are more men at both extremes 
of the curve; there are more boneheads and more geniuses. 

So what happens when you compare men and women, if you 
plot the two curves on the same page? When measuring height, 
you'll see that not all men are taller than all women. Some women 
are five-eleven, while some men are five-four. But as you go far­
ther out along either tail, the number of men gets proportionally 
larger and larger than the number of women. At five-ten, there 
are thirty men for every woman, but at six-two, there are two 
thousand men for every woman. 

When you look at intelligence, the differences are less extreme, 
but the pattern is the same: There are increasingly more boys to 
girls, the farther you move along the spectrum. On one end of 
the continuum, boys are much more likely than girls to be diag­
nosed with learning disabilities, mental retardation, or autism. 
On the other end, more men tend to have extreme high IQs, 
and more boys score perfect 800s on the math portion of the 
Scholastic Aptitude Test. But again, the question is, why? In the 
1970s, thirteen times more boys than girls scored 700 or higher 
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on the SAT. Twenty-five years later, that number is substantially 
smaller. The fact that the ratio has changed—and so quickly— 
seems to suggest it's affected by factors such as the way the test is 
written, or how much girls are encouraged in math and science 
in high school, which are unrelated to innate differences. And 
almost certainly, the numbers will continue to change. 

THE 1 PERCENT DIFFERENCE 

Genetically speaking, men and women are incredibly similar; 99 
percent of our genetic material is the same. Hmmm, I thought. 
Only a 1 percent difference; that doesn't seem like very much. But 
when I read that chimpanzees differ from humans by just 1.5 
percent, that small difference got pretty darn big. 

"We all recite the mantra that we are 99 percent identical and 
take political comfort in it," says David Page, the M I T biologist 
who mapped the Y, or male, chromosome. "But the reality is 
that the genetic difference between males and females absolutely 
dwarfs all other differences in the human genome." 

Increasingly, scientists are finding that gender begins in the 
brain. According to Sandra Witelson, the neuroscientist famous 
for her study of Albert Einstein's brain, "the brain is a sex organ." 
And increasingly, new tools—like P E T scans and MRIs—are 
helping scientists understand how it works. 

In her fascinating book The Female Brain, Dr. Louann Brizen-
dine explains that male and female brains are indistinguishable 
in the weeks following conception. Then, at about eight weeks, 
the male baby gets a dose of testosterone, which literally begins 
killing off cells in the communication, observation, and emotion 
processing centers of the brain—and growing cells in the sex and 
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aggression centers. It's sort of like "Wow!" and "Duh!" all at the 
same time. 

Male brains are roughly 9 percent larger than female brains, 
even when you control for the fact that men are generally larger. 
Back in the day when bigger brains were thought to be better 
brains, the difference was "proof that women weren't as smart. 
But it turns out that women have the same number of neurons; 
they're just packed into a smaller space. And in the areas of the 
brain that control language and hearing, for example, women 
have on average 11 percent more neurons than men. 

In addition, the connection between the right and left halves of 
women's brains is larger, and each of the hemispheres less special­
ized. As a result, a stroke on the left side that might leave a man 
barely able to speak can be much less debilitating in a woman, 
since she uses both sides of her brain for language. While scien­
tists are still investigating the effects of this more connected, more 
integrated female brain, some speculate that it may allow women 
to process information from a number of sources simultaneously. 
And this, in turn, may help explain not only women's sense of 
intuition, but also their ability to multitask. Women are, in the 
words of Mary Catherine Bateson, a cultural anthropologist and 
former dean of Amherst College, "peripheral visionaries," able to 
keep track of several ideas, tasks, or children simultaneously. 

Throughout our lives, these differences manifest themselves in 
a variety of ways. In childhood, boys' play generally tends toward 
the rough-and-tumble. Like my son and his playmates, boys 
chase, push, and tackle each other, put Play-Doh in each other's 
hair, and turn any available object into a weapon to shoot, stab, 
or vaporize each other. It's not that they're more active; girls are 
just as active when there are other kinds of toys, like jump ropes 
or trampolines. But boys are more competitive—according to 
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one study, an astonishing fifty times more competitive—as they 
seek to climb to the top of the pecking order. Girls, by contrast, 
are more cooperative, and their games often center around nur­
turing. They're much more likely to seek consensus and be more 
concerned with fairness, rather than competition. Studies show 
that they take turns twenty times more often than boys. The 
relationship—not winning—is the goal. 

Simon Baron-Cohen, a professor of psychology and psychia­
try at Cambridge University in England who has studied male 
and female brains extensively, describes it a little differently. He 
believes that female brains are wired to empathize, while male 
brains are designed to understand and build systems. In order to 
rule out (or at least severely limit) the influence of socialization, 
he conducted one study on infants who were just twenty-four 
hours old. When the babies were shown a mechanical mobile 
and a human face, the boys looked longer at the mobile, while 
girls preferred the face. Okay, I've had two babies. And while I 
was endlessly fascinated by every flutter of their newborn eye­
lashes, I'm not sure I could have ever really figured out what they 
were watching. Thankfully, the science didn't stop there. 

Another study showed that year-old boys preferred a video of 
a car, while girls the same age preferred to watch a talking head, 
even with the sound turned off. That tracked with my experi­
ence. W h e n my daughter was around one, my aunt Jane sent her 
a video called Baby Faces, a montage of different babies register­
ing different expressions set to music. She loved it; it was the 
only one that would hold her interest for more than five minutes. 
But when my son came along a few years later, he had no interest 
in it. In fairness, I never showed him a video of a car; maybe I 
should have. 

Baron-Cohen also measured testosterone levels in amniotic 
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fluid from prenatal tests, and later evaluated the children to see 
if there were differences in their social development. At each 
of three stages—twelve months, twenty-four months, and four 
years—the children with the lower fetal testosterone made more 
eye contact and had larger vocabularies. And over time, they 
continued to display better social skills, better language and 
communication skills, and broader interests. 

It's not surprising, then, that girls and women tend to do 
better on tests that measure the ability to recognize emotion. In 
one test, participants were shown photographs of faces—but only 
the portion just around the eyes. They were then given a list of 
four words, like "angry" or "sad," and asked to pick the one that 
best described what the people in the pictures were thinking 
or feeling. The women scored higher. I can't say I'm shocked. 
More than once, I've been in a meeting or at a social event with a 
group of women and one or two men. Eventually, one of the men 
always seems to get that when-did-you-start-speaking-Swahili 
look in his eyes; he simply loses the thread of a conversation 
that requires a finely honed ability to navigate the emotional 
subtext. To be honest, I can sometimes get lost myself, while 
some men are right there, every step of the way. But most aren't. 
To their credit, men tend to be better at mentally rotating three-
dimensional objects in their minds; they can imagine what the 
Buick might look like if it was suspended in space and rotated 
270 degrees. Important, I'm sure. But unlikely to help them tell 
the difference between tired and really mad. 

Not only are women (and girls) better at reading other people's 
feelings, they worry more about hurting them. As few years ago, 
ABC News correspondent John Stossel conducted a test with the 
help of a researcher from the University of California. Stossel's 
crew made lemonade, but rather than sweetening it with sugar, 
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they loaded it with salt. They then gave it to groups of boys and 
girls, and filmed their responses. 

"Eech!" sputtered two boys named Aaron and Jacob. 
"It needs sugar," insisted Raja. "It tastes terrible." 
But the girls reacted quite differently. "It's good," said Morgan. 
Only when pushed did the girls tell the truth. "I didn't want 

to make anyone feel bad that they made this so sour," Asha ex­
plained. 

The areas of men's brains that control action and aggression 
are predictably larger. And—are you sitting down?—men devote 
two and a half times the brain space to their sex drives! So while 
most women think about sex a couple of times a day, men's minds 
are stopping by the adult cinema once a minute. And what hap­
pens in the brain when someone falls in love? Again, that de­
pends on whether you're a man or a woman. M R I scans reveal 
that in both genders, romantic feelings generate activity in the 
areas of the brain associated with energy and elation. But women 
showed more activity in the areas linked to reward, emotion, and 
attention. And men's brains showed activity in visual process­
ing areas, including one associated with sexual arousal. Which 
means even more mental trips to the adult cinema. 

W h a t about humor? A few years out of college, my friend Sue 
and I went to see Jay Leno, who was performing his stand-up 
routine in a local theater. His show included a riff about gender. 
Forget everything you've heard, he said. The fundamental dif­
ference between men and women is that men like the Three 
Stooges and women hate them. He's talking to me, I thought! I 
hate the Three Stooges. Over the intervening twenty-plus years, 
I've occasionally met women who enjoyed watching Curly, Larry, 
and Moe bop each other on the head, but most women I know 
find them insufferable. Well, it turns out there may be biological 
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reasons. In a recent study, researchers gave a group of men and 
women a series of cartoons and asked them to rate how funny 
they were. Using an M R I , researchers found that when women 
laughed or smiled, there was a burst of activity in the areas of 
the brain that govern language, sort through complex ideas, and 
monitor rewards. Men used a different, less sophisticated process 
to decide whether the cartoons were funny. According to Dr. 
Allan Reiss, the chief researcher, this helps explain why men 
laugh at flatulence jokes and slapstick. "It doesn't take a lot of 
analytical machinery to think someone getting poked in the eye 
is funny." 

Men and women also experience relationships differently. 
Throughout their lives, women seek friendships based on inti­
macy and understanding. But men's friendships tend to be based 
more on shared interests; guys like to do stuff together. Surely, 
this helps explain the different ways men and women commu­
nicate. "For women, as for girls, intimacy is the fabric of rela­
tionships, and talk is the thread from which it is woven," writes 
Deborah Tannen. Just as girls create and maintain relationships 
by exchanging secrets, women view conversation as the "corner­
stone of friendship." It is not so much what gets talked about; it's 
the talking itself that is most important. 

"If you told a woman that you had just returned from a trip to 
the surface of the Moon, she would show her interest by asking 
who you had gone with," a man named Howard told the BBC 
recently. 

Boys can form bonds that are as intense as girls, but you don't 
have to be a rocket scientist (or a professor of linguistics) to know 
that it's less about sharing thoughts and feelings than about 
sharing activities. Men can spend four hours on the golf course 
with their "close" friends and come home without a shred of in-
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formation. And when they do talk, it doesn't look at all like a con­
versation among women. Tannen studied a series of videotapes of 
children and adults talking with their same-sex best friends. She 
found that "at every age, the girls and women faced each other 
directly, their eyes anchored on each other's faces. At every age, 
the boys and men sat at angles to each other"—like they were 
driving in a car, staring out the windshield. They looked around 
the room, periodically glancing at each other. They were listen­
ing—-just not in the same ways that women listen. 

According to studies, men's self-esteem derives more from their 
ability to maintain independence from others while women's self-
esteem is maintained, in part, by the ability to sustain intimate 
relationships. And again, this explains a lot, including why men 
won't ask for directions. The satisfaction they get from getting 
to their destination without help simply outstrips the frustration 
they feel after spending all that extra time on the road. 

My husband likes to go to the store, any store. Which is ex­
tremely handy. But what I think he likes best is finding stuff 
without help. He'd rather comb the aisles of an unfamiliar hard­
ware store than (in his view) admit defeat and ask the guy in the red 
vest. Which drives me crazy. But now that I (sort of) understand 
his point of view, I don't (always) feel the urge to try to change 
him. He brings home the things we need—without my help (or 
what he considers my excessive questions about the relative merits 
of product A versus product B)—and we're both happy. 

HYSTERIA AND HISTORY 

So while there's a lot of evidence that men and women are 
innately different, I understand why some people, women in 
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particular, are often reluctant to embrace those differences. First, 
the evidence can be confusing; each new discovery seems to raise 
as many questions as it answers. In addition, "science" has been 
used to define women—and their biology—in ways that have 
denied their competence, autonomy, and power for thousands 
of years. As a result, a lot of women are understandably nervous 
about letting the latest theories limit people's thinking—or their 
options. 

"For most of this century, women were kept out of the legal 
profession, and they were kept out because it was said—by men— 
that women were too kind, too gentle to be good lawyers," says 
Sandra Day O'Connor, the first woman to serve as a justice on 
the United States Supreme Court. "To be a lawyer, you had to be 
tough-minded and rough-hewn and women were just not cut out 
for that kind of work." 

As far back as ancient Greece, "hysteria" was understood as 
a medical condition particular to women. Plato described the 
womb as "animal within an animal," moving throughout the 
body and essentially wreaking havoc. Hippocrates, the so-called 
Father of Medicine, taught that it was the irregular movement 
of blood from the uterus to the brain that caused women to go 
bonkers. During the Victorian era, the diagnosis of hysteria was 
widespread, and the list of symptoms was long: "faintness, ner­
vousness, insomnia, fluid retention, heaviness in the abdomen, ir­
ritability, loss of appetite for food or sex, and a 'tendency to cause 
trouble.'" The recognized treatment was "pelvic massage"—or 
the manual stimulation of the woman's genitals by her doctor 
to the point of "hysterical paroxysm," better known as orgasm. 
Ironically, the ideal woman of the era was considered "passion­
less," uninterested in sex except to have babies. But the causes— 
and cures—of hysteria were all about sex. 
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Given the number of afflicted women, the requisite frequency 
of treatment, and the fact that the desired result—under these 
somewhat less than romantic conditions—often took hours, the 
poor doctors must have been exhausted. But fear not, help was 
on the way. By the late 1800s, "hydrotherapy" devices started 
popping up at popular bathing resorts in Europe and the United 
States, followed by mechanical vibrators, reducing treatment 
from hours to mere minutes. By the turn of the century, as elec­
tricity was becoming increasingly available in homes, plug-in 
vibrators became hugely popular home appliances—widely avail­
able nearly a decade before either the vacuum cleaner or the elec­
tric iron. The 1918 Sears catalog carried a portable model with 
attachments that was billed as "very useful and satisfactory for 
home service." 

Eventually, the diagnosis of hysteria declined, and it is no 
longer a recognized illness. But the idea that a woman's compe­
tence is totally controlled by the rhythms of her body has been 
harder to shake. 

When female race car driver Danica Patrick considered switch­
ing from the Indy League to NASCAR, fellow driver Ed Carpenter 
took note. "I think Danica is pretty aggressive in our cars—espe­
cially if you catch her at the right time of month," he said. 

And then there are those at the other end of the spectrum. I 
have a friend who is a psychologist, and she believes that most 
behavior differences are the result of nurture. For example, she 
says studies show that mothers use significantly more words 
when communicating with their daughters than with their sons, 
and this helps to explain the common observation that girls are 
more verbal. So I asked myself, did I talk more to my daughter at 
various developmental stages than to my son? And I realized the 
answer was probably yes—but for a reason. When my daughter 
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was a baby, she'd lie on the changing table and look me in the 
eye. And even when she couldn't talk, she'd coo and gurgle at 
me, a full participant in the diapering, dressing, or bathing at 
hand. My son, on the other hand, was a whirling dervish. He was 
always reaching for a bottle of lotion—or worse, a dirty diaper. 
He was constantly trying to flip over to get a better view of the 
toy lying on the floor or the bird flying past the window. H e 
wasn't much interested in the tasks at hand, and so my primary 
goal became not teaching him to say "Mama" but saving us both 
a trip to the emergency room. 

As much as I hate to admit it, there is scant evidence that there 
has ever been a society that was truly matriarchal, where women 
ruled. What's more, sex roles have been stunningly consistent 
across time and culture. In every known civilization, in every 
period, in every spot on the planet, women have been primarily 
responsible for raising the children while men have ventured out 
into the world. Coincidence? I think not. Similar patterns are 
also found in most mammals. Males tend to be more aggressive, 
even in the preference for rough-and-tumble play. Females spend 
more time with their babies, and their play tends to be more nur­
turing. In fact, when infant monkeys are given a choice of human 
toys, males prefer trucks; females, dolls. 

Some societies have tried to neutralize traditional gender 
roles, most famously on the Israeli kibbutz. In their socialist zeal 
to make sure everyone was treated the same, an equal number of 
men were assigned to care for children, and an equal number of 
women to repair tractors. Within a generation, however, both 
men and women gravitated back toward more traditional roles. 

A lot of gender differences appear in early childhood, which 
suggests that they're not entirely socially constructed. And in 
instances where biological boys have been raised as girls, they 
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end up feeling like, well, boys. In one famous case, a boy lost his 
penis in a botched circumcision. (His twin brother was spared 
the same fate.) O n advice of "experts," his parents decided to 
castrate him, give him hormones and raise him as a girl. He was 
never told. But by the time he was fourteen, he was depressed 
and unhappy. Finally, his father told him the truth. After more 
surgery, he became a boy again. He grew up, married a woman, 
and adopted two children. 

Acknowledging innate differences is not a matter of taking 
sides; rather, it's a key to leveling the playing field. If men and 
women are different, if their brains sometimes work in different 
ways and cause them to experience the world differently, then ex­
pecting women to act like men puts them at a substantial—and 
permanent—disadvantage. 

"What if the communication center is bigger in one brain than 
in the other?" asks Dr. Brizendine in The Female Brain. "What if 
the emotional memory center is bigger in one than in the other? 
W h a t if one brain develops a greater ability to read cues in people 
than does the other? In this case, you would have a person whose 
reality dictated that communication, connection, emotional sen­
sitivity, and responsiveness were the primary values. This person 
would prize these qualities above all others and be baffled by a 
person with a brain that didn't grasp the importance of these 
qualities. In essence, you would have someone with a female 
brain." 

It's not hard to understand why some people have been reluctant 
to acknowledge the differences. For generations, those differences 
have been used to define women as less competent, less intelligent, 
and less valuable. And that painful experience has at times dis­
couraged not just research, but even honest conversation. 

It seems to me there are two ways to approach this conflict. 
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You can deny the differences. If you claim they don't exist—or are 
mere cultural constructs—then it makes sense to create a world 
in which people, regardless of gender, are expected to think and 
act alike and are judged according to a uniform standard. But 
that solution ignores biological reality: There is no unisex brain, 
there is no unisex norm. There is only the male norm. And it 
undervalues the powerful, sex-specific strengths and talents of 
the female brain. 

The alternative is to embrace the differences. According to 
Brizendine, women have "outstanding verbal agility, the ability 
to connect deeply in friendship, a nearly psychic capacity to read 
faces and tone of voice for emotions and states of mind, the abil­
ity to defuse conflict. All of this is hardwired into the brains of 
women." In the end, it may not be the lack of intrinsic aptitude 
that keeps more women from pursuing careers in fields like phys­
ics and engineering; rather, it may be that their different reali­
ties compel them to make different choices. It's time that those 
realities were recognized as every bit as relevant, important, and 
valuable as men's. 

"Women have a biological imperative for insisting that a new 
social contract take them and their needs into account," Brizen­
dine explains. "Our future and our children's future depends 
on it." 





W H Y W O M E N 

SHOULD RULE 

THE W O R L D 





IF THE THREE W I S E M E N 

H A D BEEN W O M E N 

"My second favorite household chore is ironing. 

My first being hitting my head on the top bunk 

until I faint." 

— E R M A BOMBECK 

In a lot of ways, my dad has lived his life in two parallel uni­
verses. His home life has been an all-girl affair. Growing up, he 

had four sisters and no brothers, and when he was eleven, his dad 
died. After college, he married my mom and promptly had three 
daughters. Even our dog was female. At the same time, his work 
world was a virtual boys' club. In high school, he worked at the 
family gas station, and in college, he spent summers as part of a 
road crew paving the Indiana toll road. For twelve years, he was a 
carrier pilot in the United States Navy, and then went to work for 
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the defense contractor Lockheed, test-flying, building, and mar­
keting airplanes. Boys by day, girls by night—and ne'er the twain 
shall meet. The fact that he had so little contact with women in 
the "real" world might help explain why he always seemed a little 
stumped by what might be considered "normal" female behavior. 
"What could you possibly have to talk about for three hours?" is 
still a question my dad is likely to ask after a particularly lengthy 
lunch involving any of the women in his life. And while he would 
never try to stop such a gabfest, neither does he understand its 
value; he just can't seem to shake the feeling that after a certain 
point, the time would be better spent washing the car. 

I used to think he was being stubborn. But I now realize it's 
just the way he's made. When the news is bad—or good—he 
doesn't feel the urge to pick up the phone or put on the kettle and 
share the news (and a cup of tea) with a friend. 

A few years ago, a couple of women scientists were in a lab at 
UCLA, when they got to discussing the different ways they and 
their male colleagues dealt with their demanding jobs. "There 
was this old joke that when the women who worked in the lab 
were stressed, they came in, cleaned the lab, had coffee, and 
bonded," said Dr. Laura Cousino Klein, one of the scientists. 
"When the men were stressed, they holed up somewhere on their 
own." Dr. Klein and fellow researcher Dr. Shelley Taylor won­
dered if there was more to their observation, so they decided to 
look at the data. They found that up to that point, the vast ma­
jority of stress research had been conducted on men. But as soon 
as they started teasing out the findings on women, "the two of us 
knew instantly we were on to something," Klein explained. 

That something was a landmark study that showed that men 
and women manage stress in remarkably different ways. When 
men are stressed, they get in someone's face—or retreat into their 
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proverbial caves. Women also experience this fight-or-flight re­
sponse to stress. But as Drs. Taylor and Klein reviewed hundreds 
of studies and talked with scientists from a wide variety of fields, 
they found that women were more likely to respond to stress in 
their own way: by hanging out with their kids or talking things 
over with a friend or family member, a pattern of behavior which 
they called "tend and befriend." 

Why? At least part of the reason appears to be biological. 
When they are stressed, both men and women produce a hor­
mone called oxytocin, which has been shown to increase bond­
ing and decrease blood pressure and anxiety in some animals. 
But estrogen—which is produced in much greater quantities in 
females—actually boosts the effects of oxytocin (also known as 
the "cuddling hormone"), while testosterone, the male hormone, 
blocks it. So when women are stressed, their brains start crank­
ing out the oxytocin, which compels them to reach out to their 
friends and families, which helps them relax, which stimulates 
the production of even more oxytocin. Next thing you know, 
they're cleaning the lab, drinking coffee, comparing notes—and 
making scientific breakthroughs. 

The simple fact is: Men and women often experience the world 
differently. Regardless of the reasons, which are doubtless com­
plex (as discussed in chapter 3), the effects are real. They influence 
what we buy, what we read and what we watch, who we vote for, 
and how we spend our time. They shape our priorities and values. 
They make us who we are. And when we include and respect 
these different points of view—regardless of whether the lives 
that shaped them came wrapped in a pink or a blue blanket—we 
broaden the dialogue, expand the scope of inquiry, change the 
way we think. We make business more efficient. We make gov­
ernment more responsive. We get better art, better science, better 
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schools. In short, everybody wins. But it starts with accepting the 
differences. 

Sometimes the difference is in the details, as Elena Kagan, the 
first female dean of Harvard Law School, discovered a few years 
ago. While she was attending a conference, she stepped into the 
women's bathroom and found a basket neatly stacked with free 
tampons. "It's such a small thing, but it says a lot about whether a 
place cares about its women," she said. A few months later, every 
women's bathroom at Harvard Law had a supply of tampons. 

COMMON SENSE AND THE BOTTOM LINE 

Over the past couple of decades, women have made astonishing 
gains in Hollywood, and they're now well represented in nearly 
every job category: writer, producer, director, deal maker, studio 
chief. There are a lot of reasons for their success, including a cul­
ture that was created by outsiders and may have been more open 
to them. But they also brought a different perspective—and that 
meant they often wanted to make films about different subjects, 
that appealed to different audiences, that tapped new sources of 
revenue. "No one thought anyone would go see The First Wives 
Club!' Sherry Lansing, the former chief of Paramount, told me, 
referring to the 1996 comedy starring Goldie Hawn, Diane 
Keaton, and Bette Midler about three divorced women who seek 
revenge on their husbands for marrying younger women. "We 
partnered every movie; that was the philosophy of Paramount. 
That was the only movie I couldn't get a partner on. No one 
would partner it. And it was a hit. People were shocked. And 
I said, 'Why are they shocked? I go to the movies. W h y would 
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they be shocked?'" And that started the "female empowerment" 
chick flick, which was enormously successful. 

Lansing explained that filmmakers choose projects that "re­
flect what's going on in your gut and what you think. So I know 
why I wanted to make Fatal Attraction, because I read about Jean 
Harris"—the headmistress of an elite girls' school in Virginia, 
who in 1980 murdered her lover, diet doctor Herman Tarnower, 
in a jealous rage. "And I remember when some guy left me, and I 
couldn't get out of bed. And I was like, 'I have a college degree, 
what is wrong with me?' I'm dialing his number and hanging up 
the phone and driving by his house and I thought I was losing 
my mind. And so this story fascinated me. And I understood the 
Glenn Close character." 

W h o didn't occasionally dial someone's phone number and 
hang up, back in the days before caller ID? Glenn Close played 
the villain, a single working woman who went nuts when a mar­
ried man with whom she'd had a very brief affair, played by 
Michael Douglas, refused to return her calls. The moral center 
of gravity, by contrast, was the wronged wife, a stay-at-home 
mom played by Anne Archer. Some feminists saw the setup as 
a screed against the evils of ambitious women, and the backlash 
was strong—and unexpected. Lansing said she was "devastated" 
by the reaction. "We thought it was a very profeminist thing be­
cause a guy would never sleep with a woman again and not call 
her back, which I thought was like the most unbearable thing he 
could ever do," she recalls. 

Since roughly half of moviegoers are women, it makes sense 
that something approaching half of moviemakers would also be 
women. And while we're not quite there, the trend line is defi­
nitely positive. But what about other businesses? 
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Judith McHale, the former C E O of Discovery Communica­
tions, believes that a corporation should reflect the community it 
serves. "So if 50 percent of your viewing public is women, how 
else do you get the voice of that part of the community that you're 
serving?" she asks. 

Women make the vast majority of consumer decisions, not just 
in the United States, but around the world. So does the manage­
ment of most companies reflect the makeup of their consumer 
base? In a word, no. Which seems ridiculous on its face. Why 
wouldn't you want to include women in discussions about how 
to make and market products that women buy like diapers, dish 
soap—and computers, men's clothes, and cars? (Yes, women buy 
more computers, men's clothes, and cars than men.) It makes 
even less sense when you consider that studies show that com­
panies with more women in senior management are more prof­
itable. (See "The Smart Thing" in chapter 2.) This isn't about 
what's P C ; it's about what works. 

And yet. Look at Revlon, a company that sells virtually all of 
its products to women. Quick: Name a Revlon product made for 
men? Last I checked, there were no metrosexual eye shadows 
or lip liners at my local drug store. But at the end of 2007, all of 
the company's senior managers and all but three members of its 
board were men. Ditto Procter 8c Gamble, the consumer goods 
giant that sells 85 percent of its products to women. Also as of 
2007, only nine of the top forty-seven corporate officers were 
women—not reflective of the market, but more than there were 
just a few years ago. 

Come on, people! It's not that women are so much smarter 
(though sometimes they are). It's just that they provide an enor­
mous and, too often, untapped source of talent and bring a dif­
ferent perspective—which by definition creates opportunity. 
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Tom Peters, the management guru who shook up the business 
world in the 1980s with his mega-bestseller In Search of Excel­
lence, believes women are critical to future growth and success 
of business worldwide. To illustrate his point, he told me a story 
about a speech he gave at a gem—as in jewelry—conference a 
few years ago. "Most of the jewelers are men. Obviously most 
of the eventual receivers thereof are women. And so these guys 
are telling me that, 'Well, men still buy most of the jewelry for 
women.'" But since women buy the vast majority of consumer 
goods, he couldn't understand why they weren't buying more 
jewelry. Finally, one of the most powerful women in the business 
explained things. "She says, 'Men buy most of the jewelry for 
women because men buy most of the jewelry for the stores, and 
men buy jewelry that other men would give to women.' She said, 
'I go to shows and I buy jewelry that women would want to buy 
for themselves.' I thought, 'Oh, praise God,' you know?" 

Women's different perspectives don't just affect the bottom 
line, however; they also move the culture. Debra Lee, the C E O of 
Black Entertainment Networks, told me that her own life experi­
ence had a significant effect on the way she led the company— 
once she let it. Not long after Bob Johnson, BET's founder and 
CEO, promoted Lee to president and C O O , the head of human 
resources called her to ask if the company would participate in 
"Take Our Daughters to Work Day," something they'd never 
done. 

"And so my first inclination was to say, 'No.' I was like, 'Well, 
we've got a lot of work to do. We can't have kids roaming around 
the hallways,'" she explained. "But then I thought about it over­
night. And I realized that what I was doing was answering the 
question the way I thought Bob would answer it. I thought, 'I'm 
C O O now. And I've got to run this company. And we've got 
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to get profits, blah, blah, blah. So I've got to keep a handle on 
things.' And then I thought, 'Well, if I do that, why am I here? 
If I don't realize there's something different about me, and the 
way I manage, and what I think is important, and what I'm going 
to bring to this company, I shouldn't be in this position.' So I 
came to work the next day, called the head of H R back, and I 
said, 'Look, we're going to do it.' I said, 'They can't stay past two 
o'clock.' I mean I had all these requirements," she said with a 
laugh. 

Ten years later, Take Our Daughters to Work Day has become 
a thriving tradition at B E T "It's a huge project for us every year," 
she says. "We get eighty to ninety kids, and it's boys and girls. 
And they come in, and we have a full day of activities. We show 
them how to broadcast. They sit behind a news desk, and we tape 
them. And I go over and speak to them. It's really an established 
program. And the kids love it. And the parents love it. 

"And that's just one little example where I said, 'Okay, I've 
got to step out of this Tve got to manage like a man! This is im­
portant to me because it's for girls. And there's a way to make it 
work—and still achieve the company's goals. And I think that's 
what women have to do." 

DIFFERENT PERSPECTIVES, 

DIFFERENT PRIORITIES 

As women have played an increasingly important role in politics, 
there is no question that they've brought a different perspective, 
focusing attention on a broader set of issues and building alli­
ances with other women. That's not to say that women in elective 
office focus only, or even mostly, on so-called women's issues. But 
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research confirms that both Republican and Democratic women 
are more likely than their male counterparts to initiate and fight 
for bills that champion social justice, protect the environment, 
advocate for families, and promote nonviolent conflict resolution. 
They also focus on issues like transportation, agriculture, and 
arms control, just like men. But women, as Géraldine Ferraro 
once said, "raise issues that others overlook, pass bills that others 
oppose, invest in projects that others dismiss, and seek to end 
abuses that others ignore." Amen. 

Kay Bailey Hutchison was the first Republican woman elected 
to the Texas House in 1972. "There were four Democratic women 
and me, for a total of five who were elected that year. And we did 
get together to do several things that were definitely a result of 
our experience as women. We changed the laws regarding rape 
victims in Texas and became really the leader in the nation on 
fair treatment for rape victims. And we did that as a coalition. 
We did equal credit rights for women. We did historical preser­
vation. I also did transportation . . . That was not my experience 
as a woman, but I definitely worked with the Democratic women. 
And it was a great coalition that we had because the Republicans 
knew that if I was on it, it was okay. And the Democratic women 
had the credibility with the Democrats. So when we went to­
gether, we just mowed over them." 

Hutchison believes the goal of representative government is 
to bring together as many backgrounds, points of view, and ex­
periences as possible "to make a better result. And its just that, 
historically, the women's experience was not at the table." But 
that's changing, she told me during an interview in her stately 
Senate office, and the effect on legislation is undeniable. "The 
homemaker IRA was my deal because of an experience I had 
as a single woman starting an IRA when I was working," she 
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explained. But after she got married, moved from Houston to 
Dallas and temporarily stopped working, she found she could 
no longer contribute to it. "And I said, 'Well, what is this?' And 
so you have that experience and you bring that experience to the 
table. So our bill did correct that so women who work inside the 
home now have the same retirement opportunities on IRAs as 
women who work outside the home." 

Kathleen Sebelius, the Democratic governor of Kansas, told me 
she's a "huge believer" that more women in elective office would 
produce better decisions. "People bring their own life experi­
ences, and women's life experiences are different than men's—not 
better, not worse, different. And 51, 52 percent of the population 
is women. And so having people at the table who make deci­
sions based on their life experiences, their lens—whether it's as a 
mother, a daughter, a spouse, somebody who's in the workplace— 
I think we get better policies, a better dynamic." 

Sometimes women just think to ask different questions. After 
her children were grown, Lindy Boggs—a congresswoman from 
Louisiana who had won her husband's seat after he was killed in 
a plane crash—decided to sell her house and buy a condominium 
closer to Capitol Hill. When she went to the bank to get a loan, 
she brought a financial statement showing that her congressional 
salary was more than adequate to cover the payments. Nonethe­
less, the loan officer asked her for detailed financial statements 
and insurance policies, saying they were required by federal law. 
"Until then, I had not personally experienced the situation women 
often faced when they applied for a bank mortgage and did not 
have a working husband behind them," she wrote in her autobiog­
raphy, Washington Through a Purple Veil. But Boggs knew better. 

"My dear," she replied, "I am the author of the law that forbids 
this type of requirement for female persons and the elderly. You 
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are not complying with the federal regulation, you are in defiance 
of it." Game, set, match. 

Years later, her daughter, ABC News and N P R correspondent 
Cokie Roberts, went to the bank to refinance the home she had 
earlier purchased from her mother. According to Boggs, she was 
told by the banker, "Oh, this form is nothing, it's just a boilerplate 
saying we haven't discriminated against you because of sex, race, 
etc." Cokie interrupted: "Nothing! It's not nothing! My mother 
wrote that law!" 

Not long after I left the Whi te House, the surgeon general 
was forced to resign in a sex education controversy, and President 
Clinton nominated Dr. Henry Foster, a Tennessee obstetrician 
with a sterling reputation, to take her place. The Whi te House 
vetting team had reviewed Foster's records and questioned him 
extensively, and he had passed with flying colors. But just days 
after the president announced his nomination, it became clear 
that the president's staff either hadn't asked the right questions— 
or hadn't shared all the relevant information. Dr. Foster, it turned 
out, had performed a small number of abortions across his more 
than thirty years of practice. And while it was a tiny part of 
his admirable and public-spirited career, it exploded into a con­
troversy that ultimately sunk his nomination. The U.S. Senate 
refused to confirm him. How could the Whi te House have been 
caught so unprepared? After all, abortion had been a profoundly 
divisive issue since the Supreme Court had legalized it in 1973. 
One possible answer: There were no women in the room when 
the questions were asked, the answers considered, and the strat­
egy of how—or even whether—to proceed discussed. Maybe two 
or three or ten women wouldn't have changed things. But given 
the different experience women bring to issues involving obste­
tricians, isn't it more likely that they would have? 



9 6 D E E D E E M Y E R S 

Women's particular experiences continue to shape not just 
their points of view but their actions, in the United States and 
around the world. In 2004, Wangari Maathai became the first 
African woman to be awarded the Nobel Prize for Peace when 
she was recognized for her contributions to sustainable develop­
ment. Through the Greenbelt Movement, the organization she 
founded some thirty years ago, Maathai has helped plant more 
than 30 million trees across Africa, providing firewood, clean 
drinking water, balanced diets, shelter, and income for rural 
families. 

While still a graduate student, Maathai attended a forum of 
the National Council of Kenyan Women. There, she explained, 
"I listened to the women from the countryside, you know, who 
were leaders, and the women said that their biggest problem was 
that they did not have energy, which is collecting firewood. They 
did not have clean drinking water. They did not have adequate 
food. And they did not have an income. And that attracted me 
because these women were coming from the same countryside I 
was brought up in. Just about ten years earlier, I was a child, a 
young girl, running around that same countryside. And at that 
time, we had plenty of firewood, we had plenty of clean drinking 
water, we had plenty of food. We didn't have a couch, as such. No 
income for a couch. But we did not think of ourselves as poor. So 
I became interested in what was happening to the countryside." 

She had been there: collecting the firewood, fetching the 
water, tending the crops. And she understood how difficult life 
would be without these basic necessities. And so the movement 
was born. At first, it was all women. "And for a very long time, 
men were not involved. But they let their wives participate. It 
took much longer for the men to respond and start participat­
ing. And they participated when they saw economic returns . . . 
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Because when the women planted the trees and they survived, 
we gave them a small financial compensation. So they did see 
financial compensation. But in the beginning, the men didn't see 
it, because it was a very small financial compensation for a lot of 
work. Now that's so common with us that we will take it!" she 
says, with a knowing laugh. 

As women slowly gain power, their values and priorities are 
reshaping the agenda. A multitude of studies show that when 
women control the family funds, they generally spend more on 
health, nutrition, and education—and less on alcohol and ciga­
rettes. The effects extend beyond the family. In one study of 
local councils (panchyats) in India, researchers found that when 
women are in charge, they make different choices than men, in­
vesting in projects that directly affect their particular needs, like 
clean drinking water and better roads. 

That's not to say that women's priorities are better than men's. 
Rather, when women are empowered, when they can speak from 
the experience of their own lives, they often address different, 
previously neglected issues. And families and whole communi­
ties benefit. 

THE MOMMY BRAIN 

One of the profound and life-altering experiences that most— 
though not all—women share is having children. Obviously, 
men have children, too. And it's profound and often life-altering 
for them as well. But there's no denying the biological realities of 
motherhood. Women spend months in various stages of adjust­
ment: morning sickness, heartburn, leg cramps, multiple sets of 
(unflattering) maternity clothes, more heartburn, sleeping with 
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a watermelon grafted onto your abdomen, as well as joy, wonder, 
anxiety, fetal hiccups—and a cleaning frenzy that attacks every 
dust bunny like it was a member of the Taliban. And that's all 
before the baby is even born. Once the baby comes, life really 
starts to change, as 3:00 a.m. feedings give way to nailing the 
toilet seat shut to keep the kid from trying to flush the latest three-
pound issue of Vanity Fair. Each stage of motherhood brings new 
joys, frustrations, fears, and conflicts. And while every woman 
experiences those in different ways and on a sliding scale of in­
tensity, children become—for virtually every woman—the pillar 
around which the rest of her life is built. That's not to say that 
plenty of women, even most women, won't continue to work, at 
some point, either full time or part time. It's just that before they 
walk out the door every morning, they'll have to make sure that 
their kids are taken care of. And virtually every decision they 
make will start with the question, "How will it affect my chil­
dren?" It's that simple—and that all-encompassing. 

To be sure, men help. Some more than others. Every family 
needs to find a division of labor that works for it. But let's be 
honest: The majority of women are—and will continue to be— 
the primary caretakers for their children. Studies show it. And 
experience confirms it. 

Before I had children, I wasn't very interested in them. I knew 
I wanted children—and somehow, I always believed I'd have a 
couple. But I wasn't in a hurry to get on that track (I was thirty-
eight by the time my first child was born). Now I am the mother 
of two, and the experience has utterly changed me. Not just my 
life (so long, spontaneity!). But me. New research on women's 
brains suggest that motherhood literally alters a woman's brain 
"structurally, functionally, and in many ways, irreversibly." In 
her book The Mommy Brain: How Motherhood Makes Us Smarter, 
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Katherine Ellison argues that the constant physical and emo­
tional demands of raising children—and the flood of hormones 
that goes with it—actually improve women's senses such as smell, 
taste, and touch; sharpen their social skills; and make them more 
efficient, resilient, and motivated. 

That's certainly been my experience. My husband has an infi­
nitely more fine-tuned sense of smell than I do: He can sniff out 
a piece of ripe cheese in the fridge the minute he walks through 
the front door. (So much so that I often accuse him of having 
olfactory hallucinations.) But my ability to hear—scratch that, 

feel—what my kids are up to far exceeds his. The second one of 
them sets foot out of bed in the middle of the night, I know it. 
And while I wasn't exactly a social retard before I had kids, my 
ability and my desire to connect with people, to pick up their 
verbal and nonverbal cues and to really tune into what they're 
feeling is profoundly better than it was back in those footloose 
and child-free days. I'm also dramatically more patient. And I've 
become a relentless multitasker; I never walk up or down a flight 
of stairs in my house without a load of laundry, mail, toys, gro­
ceries, or garbage in my arms. 

When my son, Stephen, was not quite two, he introduced me 
to a whole new dimension of crisis management. I was check­
ing the chemicals in our small backyard pool—a task I usually 
avoided when he was around for obvious reasons—and he was 
playing a couple of feet away. The pool needed a little chlorine, 
so I opened the plastic container, then set it down a few inches 
from my hand while I double-checked the level. When I turned 
back—literally seconds later—he was holding the two-pound 
container like a cup and pouring the powder into his mouth. His 
eyes bulged as it reached his throat, and suddenly, everything 
shifted to slow motion. I felt the panic rise. My son started to cry, 
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as I grabbed him and ran for the house, screaming I think. My 
husband just happened to be home, so I ran upstairs and yelled 
for him to help. I found the Poison Control number pasted inside 
a kitchen cabinet and tossed it to my husband, while I sat Stephen 
in the kitchen sink and started spraying out his mouth, trying to 
keep the chemicals away from his eyes. He started throwing up. 
I kept rinsing. I peeled off his orange polo shirt, which already 
had a huge bleach stain on the front. If it's taking the color out of 
his shirt, what's it doing to the insides of his little body, I wondered, 
not daring to really consider the possibilities. I kept rinsing. By 
now my husband had the poison control center on the phone, and 
the incredibly calm, knowledgeable operator talked us through 
the next steps. "She says to see if he'll eat or drink anything," my 
husband said. Somehow, Stephen had stopped crying and throw­
ing up, so I gave him a cup of water. He took a few sips, while I 
dried him with a dish towel. It didn't seem to hurt when he swal­
lowed, so I gave him a Popsicle. He took a few licks, and again, 
he didn't seem to be in any pain. That's good, the woman on the 
phone assured us. It may mean he hasn't burned his esophagus. I 
gave him a cracker; he ate it. Still no sign of pain. 

The immediate crisis had passed, and Stephen was fine. In fact, 
he kept a date to go to the zoo. We were incredibly lucky. But the 
fact that he was able to swallow chlorine on my watch still haunts 
me. And I found I wasn't as cool in the crisis as I thought I'd be. 
More importantly, I realized how parents, particularly mothers, 
are forced to make critical, sometimes life-and-death decisions 
immediately. No net, no second chance. And that kind of experi­
ence can change the way women see themselves in important and 
permanent ways. 

In so many relationships, women are expected to defer to other 
people in their lives: their parents, their husbands, their bosses, 
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their neighbors, the checker at the local grocery store. But when 
children are involved, they're the boss, the go-to person, the (as 
George W. Bush would say) "decider." The psychologist Daniel 
Stern has specialized in the study of mothers. "The expression 
'the buck stops here' takes on new meaning," he writes in his 
book The Birth of a Mother. "You will have to make split-second 
decisions even when you don't really know what to do and haven't 
been there before. It's akin to being a C E O , a policeman on duty, 
or a physician on call. All eyes turn to the person in authority 
and expect that person to know what to do." 

GIVE A WOMAN AN INCH 

Naturally, not every woman is a mother, and not every mother 
experiences her child-rearing years in same warm glow of hug­
ging and learning. Real life is often more like the Simpsons than 
the Waltons. The point is: Motherhood was for too long some­
thing that women felt they had to minimize or even hide if they 
wanted to be taken seriously in public life. Don't talk about your 
kids, they were told; don't do anything to remind people that 
you're not a man. Well, guess what? Even when women denied 
the life-altering realities of being moms, they couldn't change 
them. They still weren't men. Now women are rightfully claim­
ing motherhood as a formative experience—an education, like 
law school or business school—that teaches important skills and 
prepares them to lead. 

Being a mother doesn't always make women more sympathetic 
to the plight of other women or other mothers. We've all heard 
the horror stories about the cold-hearted female bosses who are 
anything but patient and empathetic. But I've heard vastly more 
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stories about how women's own experience has made them sensi­
tive to the challenges other women, particularly mothers, face. 

Shirley Tilghman had been a single mom with two children 
and a demanding career as a professor and scientist. And when she 
became president of Princeton, she was determined to do what she 
could to make the university more family-friendly. Among other 
things, she realized that many young women saw the timing of 
tenure as an obstacle to their success. At the very time many had 
young children at home, they were expected to spend more time 
in the lab and in the classroom in order to make tenure within 
the allotted five years. So Tilghman changed the rules, allowing 
professors to request an extra year. But pretty soon she realized 
that a lot of women were reluctant to request the extension, fear­
ing that it would make them seem less committed, less serious. So 
Tilghman made it mandatory. Professors can request that they be 
reviewed for tenure a year early, but the expectation is that every­
one will take six, rather than five years. "That was very symbolic," 
she told me. But she also tried to take steps that were practical. 

"We now have a program called Back-Up Care. You can call 
this service at seven-thirty in the morning and say, 'Can you have 
someone here at eight-thirty? My kid has a temperature, and I 
have a lecture at nine.' For four dollars an hour. We subsidize 
it," she tells me. "You can not imagine the kind of kudos we are 
getting." But the program isn't just aimed at parents with child-
care issues. "My other example is the Maytag refrigerator repair 
man," she explains. "They say they'll be there between nine and 
twelve, and you think: This is not helpful. So you call this service, 
and they will sit at your house and wait for the refrigerator repair 
man. For four dollars an hour." 

A couple years ago, my friend Colleen sent me a hand towel 
that said: 
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If the three wise men had been women, they would have asked 
directions, arrived on time, helped deliver the baby, cleaned the 
stable, made a casserole, brought practical gifts, and there would 
be Peace On Earth. 

Of course! But they weren't women, so the wise men got 
there late—and brought gold, frankincense, and myrrh. Can you 
imagine what Mary—who's just delivered a baby on a bale of hay 
without an epidural—must have thought about that? 

The truth is: Women are just more practical than men. As 
Géraldine Ferraro says, "Give a woman an inch, and she'll park 
a car in it." Maybe it's biological. Women use multiple parts of 
their brains to accomplish certain tasks, like talking or solving 
problems, while the same activities in men's brains tends to be 
more focused in one particular area. Maybe that helps explain 
why a man who is focused on reprogramming the D V D player 
might not notice the house is on fire, but a woman can take a 
conference call, feed the baby, unload the dishwasher, marinate 
a flank steak, and rebalance her investment portfolio all at the 
same time. 

Senator Dianne Feinstein explains this practical quality in 
women another way. "Women are accustomed, I guess, to clean­
ing up after men. And in a sense, it's one of the reasons I think 
women make very good mayors and governors. Because they 
are very management oriented. They know things have to be 
managed, that you have to stay the course. You have to see that 
it's done every day, that you lay out your checklist, and you go 
through it. Women are accustomed to that from the managing 
of the house." 

Because of their different lives, women often bring different 
strengths, different priorities, and different values to public life. 
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"You really see that in a part-time legislature, where people are 
coming in and out of their lives," Kathleen Sebelius explains. 
"Well, the lives that the women are coming in and out of are very 
different from the lives the men are coming in and out of." 

That's not to say that there is a one-size-fits-all "woman's life." 
A lot of working women have more in common with the male 
executive down the hall than the full-time mom across the street. 
Still, the differences are there. 

For too long, experience that was uniquely, or even mostly, 
female, was devalued; unless men shared it, it just didn't count. 
It's time to move beyond a place where men decide what women 
want and what they will buy. Where policy is made without 
consulting the people most affected—or those who are left out. 
Where football—but not motherhood—is considered a suitable 
training ground for leadership. The more women own their ex­
perience—whatever it is—the more likely they'll be to succeed, 
in their own ways, on their own terms. 



T H E NATURE OF VIOLENCE 

"A nation is not conquered until the hearts of its 

women are on the ground. Then it's finished, 

no matter how brave its warriors or how strong 

their weapons." 

— C H E Y E N N E PROVERB 

A s I sat in the darkened theater, I felt a rising sense of dread. 
Was that me? I wondered. My husband, Todd, and I were 

watching Hotel Rwanda, a powerful and disturbing film about 
the 1994 genocide in central Africa. In one scene, a radio blares 
an excerpt from an American government news briefing. 

"Based on the evidence we have seen from observations on 
the ground, we have every reason to believe that acts of genocide 
have occurred in Rwanda," says a female briefer. 

"What's the difference between 'acts of genocide' and geno­
cide'?" a reporter interrupts. 



1 0 6 D E E D E E M Y E R S 

"Well, I think . . . as you know, there's a legal definition of 
this . . . clearly not all of the killings that have taken place in 
Rwanda are killings to which you might apply that label," she 
continues. "But as to the distinctions between the words, we're 
trying to call what we have seen so far as best as we can; and 
based, again, on the evidence, we have every reason to believe 
that acts of genocide have occurred." 

"How many acts of genocide does it take to make an actual 
genocide?" the reporter shoots back, clearly disgusted. 

The questions are tough, but the answers sound both 
ridiculous—and eerily familiar. That's not my voice, I tell myself. 
But are those my words? Was the exchange based on something I said 
while I was White House press secretary? \ tried to concentrate on the 
movie, but my thoughts kept circling back to the tape. Let it not be 
me. Let it not be me. As soon as we got home, my husband searched 
the Internet and found that it was an actual audiotape from a 
State Department—not a White House—briefing. I was both 
relieved—and certain that I had said some of the same things. 

It had all started on the evening of April 6, 1994, when Hutu 
extremists shot down a plane carrying the president of Rwanda, 
also a Hutu, killing everyone on board. The saboteurs had op­
posed a peace plan the president was implementing to end the 
civil war, and by nightfall, they and their allies among the Rwan­
dan armed forces and Hutu militias had set up roadblocks and 
were going house to house killing Tutsis and moderate Hutus 
who supported the agreement. Thousands died that first night. 

In the weeks that followed—as the killing raged—the United 
States and United Nations repeatedly condemned the violence, 
but stopped short of sending troops. The death toll soared into 
the tens, and then hundreds of thousands; most of the dead were 
Tutsis, killed simply because they came from the wrong tribe. 
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Still, the situation was not a hot topic in the Whi te House brief­
ing room. Continuing violence in Bosnia; crime and health-care 
bills working their way through Congress; and a vacancy on the 
Supreme Court got top billing. As the president's press secre­
tary, I didn't get many questions about what was happening in 
Rwanda. 

But when I did, it was agonizing. Much of the discussion 
centered on the definition of "genocide." And the debate wasn't 
merely semantic. If what was happening in Rwanda was, in fact, 
genocide, then the U N by its mandate and the United States 
by its morals would be required to intervene. Instead, Ameri­
can government officials and their spokesmen—like the woman 
in the movie—could say only that while "acts of genocide" had 
clearly been committed, it could not yet be characterized more 
broadly as genocide. It was the kind of legal hairsplitting that can 
make life on the podium miserable. 

Finally, in mid-July, the Tutsi-led Rwandan Patriotic Front 
captured Kigali, the capital, and what was left of the Hutu-led 
government fled to Zaire, followed by a flood of refugees. Dis­
ease and more killings in the camps followed, but the genocide 
was over. More than 800,000 people had died in just 100 days. 

Today the Parliament in Kigali is one of the few buildings 
with visible scars of the fighting that ended more than a dozen 
years ago. Outside, the bullet holes bear witness to the killing 
that shocked, but didn't mobilize, the world. But inside, there 
are signs of change—and of healing. Nearly half the seats in the 
Chamber of Deputies are held by women, a reality unimaginable 
before the war. In fact, women hold thirty-nine out of eighty 
seats in the lower house—49 percent—more than any other 
country, anywhere on the planet. They also hold twenty of sixty 
seats in the upper house. Together women account for more than 
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42 percent of the total; worldwide, only Sweden and Norway 
have more. (By contrast, the U.S. Congress is roughly 16 percent 
women, an anemic eighty-first in the world.) 

Rwanda's continuing recovery and women's increasing power 
are inexorably linked; the violence made a new social structure 
both necessary and indispensable to any hope of reconciliation and 
a more peaceful future. The country was left with a population 
that was overwhelmingly female. "Before the genocide, women 
always figured their husbands would take care of them," Aurea 
Kayiganwa, the coordinator of organization of war widows, says. 
"But the genocide changed all that. It forced women to get active, 
to take care of themselves. So many of the men were gone." 

So the women did what they had to do: They buried the dead, 
healed the wounds, and began to rebuild civil society. "We were 
the wives left as widows, the mothers whose children died. We 
are the owners of the post-war issues," says Aloisea Inyumba, a 
Rwandan governor, former cabinet minister, and former head of 
the National Unity and Reconciliation Commission. One of the 
first issues they faced was the hundreds of thousands of children 
orphaned by the bloodshed. Inyumba, a leader in the effort to 
find them homes, worked to convince families to take children, 
regardless of tribe. "It was like asking Jews to take in Germans 
after the Holocaust," Swanee Hunt, a peace activist, philanthro­
pist, and former U.S. ambassador to Austria, told me later. And 
they did. 

Still, there were deep and painful issues dividing the women. 
"Widows of the genocide had to live, as best as they could, along­
side women whose husbands were in prison accused of genocide 
crimes," says Espérance Mwiza, who served on the Women's 
Council and in parliament. "Then there were women like me, 
back from exile, returning to a country they didn't know, but 
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who were very enthusiastic about having a country at last, and 
who wanted to buckle down to rebuilding it. It was not easy to 
reconcile the realities of these women who were separated from 
each other by history." 

But reconcile they did, and in the process, women became sym­
bols of moderation. They weren't blameless in the rash of violence: 
some killed, tortured, informed, collaborated, and otherwise par­
ticipated. But for the most part, women were not "the planners or 
perpetrators." Only 2.3 percent of the more than 100,000 people 
jailed for their roles were female. And because women were sub­
stantially less involved, they were able to take on critical roles in 
the reconstruction. "There is a widespread perception in Rwanda 
that women are better at reconciliation and forgiveness," says 
Elizabeth Powley, who authored a study on Rwandan women for 
Women Waging Peace. 

As the social structure began to change, so too did the laws. 
Old statutes prohibiting women from owning or inheriting prop­
erty were rewritten, giving them more control over their own and 
their families' financial well-being. "Traditionally, a woman is not 
a breadwinner; now she has had to become one," says Inyumba, 
who was Minister of Gender during the law's drafting process. 

In 2003, women banded together to help shape a new constitu­
tion—one that greatly expanded their rights. Among other things, 
30 percent of the seats in the two houses of parliament were set 
aside for women. Such quotas would be impossible in the United 
States, where policies aimed at increasing the representation of 
women or minorities in public institutions are politically perilous 
and legally suspect. But when Rwandan voters went to the polls 
in October of 2003—for the first time since the genocide—they 
chose more women than the law required, surprising a lot of 
male politicians and leading to near parity in parliament. "Some 
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men even complained that women were taking some of the 'men' 
seats," said Donnah Kamashazi, a representative in Rwanda for 
the United Nations Development Fund for Women. 

Women's expanding power isn't limited to parliament. Women 
are also serving on the Supreme Court, in the president's cabinet, 
in the senior ranks of the police force, and on the influential Na­
tional Unity and Reconciliation Commission. Their influence is 
nowhere near that of their male peers; Rwanda remains a deeply 
patriarchal country. Nor have the myriad problems that slow 
down progress been solved; far from it. But women are making 
progress—and in the process, they are healing their country. 

"After the genocide, women rolled up their sleeves and began 
making society work again," said Paul Kagame, president of 
Rwanda. 

BUILDING BRIDGES 

Women are becoming key players in peace processes, not just in 
Rwanda but around the world. "For generations, women have 
served as peace educators, both in their families and in their so­
cieties. They have proved instrumental in building bridges rather 
than walls," says Kofi Annan, former secretary general of the 
United Nations. 

A variety of studies have found that because women are 
generally less violent than men, they are often better at creating 
and keeping the peace in post-conflict societies. A recent World 
Economics Forum study looked at Cameroon, Bolivia, and 
Malaysia and concluded that when women had more control over 
spending, they spent less on the military. In addition, a series of 
studies by Harvard psychologist Rose McDermott found that 
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the more money a country spends on its military, the more likely 
it is to go to war. Basic geometry teaches: If A equals B and B 
equals C, then A equals C. In other words, more women mean 
fewer wars. Maybe it's not that simple. Then again, maybe it is. 

As I look around the world, a number of things seem clear. First, 
women often bring a different point of view and different priorities 
to questions surrounding war and peace. And that perspective can 
be crucial to ratcheting down the violence, creating opportunities 
for reconciliation, and beginning the process of rebuilding. 

"After the war in Bosnia, I asked the prime minister, Haris Si-
lajdzic, 'If half the people around the table at the very beginning 
had been women, would there have been a war?'" Swanee Hunt 
tells me. "And he said, 'No. Women think long and hard before 
they send their children out to kill other people's children.' " 

Recently, Sally Field tried to make essentially the same point. 
In accepting an Emmy Award for her role in the television series 
Brothers & Sisters, she said: "Let's face it: If mothers ruled the 
world, there would be no goddamn wars in the first place." The 
millions of people watching at home never heard the end of her 
sentence. Fox, which carried the program live, argued that it cut 
the audio and video feeds because Field used a profanity; the 
Federal Communications Commission has cracked down on of­
fensive language, and broadcasters are slapped with heavy fines 
when prohibited words make their way onto the air. But a lot of 
people believed that Fox objected to the actor's antiwar tone. 

Politics and profanity aside, Field has a point: Mothers have 
a lot to lose when their children go to war. That's not to say 
that they're all pacifists. From the Peloponnesian Wars of ancient 
Greece to the jihad of today's Islamic fundamentalists, many a 
mother has willingly sent her sons (and occasionally her daugh­
ters) into battle, ready to lose them to the higher cause. My own 
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father, a Navy pilot, spent years in harms way, including two 
long deployments in Vietnam. Had he been killed, I'm sure his 
mother (as well as his wife and daughters) would have been both 
devastated—and proud. And I often wonder how I might feel if 
my own son decides to follow in the footsteps of the grandfather 
he idolizes, choosing to guard the ramparts and give his life if 
necessary. Still, I think mothers have a different standard for 
measuring the costs of war—and the price of peace. 

Securing the Peace, a report by the United Nations Development 
Fund for Women, called it "essential" that women participate in 
every phase of the peace process, from talks, to implementation, 
to monitoring. "When approaching the difficult task of ending 
war, the stakes are too high to neglect the resources that women 
have to offer," the report says. A quick survey of countries recov­
ering from conflict supports that conclusion. 

A few years ago, I met with a group of women from Mostar, 
an ethnically divided city in Bosnia and Herzegovina. They had 
recently formed a Women's Citizen Initiative to further the work 
of bringing the city together after the war, and they were in 
Washington to accept the Madeleine Albright Grant from the 
National Democratic Institute for International Affairs. When 
the women began their work, Croats and Muslim Bosnians were 
so divided that the city's high school had two floors, two cur­
ricula—and two separate entrances. I asked one of the leaders, 
Amira Spago, who had lost her husband in the conflict and was 
left to raise her two young daughters alone, why it took women to 
reach across the ethnic divide. "Women are more practical," she 
told me. "We're really ready to change." It's not that men don't 
cooperate, she said. "They do business together. They form part­
nerships in business. During the war, they sold weapons to each 
other. They will do everything for their personal interest." 
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In Northern Ireland, women's groups spent a decade building 
trust between Protestants and Catholics, before they were finally 
allowed to participate in the peace process itself. At one point, 
male negotiators walked out of the talks, leaving a handful of 
women—including Monica McWilliams and other members of 
the Northern Ireland Women's Coalition—at the table. They 
kept the conversation going—and the Good Friday Agreement 
was completed, ending a conflict that had lasted decades and 
claimed thousands of lives. "Men are stubborn," says McWil­
liams. "Women are more comfortable seeking compromise. They 
see it as a strength, not a weakness." 

During South Africa's post-apartheid transition, black and 
white women were instrumental in planning, developing, and 
implementing the successful Truth and Reconciliation Commis­
sion. Its mission was to establish a "truthful" record of the apart­
heid era, giving people from all sides the opportunity to tell their 
stories, forgive their former enemies—and to be forgiven. The 
women insisted that T R C be inclusive and transparent, setting it 
apart from previous truth commissions and ensuring the greater 
participation of women. When all was said and done, more than 
40 percent of the commissioners and three-quarters of the staff 
were women, and women provided more than 56 percent of the 
testimonies. Women witnesses often addressed the suffering of 
others: sons, husbands, neighbors, friends; it was less "me" and 
more "us," helping create a sense of shared purpose. The com­
mission also created separate structures for women, making it 
easier for them to talk openly about issues like crime and sexual 
assault, and to help assure that the record was complete. The 
South African T R C has become a model for societies facing 
similar transitions. 
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OTHER VOICES, OTHER VIEWS 

Despite women's increasingly important roles in resolving con­
flict and sustaining peace, their voices are too often dismissed, a 
reality that is as frustrating as it is predictable. 

Pat Mitchell, one of the first women correspondents for the 
Today show, was hired first and foremost because she was a sea­
soned journalist. But she was also hired—or so she thought—to 
bring a different perspective to the broadcast. In the late 1980s, 
she bumped up against the limits of that open-minded ideal. 

"I convinced Thomas Friedman [then executive producer of 
the Today show and no relation to the New York Times columnist] 
that I wanted to do a piece on how women leaders are different 
than men. And where in conflict zones, in particular, women 
could be observed making decisions that were different than 
men. And in that way, could they get us closer to peace? He 
thought it was a good idea. He said, 'Where do you want to go 
first?' I said, 'I want to go to Israel. And I'll look at the Arab and 
Israeli women.' I got to Israel, and I got a call from the president 
of N B C News, who said, 'No, we don't think this is an important 
story. You need to come back home.' And I said 'Why not?' He 
said, 'Because these women aren't elected. They're just average 
citizens.' Anyway, I quit. I did it on my own, and that was the 
beginning of my production company." 

Mitchell began by talking with Israeli and Arab women to see 
how they approached the intractable conflict in the region. Re­
gardless of which side they were on, all had witnessed an unbear­
able amount of suffering, she said. "And those women had made 
a decision that as mothers, and wives, and community leaders, 
they were going to do something different." 
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At the time, it was illegal for Israelis to meet with representa­
tives of the Palestinian Liberation Organization in Israel. So rather 
than break the law, the women found a place where such meet­
ings were legal: the European Union in Brussels. They planned 
a conference called "Give Peace A Chance: Women Speak Out," 
and invited women from around the region: from Israel and the 
Palestinian territories; from Europe; and from Turkey, Jordan, 
and Egypt. A thousand women came. 

"The very first night, Shulamit Aloni from the Knesset stood 
up," Mitchell told me. "And she said, 'Okay, we've only got three 
days here. And we have to get to a peace agreement. So let's make 
some rules. Nobody gives long speeches. Nobody stands up and 
does their list of grievances. I killed you. You killed me. You 
hurt my family. I hurt—none of that.' So there was no political 
stuff going on. The hard work was in finding the language that 
worked. At the end of the three days, seven paragraphs were 
drafted"—the Brussels Declaration—"that would end the territo­
rial conflict, so to speak, in the Middle East, as it existed then." 

But when the women went home, their solution was ignored— 
by the Knesset, by the Palestinian Authority, by the powers that 
be. And nearly two decades later, little has changed. Nonetheless, 
the Brussels conference became the foundation of relationships 
that have grown stronger over time. And the region's women are 
more convinced than ever that they are an indispensable part of 
the peace process. 

"In matters of peace, the voice of women is clearer and brighter 
than that of men," says Aloni, former chair of the Meretz Party 
in Israel and minister of education and culture under former 
prime minister Yitzhak Rabin. "Men enjoy their manliness, they 
receive medals and trumpet victory; but women, after the battle, 
remain with the ashes, the mourning, the widowhood and the 
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orphans. Without medals, they have to rebuild the family, the 
home, the community." 

Among other things, the Brussels conference led to the cre­
ation of the Jerusalem Link, an organization created in 1993 to 
further the active involvement of Palestinian and Israeli women 
in achieving peace and social justice. "During my meetings with 
Palestinian women I noticed a clear distinction in the communi­
cation methods of the two genders," says Terry Greenblatt, an Is­
raeli peace activist and early leader of the Jerusalem Link. "Men 
exhibit a tendency to see the world in black and white, war' or 
peace/ I know of at least 7,000 other options in the middle. 

"For men, negotiation is a synonym to playing cards. They 
would assemble in a room with a long table, sit one against the 
other and try to conceal their cards as much as they can," Green­
blatt continues. "They are inclined to treat the man in front of 
them as an opponent, not as a partner. Women, on the other 
hand, would assemble and sit at the same side of the table. We 
put the strife and pains in front of us, look at them courageously 
and come up with a win-win formula. The Palestinian woman 
with whom I converse would be my neighbor eventually. I have 
no intention or any interest in playing infantile games with her. 
Making sure she leaves the room with a good feeling is in my 
utmost interest." 

Amneh Badran, Greenblatt's Palestinian counterpart, is con­
vinced that previous agreements failed because the two sides were 
left to interpret unclear resolutions in different ways. "It is well 
known that women usually delve into the little details and that 
they would never be satisfied with half-baked situations," she 
says. "Unfortunately, that kind of attitude was missing in Oslo 
[the site of secret negotiations that produced the 1993 "Declara­
tion of Principles" signed by P L O chairman Yasser Arafat and 
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Israeli prime minister Yitzhak Rabin at a Whi te House ceremony 
later that year]. If they had only left the job for women to con­
duct those critical peace discussions, we would have completed 
the Oslo agreements with much better defined solutions." 

Both Greenblatt and Badran say they are sometimes criticized 
for working with perceived enemies. "Palestinians ask me, 'Do 
you think there are peaceful people left on the other side? Do you 
really believe that a few women can make a change in this chaotic 
situation?' " Badran says. "Of course, if a man was acting in my po­
sition, he would probably have been heralded as a man of vision.' " 

ECONOMIC EMPOWERMENT AND PEACE 

If women are to participate more fully in peace processes around 
the world, they must be empowered more broadly in their own 
societies—economically, politically, and socially. And that, in 
turn, will produce a broad range of additional benefits. 

According to Amartya Sen, the Indian Nobel laureate 
economist, recent efforts to empower women have focused on 
"well-being," improving their quality of life. But increasingly, he 
argues, they should focus on "agency"—that is, giving women 
concrete tools such as education, economic power, and property 
rights—that will not only continue to make their lives better, but 
also lead to broader societal change. In Development as Freedom, 
Sen writes that "working outside the home and earning an 
independent income tend to have a clear impact on enhancing 
the social standing for a woman in the household and in the 
society. Her contribution to the prosperity of the family is then 
more visible, and she also has more voice, because of being less 
dependent on others." 
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Educating women also produces large and measurable ben­
efits. First, it substantially lowers child mortality rates, particu­
larly for girls, in ways that educating men or reducing poverty do 
not. In addition, educated women tend to have fewer children; 
provide better health, nutrition, and education to their families; 
and earn more income than women with little or no schooling. 
When Larry Summers was chief economist at the World Bank, 
he argued that educating girls probably produced better returns 
than any other investment in the developing world. 

According to Isobel Coleman, a senior fellow at the Council 
on Foreign Relations, "increases in household income benefit a 
family more if the mother rather than the father controls the 
cash." Studies from countries as varied as Bangladesh, Brazil, 
Canada, Ethiopia, and the United Kingdom suggest that "women 
devote more of the household budget to education, health, and 
nutrition—and less to alcohol and cigarettes." In fact, when 
women's incomes go up, child survival rates improve an aston­
ishing twenty times more than if a man's income increases by a 
similar amount. Yes, you read that correctly: twenty times. And 
children's weight measures improve eightfold. Similarly, when 
women borrow money, they spend more on school enrollment, 
child nutrition, and health care than men do. 

Thir ty years ago, Muhammad Yunus founded the Grameen 
Bank—which means "Bank of the Villages" in Bangla—to serve 
the rural poor in Bangladesh. Yunus believed that giving small 
loans to people who could never qualify for traditional bank 
credit would fuel local development and combat poverty. He was 
right. And the movement he began—widely known as microfi-
nancing—has improved the lives of millions. From the outset, 
Yunus deliberately targeted women: They tended to be poorer; 
they had even less access to credit; and they paid back their loans 
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more reliably than men. Worldwide, there are now some 70 mil­
lion microborrowers—and 80 percent of them are women. Stud­
ies show that women with even small amounts of capital get 
more involved in family decision making, are more legally and 
politically aware, and participate more in their communities than 
other women. They also suffer less domestic violence. 

As women gain power, they help shape broader decisions about 
policy and the allocation of resources. They reorder priorities. 
They help foster democracy. Steven Fish, a political scientist at 
the University of California, Berkeley, argues that democracy is 
exceedingly rare in countries where there is a large gap in the 
literacy rates of men and women—and where there are substan­
tially more men than women. The latter suggests that boys are 
more valued, and receive better nutrition and health care. And as 
Amartya Sen says, the more men, the more crime and the more 
violence. 

LESSONS FROM THE JUNGLE 

Following the Rwandan genocide, a Ugandan farmer was hired 
to haul bodies out of a lake. Over time, he retrieved so many 
corpses, wrapping them in plastic sheets and stacking them in 
piles, that he became numb to the horror. Only one memory 
really haunted him. "One time I found a woman," he said. "She 
had five children tied to her. One on each arm. One on each leg. 
And one on her back. She had no wounds." W h o could even 
dream up such a breathtakingly cruel act? 

It was probably a man. But women, too, are capable of some 
horrific acts. W h o can forget Andrea Yates, the psychotic Hous­
ton woman who drowned her five young children in the bathtub? 
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Or Susan Smith, the South Carolina divorcée who coldly strapped 
her two little boys into their car seats and then rolled the car 
into a lake so they wouldn't come between her and a would-be 
boyfriend? Both stories were widely publicized, in no small mea­
sure because they were so shocking, because the betrayal cut so 
deep. Women—mothers—don't do that. Except, of course, when 
they do. 

Still, men are the primary perpetrators of murder, mayhem, 
and other assorted destructive acts. The patterns are remarkably 
consistent across time and culture. According to FBI statistics, 
an American man "is about nine times as likely as a woman to 
commit murder, seventy-eight times as likely to commit forcible 
rape, ten times as likely to commit armed robbery and almost six 
and a half times as likely to commit aggravated assault." Men are 
also vastly more likely to commit fraud, steal a car, vandalize, 
commit arson, or get busted for drugs. In fact, American females 
lead males in only two crime categories: Adolescent girls are a 
little more likely to get arrested for running away from home, 
and women are twice as likely to get arrested for prostitution. 

Not only are crimes, especially violent crimes, more likely to 
be committed by males, but the overwhelming majority are com­
mitted by young males, those between the ages of fifteen and 
thirty. To the mother of a boy heading eventually toward that 
age range, this is not good news. 

But do men commit more crimes because they're stronger? Is 
violence a vestige of physique, not temperament? To answer that 
question, researchers looked at instances of same-sex murders, 
where either women killed women or men killed men—theoreti­
cally limiting instances where the perp was substantially stronger 
than the victim. After gathering data from dozens of countries 
and regions across multiple time periods, they concluded that the 
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"probability that a same-sex murder has been committed by a 
man, not a woman, ranges from 92 to 100 percent." 

Of course, the debate still rages: Are these differences innate? 
Are males "naturally" more violent than females? Or is the be­
havior learned—created, passed on, and reinforced by culture? 
While nurture is surely a factor, nature seems to play an outsize 
role. Again, the patterns are remarkably consistent. And animal 
studies—particularly of our closest cousins, chimpanzees—find 
some interesting similarities between their behavior and ours. 

In 1960, Jane Goodall, the renowned primatologist and envi­
ronmental activist, went into the Gombe National Park in Tanza­
nia to observe chimpanzees, up close and in the wild—something 
that had never been done. Wha t she saw there rocked the world: 
She discovered that chimpanzees engage in certain behaviors 
previously thought to be exclusively human. One chimp repeat­
edly scooped termites from a mound using a stick—a "tool," she 
soon realized. And she found that the animals were capable of 
"reasoned thought, abstraction, generalization, symbolic repre­
sentation, and concept of self." 

But some of her findings were less romantic. 
When Goodall first arrived, the thirty or so chimps she was 

studying lived together in a single group. But over a period of 
several years, the group split into two separate factions, one oc­
cupying the northern part of the range, the other, the southern 
part. Bit by bit, relations between them went from friendly, to 
hostile, to murderous. And the violence wasn't just about protect­
ing turf or clan or resources. Groups of four or five or six chimps 
from one gang would sneak into their rivals' territory looking for 
a fight. And if they found an individual who was alone or oth­
erwise unable to defend himself (or occasionally herself), they 
would attack—biting, hitting, kicking, scratching, and dragging 
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their rival to death. "It was only one female who really partici­
pated," Goodall told me. "And she was the one who never had 
babies." The raids continued until the northern gang had wiped 
out the southern gang, killing all the males, many of the females, 
and several of the infants. The females who were left were then 
forced to join their erstwhile foes. 

"It was a very primitive war," Goodall recalled. "It's got some 
of the precursors of human war. It shows you the kind of tenden­
cies we have brought with us throughout evolution that led to 
modern war." 

Chimpanzees and humans are intensely social creatures. Both 
live in hierarchies where status is important. Both compete to 
better their position in the pecking order. And both build coali­
tions to get what they want. But predictably, males and females 
approach these relationships differently. According to Richard 
Wrangham and Dale Peterson, authors of Demonic Males: Apes 
and the Origins of Human Violence, a male chimp in his prime 
virtually "organizes his whole life around issues of rank. His at­
tempts to achieve and then maintain alpha status are cunning, 
persistent, energetic, and time consuming. They affect whom he 
travels with, whom he grooms, where he glances, how often he 
scratches." Female chimps build alliances, too. But they work 
with other females to whom they feel some emotional attach­
ment. In other words, males get together as a means to an end; 
females make friends. Sound familiar? 

Humans and chimps have something else in common: Of the 
more than 4,000 mammals and 10 million other species, they are 
the only two who live in "male-bonded, patrilineal communities" 
in which groups of (mostly) males raid their neighbors' territo­
ries, looking for vulnerable peers to attack and kill. Most animals 
don't kill their own kind. And when they do, males usually kill 
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infants sired by other males, in hopes of mating with their moth­
ers. (A charming practice that is often successful.) 

"Male chimps are very aggressive. Female chimps are aggres­
sive, too, but they can't show it in the same way," Goodall says. 
"One, they are not as strong. Two, for most of their lives they 
are protecting a child. So you can't go swaggering around and 
waving branches and displaying because it puts your child at risk. 
It's nonadaptive in an evolutionary sense." 

DIFFERENT RULES 

As the political economist and philosopher Francis Fukuyama 
says, there is "something to the contention of many feminists 
that phenomena like aggression, violence, war, and intense 
competition for dominance in a status hierarchy is more closely 
associated with men than women." A world run by women would 
follow different rules, Fukuyama surmises. "And it is toward that 
sort of world that all postindustrial societies are moving. As 
women gain power in these countries, the latter should become 
less aggressive, adventurous, competitive, and violent." 

Hear! Hear! But Fukuyama goes on to note a potential flaw in 
this thinking: If the male predisposition toward violence, power, 
and status is indeed rooted in biology, it is harder to change—in 
individuals and in societies. "What is bred in the bone cannot be 
altered easily by changes in culture and ideology." True enough. 
But the idea that certain tendencies are "bred in the bone" works 
both ways. If men aren't easily made less violent, then isn't it also 
true that women aren't easily made more violent? And doesn't the 
"Margaret Thatcher argument"—that as women gain power they 
just act like men—start to collapse? 
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Still, if male aggression (particularly among the fifteen-
to thirty-year-old set) isn't going to change—or at least 
not much—it will have to be controlled. Often, that's been 
accomplished by directing it "outside the community"; wars 
abroad have long been used to help foster tranquillity at home. 
But modern society has created other options, more peaceful 
options. To begin with, a "web of norms, laws, agreements, 
contracts, and the like" that are a staple of liberal democracies 
can help restrain some of that surging testosterone. And 
the proliferation of hierarchies, as it were, can help channel 
aggression into productive activity. No longer is proving your 
bona fides on the battle field the only way to improve your 
social standing back home; now a guy roiling with competitive 
juices can start an Internet company, win a tennis match or an 
election, write a screenplay, or find new ways to distribute life-
saving drugs to rural villages in Africa. 

Meanwhile, women have to keep pushing their way into the 
arena, taking on roles such as voter, community activist, legisla­
tor, executive, diplomat, prime minister, president. In many coun­
tries and in many parts of the world, that's already happening. 
And women are bringing a different perspective to foreign policy 
and national security issues. For example, American women are 
less supportive of U.S. involvement in war, and women in general 
are less likely than men to see force as a legitimate tool for re­
solving conflicts. While stopping short of identifying causation, 
Fukuyama says that "increasing female political participation 
will probably make the United States and other liberal democra­
cies less inclined to use power around the world as freely as they 
have in the past." 

In developed democracies, women have substantially more 
power than they do in authoritarian states. Just scanning the 
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Inter-Parliamentary Union's annual ranking of countries with 
the most women in their national legislatures provides anecdotal 
confirmation: After Rwanda, Sweden, Finland, Costa Rica, and 
Norway lead the way. Clustered at the bottom? Those bastions of 
freedom and enlightenment: Saudi Arabia, Qatar, Kyrgyzstan, 
Yemen, and Egypt. 

Academics continue to argue about cause and effect: Do democ­
racies create more opportunities for women—or does empowering 
women strengthen democracies? Regardless, democracies tend not 
to go to war against each other, which is why supporting gov­
ernments that are democratic (or aspire to be) is a long-standing 
tenet of American foreign policy. But what about the parts of the 
world that are less developed, less democratic? Where the Saddam 
Husseins and the Mahmoud Ahmadinejads still reign, seeking 
to subjugate their people and dominate their neighbors, often by 
acquiring weapons of mass destruction? Can women be trusted 
to deal with these despots? Here, Fukuyama argues, "masculine 
policies will still be required, though not necessarily masculine 
leaders." 

Perhaps. It is true that the world's most powerful women have 
often pursued "masculine" policies. Margaret Thatcher went to 
war in the Falklands. Indira Gandhi oversaw the development 
of nuclear weapons. And Queen Elizabeth I had her rival, Mary 
Queen of Scots, executed. 

What about Hillary Clinton, the most successful female pres­
idential candidate in American history? It seems that not just 
her policies but often her approach also tilt masculine. And that 
may help explain why voters have yet to fall in love with her: 
In a world where people have different expectations for women, 
she pays a price for showing us her steel spine more often than 
her soft heart. But no one questions her toughness. And in this 
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dangerous and uncertain world, toughness is the indispensable 
quality for any would-be president. 

That said, different kinds of women leaders have succeeded in 
less militarized, if no less masculine, cultures. Take Ireland. First 
Mary Robinson, and then Mary McAleese, was elected presi­
dent. A Roman Catholic born in Northern Ireland, McAleese 
was at first considered divisive; an opposition journalist once re­
ferred to her as a "tribal ticking time bomb." But she has reached 
out to both sides in the long-standing and bitter clash between 
Catholics and Protestants—and both sides have embraced her. 
McAleese says "building bridges" is the theme of her presidency, 
and when she ran for a second seven-year term in 2004, she was 
unopposed. 

THE PEACEFUL A P E 

If our family tree suggests that violence in humans is innate, it 
may also suggest a strategy for controlling that violence. Bono-
bos, the "peaceful apes," look very much like chimpanzees. While 
they're a little bit smaller, they share so many physical characteris­
tics with chimps that scientists didn't recognize them as separate 
species until the 1980s. But when it comes to their social lives, 
bonobos are a world apart. As Wrangham and Peterson explain, 
they have forged a "threefold path to peace. They have reduced 
the level of violence in relations between the sexes, in relations 
among males, and in relations between communities." How? 

First, the sexes are "codominant." In chimpanzee society, every 
male is dominant to every female. And he lords it over her: If 
a female chimp fails to offer appropriately submissive gestures 
to a higher-ranking male—like crouching down and panting in 
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his presence—she gets a brutal beating. Bonobos also establish 
hierarchies. But the alpha female is equal to the alpha male, just 
as the lowest-ranking female is equal to the lowest-ranking male. 
"In between," Wrangham and Peterson say, "your rank depends 
on who you are, not what sex you are." 

In addition, female bonobos cooperate with each other—they 
build relationships—in ways that males don't. And they use their 
collective power to protect themselves and their offspring, par­
ticularly their sons. (Female bonobos, like female chimps, leave 
their troops at adolescence to guard against inbreeding, but the 
males stay with their mothers.) If another male threatens a female 
or her son, mama calls for help, and her posse of girlfriends ral­
lies to her and her son's defense. When these all-girl gangs get 
going, they can defeat even the highest-ranking males. Female 
bonobos will also use their collective power to get their fair share 
of certain resources, like favorite fruits or meat. Male chimps 
always get first dibs on the good stuff. But once again, female 
bonobos work together to keep male aggression in check—even 
though male bonobos, like male chimps, are roughly half again 
as large as females. 

Finally, bonobos don't stage murderous raids on other groups 
of bonobos, as the chimps in the Gombe did. While smaller 
groups often avoid larger ones and fights do break out, meetings 
between neighboring bonobo communities can be peaceful, even 
friendly. And the friendliness is always initiated by the females. 

In the end, all of these behavioral differences add up to a 
single, inescapable conclusion: Male bonobos are less violent 
than male chimpanzees. And the reason? Girl Power. 

Perhaps it's wishful thinking, but maybe there are some 
hopeful notes here for humans. While male violence—and the 
dominance of men over women—has long been with us, perhaps 
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bonobos teach us that neither is inevitable. And that female power 
isn't just a mirror image of male power. Women have certainly 
been known to abuse power: As prime minister of India, Indira 
Gandhi used emergency provisions to grant herself extraordinary 
powers and quash dissent. But nature and history suggest that 
human females—like bonobos—also use their power to protect 
themselves and their families; to resolve conflicts; and to build 
lasting relationships. All of which can help build and sustain 
peace. In Rwanda and in Bosnia. In Northern Ireland and in 
South Africa. In established democracies and countries trying to 
create a better future. 

That's not to say women should replace men altogether. Plenty 
of men have long been both committed to peace and heroic in 
defense of others, whether on the battlefield or in the stairwells 
of the World Trade Center. Still, it seems clear that increasing 
the numbers and influence of women, allowing them not just to 
speak but to be heard, would make the world more peaceful. 

"Clearly, I do believe we have inherited aggressive tenden­
cies—you can't look around the world and say that we don't have 
some kind of innate response to certain actions which is an ag­
gressive response," says Jane Goodall. "But at the same time, 
chimpanzees show love, compassion, and altruism; we have in­
herited those things, too. And with our huge brains, we have far 
more ability to control our genetic inheritance than any other 
creature. War is not inevitable. Human aggression can be con­
trolled." 

And maybe, just maybe, it's women—like our bonobo sisters— 
who hold the key. 



C h a p t e r 6 

G E T T I N G TO W I N - W I N 

"7/ may be the cock that crows, but it's the hen 

that lays the egg. " 

— M A R G A R E T T H A T C H E R 

A lexis Herman, the U.S. secretary of labor, had an omi­
nous feeling. Contract negotiations between United Parcel 

Service, the nation's largest package delivery company, and the 
International Brotherhood of Teamsters, the union representing 
tens of thousands of UPS workers, were bogged down. If the two 
sides couldn't work things out before the deadline—midnight on 
August 4,1997—the workers would strike. 

Herman had been sworn in as secretary less than three months 
earlier, after a bruising confirmation process. Questions about 
her qualifications—as well as her ties to political donors—had 
left Congress uneasy and the labor movement unenthusiastic. 
She was still learning her away around many of the department's 
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complex issues, including the status of the Teamsters-UPS talks, 
but her staff kept assuring her the deal would get done. "They 
said, 'Oh, don't worry, Madam Secretary. Don't worry. We're 
going to get down to midnight and they're not going to walk,' " 
she recalled. But Herman was skeptical. "I had this gut, okay. 
Call it women's intuition, call it what you want. And I kept 
thinking, 'Lord, don't let me start my tenure off this way.' " 

When the midnight deadline passed, the phone rang in Her­
man's Chicago hotel room: There was no deal. One hundred 
eighty-three thousand workers walked off the job, kicking off 
the biggest strike in the United States in more than a decade. 
During a week-long cooling off period, federal mediators tried— 
unsuccessfully—to restart the talks. By Saturday, August 9, both 
sides had dug in for a protracted fight. 

Meanwhile, the economic impact of the strike was growing. 
UPS handled more than 80 percent of the nation's ground ship­
ments, delivering 12 million packages a day and accounting for 
roughly 5 percent of the nation's GDP. Already, three governors 
and thirty-seven CEOs—including those from Sears, JCPenney, 
Toys "R" Us, and the U.S. Chamber of Commerce—had called 
on President Clinton to intervene and order the strikers back 
to work. He refused. But he asked Herman to take the lead in 
trying to jumpstart negotiations. 

Her staff advised her to keep her distance, to give the situa­
tion more time to play out before getting directly involved. But 
Herman knew instinctively she didn't have that luxury. "Well, I 
kept saying, 'I'm damned if I do and damned if I don't,'" she told 
me. "I'm going to get the blame if this thing goes down. And if it 
gets settled a month from now, nobody's going to give me credit 
for that after the fact. I said, 'I guess somebody might be able 
to come in and make nice and be celebratory, but I don't think I 
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have the same degrees of freedom as the average, previous, male 
Labor secretary/ We [women] are not allowed to fail." 

So Herman decided to forge her own path forward. "I said, 'It 
may be a risk, but it's a risk I've got to take. It won't be the first 
time, and if I go down, I go down trying.'" 

Over the next several days, she engaged in what she de­
scribed as "shuttle diplomacy," staying in constant contact with 
both sides, including a series of phone calls from Air Force One 
during a trip to St. Louis with the president. Within days, she 
had convinced UPS chairman Jim Kelly and Teamsters' boss 
Ron Carey to come back to the table. "I didn't play games. I felt 
it was important to create a feeling of honesty in the process. 
And I worked hard at building that trust." Among other things, 
Herman promised that when the sides met, she would stay with 
them until the deal was done. "And again, that was a huge risk 
because everyone was saying, 'How do you know you can get a 
deal done?' I said, 'I dont!" 

Rather than holding talks at the Department of Labor, Herman 
invited the teams to meet at the Hyatt Regency Hotel on Capitol 
Hill in Washington, D C , where they could eat, shower, and hope­
fully sleep for a few hours each night. Wi th the sides far apart, 
talks began inauspiciously in the Grand Canyon Room. Over 
the next four days, working nearly around the clock, negotiators 
made steady progress. Then the talks bogged down again. Even 
though both sides had agreed not to talk to the media during the 
process, Herman got word that the Teamsters were planning to 
leave the hotel to attend a press conference and rally nearby. "It 
was kind of like an in-your-face move, and it really put my cred­
ibility on the line," she said. 

"Then someone came and told me the door they were going 
to sneak out of. I think it might have been one of the waiters," 
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she recalls with a laugh. So Herman—elegant, polite, impeccably 
dressed and all of five feet three inches tall—planted herself in 
front of the exit and waited. Soon enough, a group of Teamsters 
came down the hallway, led by one of the negotiators. "And I 
said, 'You're not doing this.' And he said something; he might 
have called me 'little lady,' I can't remember what," she says, her 
voice growing soft. "I got up and I grabbed him by the lapels . . . 
and I just looked at him and I said," she is almost whispering 
now, " 'Don't fuck with me.' 

"And then I just got up on all my heels and I said, 'You want a 
press conference, you've got a press conference. If you want these 
negotiations to break down, you will have to break them down 
because I won't.' And he looked at me and I looked at him, and 
we just sort of did that for a while. Then he turned around and 
went back. And then, over the next twenty-four hours, we got it 
done." 

It had been a baptism by fire. But even before UPS's trademark 
brown trucks were rolling again, Herman was being heaped with 
high praise from all sides—even from some of those who had 
questioned her qualifications at the outset. 

John Calhoun Wells, the nation's chief labor mediator who 
had not met Herman before the strike, said she was "absolutely 
crucial" to the settlement. "She's not flamboyant," he said. "She 
never tried to pressure people with any sort of arm-twisting. Hers 
was a more subtle style of persuasion—never asking people to do 
what they perceived to be against their best interest, but suggest­
ing that maybe it was in their interest to give a little to get a little 
back in return." 

Union officials also had strong words of praise. "She was not our 
first choice," acknowledged Gary Shea of the AFL-CIO. But he 
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rated her performance "at least a 9, if not a 9.5." People who have 
seen her up close, he added, "both publicly and privately, as we 
have, are extremely impressed by her presence. There's a grace she 
has. It's the key to why she is so good at the interpersonal stuff." 

I admit, I love this story. The image of Alexis getting "up on all 
[her] heels," as she tells it (which would have made her, oh, about 
five-six) to have it out with some (one imagines) burly labor guy, 
is just so satisfying. Little lady that, mister! But in truth, it's not 
just that she surprises some people by being tougher than they 
expected. It's that she sort of sneaks up on them by being better 
than they expected. She got the job done not by threatening or 
posturing or double-dealing, but by helping both sides find win-
win solutions, by leading them to common ground. It's a style 
that is by no means unique to women. But it is one for which a 
lot of women—like Alexis Herman—are well suited. 

A MATTER OF STYLE 

All of which begs the question: Do men and women lead differ­
ently? Is there such a thing as a "female style"? A recent analy­
sis of forty-five separate studies addressing the question found 
that the answer was "yes." Women are slightly more likely to 
be "transformational" leaders, collectively setting goals and em­
powering their teams to achieve them. And men are more likely 
to be "transactional" leaders, letting subordinates know what is 
expected, rewarding them for their successes and holding them 
accountable for their failures. Not surprisingly, most leaders did 
not fit neatly into one or the other of these categories, but there 
was, nonetheless, a measurable difference based on gender. 
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Now comes the kicker: Research also shows that transfor­
mational leaders—especially those who also reward good per­
formance, a positive aspect of transactional leadership common 
among women—tend to be more effective, particularly in the 
less-hierarchical, fast-paced, and innovation-driven contempo­
rary world. So not only do women have a somewhat different 
style; it's more likely to be successful. 

To me, what's most important about that finding is not that 
women rule (though I obviously have a soft spot for studies and 
statistics that put us girls in the most flattering light). Rather, 
it's further evidence that there is more than one way to bring 
home the bacon and fry it up in a pan, that different leadership 
styles—regardless of their gender bent—can get the job done. 
And that gives everyone more options; it creates a more flexible, 
more adaptive and ultimately more productive workplace. 

"By valuing a diversity of leadership styles, organizations will 
find the strength and flexibility to survive in a highly competi­
tive, increasingly diverse economic environment," says Dr. Judith 
Rosener of the University of California, Irvine. 

Sally Helgesen, a leadership development expert, believes that 
because women have rarely fitted easily into corporate molds not 
designed for them, they have been "forced to pioneer policies and 
strategies that are turning out to be exactly suited to the condi­
tions of the new knowledge-based economy. In the end, women's 
greatest contribution to our changing world may be their insis­
tence upon breaking the mold rather than just fitting in." 

Among other things, the line between work and home is 
fading, and people—especially women—are learning to invent 
their own positions. I more or less invented my current "job," 
which I sometimes describe as "stay-at-home pundit." It's an 
interesting and flexible mix that has included contributing to 
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Vanity Fair, giving speeches, yakking about politics on tele­
vision, consulting on politically-themed movies and television 
shows, and writing about stuff that interests me. I work out of 
an office in my house, which saves me time spent commuting 
(and I confess, on some days, showering). My children have 
(mostly) learned to respect my closed door, and when they 
don t, I escape to the local public library, conveniently equipped 
with free wireless Internet. T h e technological innovations and 
cultural transformations that allow me to do what I do came 
together just in time for me. Whi le I realize that it can't work 
for everyone, there's no question that opportunities to define a 
career path will continue to increase—a trend that I believe will 
be led by women. 

The biggest downside to my current arrangement is the anxi­
ety I feel when I face the "occupation" line on a school form 
or loan application. I usually write "consultant"—and then hope 
I don't get busted for I'm-not-sure-what. There's also a certain 
guilt that comes from not having to leap out of bed before dawn 
to unload the dishwasher, fold the laundry, shower and blow-dry 
and apply makeup, get the kids ready for school, and burn rubber 
backing out of the driveway at 7:45 a.m. I recently saw a cartoon 
that summed up my life. A couple is sitting at the kitchen table 
in their bathrobes, drinking coffee. As the man taps away on 
his laptop, his wife says: "You've blurred the boundary between 
working from home and being unemployed." 

This increasingly less structured, more flexible workplace suits 
women's lives—and their skills. "When you put together a thirty-
person project team [in the past], it was all people from Ray­
theon," explains Tom Peters, the management consultant. "Now, 
the thirty-person project team involves people from eleven com­
panies, seven countries, and three continents. There's no formal 
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power or hierarchy. So we need a different set of relation-driven 
skills." 

"This is why you want to hire women," says Pat Mitchell, 
a pioneer in broadcast news and the current president of the 
Museum of Radio and Television. "They are consensus builders. 
They really do look for different ways to resolve things. They are 
innovative and creative thinkers. And they do act on instinct and 
intuition." 

TRUSTING YOUR G U T 

When Kathleen Sebelius was insurance commissioner of Kansas, 
Anthem, a massive health insurance company, proposed buying 
Blue Cross Blue Shield, something it had done in seven other 
states. Anthem had already received approval from Blue Cross Blue 
Shield's Kansas shareholders, after they'd been assured the deal 
would be profitable. But Sebelius, who had final say, was skeptical. 
Blue Cross Blue Shield wrote policies for nearly two out of three 
covered Kansans, making it by far the state's largest health insur­
ance provider. "My gut just told me this was a disaster waiting to 
happen, that we did not want to be acquired by an out-of-state, for-
profit company, that we did not want to lose that level of control." 

Doctors and hospitals were vocally opposed, but Sebelius 
wanted to hear from a broader range of people affected by the 
takeover. So she set up a series of meetings across the state. By 
the time she got to the first one, it was clear that the issue had 
"touched a nerve," she told me. "It was a freezing cold day early 
in the morning, and there were 350 people in this room and 
more lining up outside. I mean, there was no organized any­
thing, except we put out the word and told the medical society 
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that I'd be coming and that they should tell other people. I mean, 
the room was totally packed, and people were up in arms." 

After a series of similar meetings around the state, Sebelius 
held an administrative hearing—a trial, as it were. Over the 
course of five days, both sides argued their case, with the in­
surance commissioner as judge. "At one point, the heads of the 
Anthem Company were all seated in these folding chairs in this 
ballroom. And these guys are all making twenty-one million 
bucks, or thirty-four million bucks. And I said to somebody when 
we took a break, 'I think they think they died and went to hell.' 
They never in their wildest dreams expected to be in Topeka, 
Kansas with this girl up there . . . They were so sure it was going 
to be successful that they'd already printed stationery." 

After refusing to let her political consultants take a poll, Se­
belius weighed the evidence—and blocked the takeover. "First 
time in the country that had happened," she said. "I was sued by 
the company, but the Supreme Court upheld my authority to do 
that. And it was a hugely popular decision around Kansas, kind 
of the classic standing up for the people against the big guys." It 
sprung from a gut feeling—and it paved the way for her election 
as governor the following year. 

As more women assume leadership positions, they're increas­
ingly talking about the role of intuition in their decision making. 
"All the women leaders I've met led with a greater sense of intu­
ition than men," Oprah Winfrey once said. "I am almost com­
pletely intuitive. The only times I've made a bad business decision 
is when I didn't follow my instinct. My favorite phrase is, 'Let me 
pray on it.' Sometimes, I literally do pray, but sometimes, I just 
wait to see if I wake up and feel the same way in the morning. For 
me, doubt normally means don't. Doubt means do nothing until 
you know what to do. And I'm really, really attuned to that." 
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Dianne Feinstein agrees. "I do think there's such a thing as 
intuition. And I do believe that women bring a certain intuition 
about the human dilemma, the human problem, the sense of pri­
orities. All of that." 

That intuition, according to some, makes women better deci­
sion makers. "I think we make them faster," says Jane Friedman, 
C E O of HarperCollins, the publisher of this book. "I don't think 
men trust their instincts. We are instinctual. That also comes 
from being child-bearing. We have the gut, the nose, whatever 
you want to call it." 

As history would have it, men are logical, women intuitive. And 
guess which one is considered superior? Ding, ding, ding, you win 
the toaster! Logic trumps that touchy-feely intuition every time. 
Girls are taught from the earliest age to doubt that feeling in their 
guts. I can't remember a particular example of a teacher or parent or 
coach pooh-poohing intuition per se, but the very strong message 
was: Intuition is just another form of—dare we say it—emotion! 
And emotion must be stamped out, replaced by orderly reason. 

That's not to say that intuition is always right; it's not. I was 
convinced my first child was a boy until the doctor put her in 
my arms. At the same time, I've never actually seen proof that 
men are more logical. But the anecdotal evidence suggesting that 
people believe it is as thick as the barnacles on the bottom of 
an old boat. President Richard M . Nixon—he that bastion of 
equilibrium—considered appointing a woman to the Supreme 
Court in 1971 because he thought it would help him politically. 
But that didn't mean he thought it was a good idea. "I'm not 
for a woman in any government job, whatsoever, mainly because 
they are erratic and emotional," he told attorney general John N. 
Mitchell, in a conversation immortalized by the president's secret 
tape machine. "Men are erratic and emotional, too, but the point 
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is a woman is more likely to be." Those crazy broads. Next thing 
you know, they'll be talking to portraits. 

Because men don't necessarily experience intuition the way 
women do, they seem to believe it springs from that same myste­
rious corner of the female imagination as PMS and weird cravings 
during pregnancy. But new studies are finding intuition actually 
has physiological roots. "Gut feelings are not just free-floating 
emotional states but actual physical sensations that convey mean­
ing to certain areas in the brain," explains Dr. Louann Brizen­
dine, author of The Female Brain. "The areas of the brain that 
track gut feelings are larger and more sensitive in the female 
brain, according to brain scan studies. Therefore, the relation­
ship between a woman's gut feelings and her intuitive hunches is 
grounded in biology." 

Among other things, women are particularly sensitive to what 
other people may be feeling. An analysis of 125 separate studies 
on the topic by Judith Hall, a professor of psychology at North­
western University, found that "women are better than men at 
decoding emotional messages—and better at spotting lies." 

Men, on the other hand, are much more likely to miss the sig­
nals—especially signs of despair or distress. "It's only when men 
actually see tears that they realize, viscerally, that something's 
wrong," Brizendine explains. "Perhaps that's why women evolved 
to cry four times more easily than men—displaying an unmis­
takable sign of sadness and suffering that men can't ignore." 

I VERSUS W E 

After I left the White House, I joined C N B C as cohost of 
the left-right political talk show Equal Time. My partner, the 
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inimitable Mary Matalin, and I disagreed on most things ideo­
logical; still, we had a lot in common. We were both raised in 
Catholic families without any political ties, and neither of us 
much imagined we'd end up in Washington. We were both crazy 
for her husband, James Carville, my colleague from the Planet 
Clinton. And we both wanted our show to be more of a dinner 
party than a food fight. And so it was. We had an unspoken 
agreement that we would disagree respectfully—and, whenever 
possible, with humor. It didn't hurt that I thought everything 
Mary said was funny; when she would cleverly lampoon me or 
one of my Democratic fellow travelers, I was often laughing too 
hard to respond effectively. But we also listened to each other, 
and—quelle horreur!—we sometimes agreed. It was a good time, 
for us and for our guests, and Mary and I became great friends. 

It didn't start out that way. As Mary liked to tell it, the first 
time she ever heard of me was when she saw me on C N N , calling 
for her to be fired. It was the early stages of the 1992 presidential 
campaign, and my boss, the upstart governor of Arkansas, was 
taking on her boss, who was then living in the White House. At 
some point, Mary called Governor Clinton a "draft-dodging, 
pot-smoking, womanizer"—a real gift for understatement, that 
Mary. So I told reporters that President Bush should fire her. 
Carville told me that was a dumb move, that it only dragged 
the story out and gave the media a chance to repeat Mary's ir­
resistible (and damning) line. Of course, he was right. The press 
played the story all day, and the president didn't fire anyone. 

After the campaign, Mary famously married James, and she 
and I occasionally saw each other socially. Our inauspicious be­
ginning was never an issue. In fact, Mary was extremely helpful 
to me when I was trying to figure out exactly how and when to 
leave the Whi te House, something for which I will always be 
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grateful. And it was she, along with t h e n - C N B C chief Roger 
Ailes, who convinced me to come to Equal Time. (Ailes is now 
the president of the Fox News Channel. And despite our political 
differences, he was one of the best bosses I've ever had.) 

It wasn't that Mary and I weren't competitive; we both wanted 
to make our points, to win the argument, as it were. But we 
didn't want to do it by crushing each other. We believed we had 
more to gain from a partnership than from a duel to the death; 
we always wanted the terms to be win-win. Was it because we 
were women? It seems that's at least part of the answer. 

First, women are all about protecting "the relationship." Ac­
cording to Brizendine, girls' (and women's) brains are wired to 
get what they want. And what do they want? "To forge con­
nection, to create community, and to organize and orchestrate 
a girl's world so that she's at the center of it. This is where the 
female brain's aggression plays out—it protects what's important 
to it, which is always, inevitably, relationship." 

Or as Tom Peters recounted, a woman he knew was about to 
start writing a newspaper column. "The advice from the men 
was: Never sacrifice a good column for a friendship," he told me 
over breakfast one morning. "The advice from the women was: 
Never sacrifice a friendship for a good column." 

But in addition to protecting relationships, the win-win men­
tality is also about results. "I do think women approach things—at 
least some women—differently," says Governor Sebelius. "You've 
got to get everybody at the table. You've got to pay attention to 
what they're saying and not just pound them into the sand if 
they're not doing things that you want them to do." 

You've also got to give a little to get a little. "Always leave a 
little something on the table," says Susan Lyne, president and 
C E O of Martha Stewart Living Omnimedia. "It's important 



1 4 2 D E E D E E M Y E R S 

advice in any business. A total win for one side in any negotiation 
is just wrong because it's almost always a Pyrrhic victory. You end 
up with bad partnerships." 

If I had a dollar for every meeting I've sat through, listening to 
some man take credit for my work, I wouldn't need to buy lottery 
tickets. It's not that men don't often deserve some of the kudos; 
of course they do. It's just that they tend to take more than their 
share. They always seem to go right for the biggest brownie on 
the plate. What 's more, they expect the other guys (and some­
times gals) to do the same. 

Governor Sebelius said that her willingness to work collabora­
tively with (mostly male) legislators on important bills, including 
health-care reform, was key to getting them passed. "We didn't 
say, 'No, it's got to be my baby.' " Rather, she said, the focus was 
on the results. "How do we get this passed? How do we keep 
people at the table? How do we get our ideas—if they're not 
there yet—into the process? And it's probably letting them—the 
boys—have their name on the bill and pat them and stroke them 
and tell them, 'Oh, you're so brilliant. Oh my god, you're so 
brilliant. W h y didn't I think of that? '" 

Women don't just share the things that make them look good; 
they're also more likely to tell you the stuff that doesn't make them 
look good. "Women are more honest about their shortcomings," 
says Debra Lee of BET. "I think men know it and hide it. I hope 
they know it. But women will be honest. And that's why I think 
they're good managers, because they hire people that have skills 
that they don't have. Men are just like, 'I can do it all.' I think 
women really reach out. 

"But I see in some women that creates a hesitancy in maybe 
going for the next position, or promoting themselves, or speak­
ing out. And men just talk. They just like to hear themselves talk 
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whether they really have something to say or not. And I see with 
women, a lot, that they just wait until they really have something 
to say, and really have something to add. They're not going to sit 
there and just talk to impress everyone. It's a rare woman that 
you see do that; I look around meetings all the time and notice 
that." 

COMMUNICATION, COLLABORATION, 

CONSENSUS 

When you don't care who gets credit, it's easier to work together. 
Just ask San Francisco's top public safety officials. They call 
themselves "the Sirens," but the city's residents call them in an 
emergency. And the fire chief, the police chief, the district attor­
ney, the director of emergency services and homeland security, 
the coroner, and the medical examiner are all women. Except for 
the district attorney, who was elected, they were all appointed by 
mayor Gavin Newsom. "I wasn't looking for the woman' can­
didate; I was looking for a competent team," he said. He got it. 
And in the post-Hurricane Katrina world, it's more important 
than ever. "America loves the macho guy with the cigar and crew 
cut. But America also likes results. I've often sat in envy of the 
ability of women to multitask, put ego aside, not complain and 
solve the problem." 

One of the hallmarks of this all-girl group is collaboration. 
District attorney Kamala Harris and police chief Heather Fong 
inherited departments that were at each other's throats. (In fact, 
the previous DA actually indicted the police chief and some of 
his top commanders following an altercation that involved a bag 
of leftover fajitas. Really.) Unlike their male predecessors who 
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spent years righting—but not speaking—the two women have 
managed to keep the lines of communications open, even when 
they disagree. And they've looked for new ways to solve existing 
problems. "We have to dispense with the old conversation about 
being 'soft' on crime or being 'hard' on crime; we have to talk 
about being 'smart' on crime," Harris says. 

"There are many ways to mediate and defuse situations," ex­
plains Fong. Among other things, she encourages officers to get 
out of their patrol cars and onto the street, where they can meet 
the neighbors. And she has teamed up with fire chief Joanne 
Hayes-White to conduct joint training for police officers and 
firefighters, who often respond to the same emergencies. 

Tactics that aren't "badge heavy" are common in other large 
cities around the country, such as Boston, Milwaukee, and De­
troit, where women are in charge, says Maggie Moore, director 
of the National Center for Women and Policing in Arlington, 
Virginia. "Eighty percent of modern policing is about communi­
cation, prevention, and management," she says. 

And while women don't have the market cornered on these 
qualities, they do tend to bring a certain perspective to their roles 
as leaders. "I do think mostly women are more collaborative," 
says Senator Kay Bailey Hutchison. "I do see that. And I think 
that women being in leading positions in business and in the 
legislative arena have influenced the whole system that we're in. I 
think corporate governance is much, much influenced by women 
being in high echelons now. There is a more collaborative busi­
ness model. Same with government, with the legislative arena. 
Women have gone to the top fast." 

Susan Hockfield, the first female president of the Massachu­
setts Institute of Technology, is a case in point: She says she 
would like the university she leads to work together in new ways. 
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"I've been excited by an interdisciplinary approach since I was a 
student because it brings together knowledge that no one comes 
to on his or her own," she said. 

In discussing how she would approach being president, Sena­
tor Hillary Clinton said it was very important for a president to 
gather information from a wide variety of sources. "I seek out 
people who are not only able to come with some expertise or rele­
vant experience, but are willing to debate and discuss differences 
of opinion," she told Newsweek. "Sometimes it surprises people to 
see how seriously I seek out that kind of debate. Obviously, I can't 
know every nook and cranny of what a decision might mean. I 
want people to try to reach a consensus, but if a consensus is not 
easily available, I want to know all sides of an issue." 

DEFINING POWER 

With leadership comes power. And for generations, people have 
asked: Do women lack power because they don't want it enough? 
I confess, I don't know the answer. For starters, I've found that 
a lot of women are uncomfortable with power, at least as tradi­
tionally denned. Most of the women I interviewed for this book 
shrank from the notion that they were "powerful." Influential? 
Perhaps. Powerful? Don't go there. 

Contrast that to a meeting I once had with Michael Ovitz, 
who was then head of the Creative Artists Agency and widely 
considered the most powerful agent in Hollywood. "Power is like 
a club," he said, gesturing toward an imaginary weapon lying on 
the floor beside his chair. "As soon as you reach for it, you lose it." 
The strong implication was: Michael Ovitz's club never leaves 
the rug! 



1 4 6 D E E D E E M Y E R S 

Most women don't think like that. "They don't like power," 
the late Anita Roddick, environmental activist and founder of 
The Body Shop, told me. "They see what it's done to men and 
they want no bloody part of it. They like moral influence. They 
like the ability to change things. But in terms of how we define 
power now? I don't think I see it, you know? Women are moving 
away from the big institutions in numbers, and they are joining 
smaller groups. And so I think until women want to reclaim the 
notion of power, I think it's going to be quite hard." 

True, more and more women are forgoing those "big insti­
tutions" and looking for professional opportunities that accom­
modate their values and the demands on their time. Surely that 
is one of the reasons that women-owned small business contin­
ues to be the fastest growing segment of the economy. But that 
doesn't mean women don't want to play a role on the bigger stage 
as well. 

"This is what women know: They know any of the great social 
justice movements emerged and grew up out of a sense of shared 
community," said Roddick. "The women's movement, the gay 
rights movement, the ecology movement. They have become 
mass movements, and women are responsible for making them 
flourish. And I think it's women's sense of consciousness raising 
that has got this business off the ground. And I don't think we 
should ever, ever lose that sense of shared, collective action. This 
is our heritage. This is the story that we've written. Rather than 
this notion of power, this is it." 

As more and more women find themselves in positions of 
power, they're finding new metaphors to describe their world. For 
men, it's always been sports and war. For women, increasingly 
it's motherhood. Again, not all men like sports. (My husband, 
for one, is infinitely more interested in cooks than quarterbacks.) 
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Moreover, not all women are mothers, nor do all of those who are 
believe that raising kids alone qualifies them to rule the world. 
That said, motherhood does build a broad range of valuable skills. 
Moms learn to anticipate needs. (How long can we go before 
someone has to "go"?) They learn tough decision making. (When 
are the kids ready to ride their bikes to the park by themselves?) 
They learn diplomacy. (How do you get three kids to agree on 
one T V show?) And they learn discretion. (What happens in 
the minivan stays in the minivan.) They also learn sacrifice, time 
management, multitasking, hard work, long hours, flexibility, 
and team building. W h o wouldn't want leaders who had honed 
these skills in the tough crucible of real life? 

A 2001 study by the Center for Research on Women at Welles-
ley College found that highly successful women leaders are in­
creasingly speaking of mothering as both a training ground for 
leadership and a metaphor for leadership behavior. "It's a sign of 
their comfort with motherhood," said Sumru Erkut, the study's 
author. "In the past, women checked their womanhood at the 
door." But now, rather than treating the time spent managing 
children as a liability, more and more women are claiming it as 
an asset. They're retooling the terms of the discussion. 

"I think I'm a better leader in my job because I'm a parent," says 
Eileen Collins, a NASA astronaut and the first woman to com­
mand the space shuttle Discovery. "I am a lower-stress person, 
more organized, and have learned how to set priorities because 
of my children." 

Likewise, Joanne Hayes-White, chief of the San Francisco 
Fire Department and the mother of three young sons, says being 
a parent has been the best preparation for leading the city's 1,700 
firefighters. "It's about consistent discipline, setting clear bound­
aries, rules, and expectations." Being a mother has also honed her 
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more nurturing skills, which are also vital to her role as fire chief. 
When one of her firefighters was injured on the job a few years 
ago, Hayes-White visited her in the burn unit almost every day 
until she was released. 

Despite the evidence—anecdotal and empirical—not every­
one is certain there is a female brand of leadership. "I always find 
it very difficult to say because women have never been given an 
opportunity to lead so that we can truly demonstrate that we can 
provide a different kind of leadership," says Wangari Maathai, 
the Kenyan Nobel Peace Prize laureate. "And at this time, be­
cause we find ourselves in the leadership positions in the struc­
tures, in institutions, in a way of thinking already dominated by 
the way men think, you almost have to think like them in order 
to enter their little house," she says, laughing her infectious, sub­
versive laugh. 

Judith McHale also expressed doubts. "I think that pigeon­
holes men and women. I think your leadership style changes and 
evolves with your responsibility and changing conditions. So I 
wouldn't want to say one size fits all. I think that's too extreme." 

Instead, McHale believes that leadership styles may be influ­
enced more by generation than by gender. "I think older male 
executives are very much command-and-control," she explains. 
"When I say older, I mean guys who are in their sixties and 
seventies. Guys in their forties and fifties are probably more col­
laborative. So I don't necessarily think it's gender. I think it's 
generational. I think that any organization that you went into 
now, the command-and-control structure isn't going to work. It's 
just too difficult to do it in complex organizations." 

Labels aside, women bring a multitude of strengths to their 
roles as leaders. And because most "combine a strong focus on 
results with equal attention to the growth and development of 
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the people surrounding them," their success creates more options 
for all leaders, regardless of gender. But that doesn't mean women 
don't face some tests that men don't. Certain tools are off the 
table for them; certain behaviors simply aren't allowed. 

Study after study has shown that people associate certain 
traits with men, others with women. Words that define the ste­
reotypical male—aggressive, ambitious, assertive, forceful, self-
confident—shout "Leader!" Words like helpful, kind, friendly, 
sympathetic, and affectionate may make people think of their 
mothers (one hopes), but not their bosses. Moreover, typical male 
attributes don't always work for women. W h e n women come off 
as intimidating, fuggedaboutit! It's a one-way ticket off the fast 
track. And when they try to discipline subordinates? They're 
perceived as "less effective and less fair than males." 

It's hard for women to find just the right balance, to be true 
to their own natures (whatever those are) without undermining 
their effectiveness, to be leaders without being men. Eventually, 
women will have to redefine leadership, redefine power, and then 
claim their place. And in many ways, that's already happening. 

"One of the things I think, you know, when it comes to do 
the obituary on me, would be I tried to change the language of 
business," said Anita Roddick, who built The Body Shop into a 
billion-dollar business without sacrificing her principles, before 
dying suddenly last year at the age of sixty-four. "I tried to bring 
in expressions and words that if you teach it becomes constant. 
You know, I talked about joy in the workplace. I talked about 
how you measure and develop the spirit. I talked about love." 
And it worked. RIP, Anita. 
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C h a p t e r 7 

PLUGGING THE 

LEAKY PIPELINE 

"I have yet to hear a man ask for advice on how 

to combine marriage and career. " 

— G L O R I A S T E I N E M 

When I was younger, I didn't see any particular obstacles 
in my career path. I moved from campaign to campaign, 

taking on more responsibility as I gained experience. The big­
gest barrier for a lot of my peers—male and female—was the 
perpetual lack of job security. Being a Democrat in the 1980s 
meant losing a lot of races, and finding work after a string of 
defeats wasn't always easy. But I was single and childless, and the 
prospect of being unemployed never cost me a minute of sleep. 
Even at the time, I viewed my relatively high risk tolerance as a 
significant asset—and my gender as a net neutral. 
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After a few campaigns, however, I began to notice that there 
were fewer women standing on every successive step of the career 
ladder. There had never been many in the inner circle, as far 
as I could tell. But I expected that would change, as the next 
generation of women rose through the ranks. Instead, I found 
that even many of the young women who had started at the 
bottom with me—organizing volunteers during the Mondale 
campaign—were gone. Surely, some of them just got tired of 
electoral politics. The hours are long, the pay is lousy, and you're 
always looking for your next job. A lot of young men probably 
left for the same reasons—but there were still enough of them 
left to fill the top jobs in campaigns and political offices around 
the country, year in and year out. 

And it wasn't just politics. In any number of professions—law, 
medicine, business—equal or nearly equal numbers of men and 
women were hired out of college or grad school. But over time, 
the women seemed to disappear, a trend that has continued over 
the last couple of decades. Which raises some serious questions: 
W h y are women still so scarce at the highest levels of public 
life? Even though more and more women are entering the "pipe­
line"—being hired into entry level positions in a wide variety of 
fields—why are so few still making it to the top? W h y does the 
pipeline leak? 

There's no simple answer. Some of the reasons are obvious: 
Balancing big jobs with small children is still a challenge. Others 
are more insidious: Women are locked out of the informal net­
works where important business gets done. We also have to rec­
ognize that men and women often want different things—and 
that different women want different things, for different reasons, 
at different times in their lives. And finally, we need to rethink 
the workplace in response to those differences. Increasingly, em-
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ployers are realizing that they can be more flexible. That they can 
root out the invisible barriers that poison careers like so much 
toxic gas. And as employers create new and innovative ways to 
offer women more choices, and better choices, they're finding a 
huge reservoir of untapped talent. Plugging the leaky pipeline 
isn't just the right thing to do, it's the smart thing to do. 

BARRIERS, SEEN AND UNSEEN 

But first, the obstacles. There's no question that balancing work 
and family is still particularly hard on women, starting with the 
lopsided expectations. "Jane Swift had twins while she was gov­
ernor of Massachusetts; John Engler, who was the governor of 
Michigan at the same time, had triplets," explains Debbie Walsh 
of the Center for American Women and Politics at Rutgers. 
"Nobody ever asked John Engler, 'How are you going to manage 
being governor while you're raising these little girls?' Yet Jane 
Swift could not stop getting asked that question." 

Regardless of whether they have paying jobs, women still 
spend significantly more time taking care of the kids and man­
aging the household than the men in their lives. I know I do 
(although my husband does most of the cooking). While studies 
show that men have picked up some of the slack in recent years, 
they're still more likely to be slackers on the home front—even 
when their wives work. And these additional domestic demands 
complicate work life even for the most dedicated professionals. 
While women no longer feel that they have to hide their families, 
they still fight the realities—and the assumptions—that come 
with motherhood. One friend recently told me that when one of 
the guys in her office comes in late, everyone thinks he's been at a 
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business-related meeting, but when she comes in late, those same 
coworkers assume she's had a child-care crisis. Another friend, a 
single mom, told me she was in a pickle recently when her com­
pany scheduled a huge conference on the same Saturday she was 
supposed to pick up her daughter from camp. Making matters 
worse, her bosses asked her to make an important presentation 
at the conference. When she demurred, a coworker (male, child­
less) sent around an e-mail to virtually every high-ranking col­
league, complaining that one of them would have to fly in early 
to cover for her during her "mysterious" absence. It wasn't enough 
that she had to figure out how to balance competing calls on her 
time; she also had to worry about whether her colleagues would 
conclude that she wasn't sufficiently dedicated to her job, that her 
problems were too often their problems. 

That women bear a disproportionate share of the responsibil­
ity for their families isn't going to make any headlines, even if 
it is the mother of all obstacles to women's achievement. Surely 
men can and will continue to do more. But as Susan Estrich once 
said, "Waiting for the connection between gender and parenting 
to be broken is waiting for Godot." 

Domestic burdens are not the only reason the pipeline leaks. 
Hidden barriers, particularly at the highest levels, also block 
women's paths. Studies show that when they quit corporate jobs, 
women cite lack of opportunity and general dissatisfaction—not 
family responsibility—as the main reasons. Too often, women are 
not invited to meetings (or alternately interrupted and ignored if 
they are); left off of distribution lists; excluded from informal 
networks; or invited to events, like Saturday morning golf, that 
conflict with other obligations. These "micro-inequities" are like 
pebbles in the road that, taken together, become boulders. 

In 1997, Mike Cook, then president of the accounting and 
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consulting giant Deloitte & Touche, realized that while the firm 
was hiring equal numbers of men and women out of college, ten 
years later most of the women were gone. When he asked his 
senior managers why that was true, they told him the women had 
left for family reasons. But Cook questioned that assumption, 
and asked his team to get more information. So they contacted 
many of the women who had left in the previous decade and 
interviewed them. And what did they learn? Some women had, 
in fact, left for family reasons. But most had more complicated 
explanations: They left because they felt that as women, their 
opportunities were too limited. When major accounts came up, 
women weren't considered for the positions because they required 
too much travel. Or because they were in male-dominated indus­
tries like automotives. Or because the client was an SOB. No 
one ever asked them about it, the women claimed. The bosses 
simply made decisions based on what they thought the women 
wanted—when what they really wanted was more opportunity. 
It's one thing to work eighty hours a week when you're climbing 
the proverbial ladder and can see your way all the way to the 
top rung. It's another thing to bust your hump when you believe 
you'll be forever stranded somewhere in the middle. 

Stereotypes limit opportunity in other ways as well. They lead 
people to see what they expect to see and to hear what they expect to 
hear. For hundreds of years, men were considered better musicians 
than women, and the overwhelmingly male makeup of the world's 
great orchestras reflected and reinforced that view. Women, it was 
said, didn't have the strength, stamina, or soul to play difficult 
pieces written by men, to be played by men. And while there were 
a few women playing "feminine" instruments like the violin, there 
were virtually none playing "masculine" instruments like horns. 
They didn't look right, didn't have the lung capacity, couldn't 
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handle the job, the thinking went. Then a funny thing happened. 
Musicians began to organize politically, demanding higher sala­
ries, better benefits and protections against being arbitrarily fired. 
They also fought for—and won—more objective auditions. Soon, 
musicians began trying out behind screens; the conductors could 
no longer see whether they were short or tall, cocky or shy, male 
or female. Over the years, as screens have become common, the 
number of women in top U.S. orchestras has increased fivefold. 

Similarly, a group of psychology professors was asked to evalu­
ate a series of résumés for a tenure track position. Two different 
résumés were used, one of a "dream" candidate with extraordi­
nary credentials, the other of a successful, but more average can­
didate. In each case, half the professors received a résumé with 
a woman's name on it, the other half, a man's. When it came to 
the extraordinary candidate, there was no bias; everyone wanted 
to hire the person, regardless of gender. But when it came to the 
more ordinary candidate, the difference was huge. The profes­
sors rated the same teaching experience and research productiv­
ity dramatically lower when they thought the candidate was a 
woman. And when asked whether they would hire the person, 
70 percent said yes for the man—but only 45 percent wanted the 
woman. Interestingly, the gender of the judges didn't affect the 
findings. 

Of course, it's not just the hiring. Once the women are on fac­
ulty, the obstacles don't disappear, as Nancy Hopkins, a professor 
of biology at MIT , famously showed. Although Dr. Hopkins was 
a star researcher whose lab had produced a number of important 
breakthroughs in cancer research, her department refused to give 
her 200 square feet of additional space. After a series of other 
frustrations, she began comparing notes with other women on 
the faculty, and through a surreptitious round of research, she 



W H Y W O M E N S H O U L D R U L E T H E W O R L D 1 5 9 

found that the women were routinely given lower salaries, less 
lab and office space, and smaller grants than men with similar 
rank and experience. Even though more than half of undergrad­
uates—and a big chuck of graduate and doctoral students—were 
women, all but fifteen of the 209 full professors were men. 

When Hopkins presented her findings to Charles M . Vest, 
the president of MIT, he had a kind of head-slapping, I-could-
have-had-a-V8 moment. "I always believed that contemporary 
gender discrimination within universities was part reality and 
part perception/' he later wrote. "True, but now I understand that 
reality is by far the greater part of the balance." 

DIFFERENT INCENTIVES, 

DIFFERENT CHOICES 

Studies show that women often gravitate toward jobs with fewer 
and more predictable hours. "If you're in pediatrics, if you're in 
dermatology, if you're in primary care, and you have a good group 
practice with you, you can do that," says Bernadine Healy. "If 
you're a cardiologist—and the patient needs you—you have to 
go. You get called in the middle of the night. Everybody has 
to do night duty. You don't get to escape that. And you know 
there's something about medicine. If you're in one of the tougher 
specialties, like cardiology, oncology—even if somebody else is 
taking calls—if one of your patients is in trouble, you don't just 
say, 'No, I can't talk to you. Talk to my partner who doesn't know 
you.' So medicine is very demanding that way. But, you know, I 
have children. And I never failed to take my 3:00 a.m. call." 

Women certainly can juggle careers, even the most demanding 
medical specialties, and motherhood. But it's hard. And there's 
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no doubt it discourages some women from even trying. But men 
are also starting to wonder whether the sacrifices are worth it. 
"Men are willing to talk about these things in ways that were 
inconceivable less than ten years ago," says Howard Schultz, the 
chairman of Starbucks. In a recent Fortune magazine survey, 84 
percent of men said they'd like more time outside of work, and 
more than half said they'd be willing to sacrifice income to get it. 
And so hope springs eternal that someday, work/life balance will 
be seen as more than just a "women's issue." 

Still, lots of my female friends have chosen to downshift or 
suspend their careers at different points in their lives, for a va­
riety of reasons, in ways that men just don't. I know I did. As 
my tenure in the Whi te House was winding down and I was 
thinking about what would come next, I realized that I'd been 
working eighty hours a week for as long as I could remember. 
And the first and most important decision I made was that I 
didn't want to work eighty hours a week anymore. I was thirty-
three years old and single, and I wanted to leave time in my life 
for other things, including, I hoped, a family. I assumed I would 
keep working—but I wanted fewer hours and more flexibility. 
My relatively high profile at the White House had left me with 
lots of options, but before I made any decisions, I wanted to take 
a little time off. I spent that Christmas with my family, then took 
a trip to Paris and Morocco with friends. 

While I was staying with the American ambassador and his 
family in Rabat, I got a phone call from Steven Spielberg. He and 
his partners David Geffen and Jeffrey Katzenberg were starting 
a new movie studio, he explained; would I come and talk to them 
about joining their team? So naturally, when I got back from 
my trip, I flew to Los Angeles for a meeting in Spielberg's office 
on the Universal Studios lot. After two hours where we talked 
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almost entirely about politics, Geffen looked at me and asked, 
"So, do you like movies?" And while I do like movies, that it took 
two hours for us to broach the topic might have been my first clue 
that this probably wasn't the gig for me. 

But it wasn't until a few days later—when someone who had 
worked with Katzenberg at Disney told me that he used to come 
in very early and feel the hoods of people's cars to see how long 
they had been there—that I knew I wasn't going to end up at 
Dreamworks, despite the amazing reputation of the principals 
and the glamour of the business. I had just left a job that owned 
me; I wasn't looking for another one. Instead, I created a pack­
age that included cohosting the political talk show Equal Time\ 
working as the Washington editor of Vanity Fair magazine; and 
giving speeches around the country. It was fun, flexible, and lu­
crative, and I couldn't have been happier. I met a great guy, got 
married, and had two beautiful kids; I've never looked back. 

That's my story. Certainly, I wanted a family. But it wasn't 
just that: My White House experience had left me feeling more 
than a little burned out, and I wanted a different kind of life. So I 
traded power for control, intensity for flexibility. Plenty of women 
have made different choices—or have made similar choices for 
different reasons. And just because some women don't want the 
big honkin' all-consuming eighty-hour-a-week job, that doesn't 
mean that none do. A lot of men don't want those kinds of jobs, 
either. And a lot of women not only want them, but are wildly 
successful at them. Take Meg Whitman, the C E O of eBay, or 
Michelle Bachelet, the president of Chile, or Oprah Winfrey. Or 
my friends who are members of Congress, or doctors, or lawyers 
at high-powered firms, or entrepreneurs, or actors. Assuming 
that women—even women with children—don't want the top 
jobs means that too many women will never get the chance to 
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make those important decisions for themselves. Employers will 
make assumptions based on what they think women want, and 
calcified stereotypes will keep the doors stuck shut. 

So women are rational. Different domestic demands and 
professional opportunities (and rewards) create different incen­
tives for men and women. And as a result, they often make dif­
ferent choices. But what about interests? Is there any evidence 
that gender affects what captures our imaginations, touches our 
hearts, or shapes how we choose to spend our time? 

To be sure, we all have our own particular interests, and they 
change and develop over time. When I was in high school, I did 
well in math and science. I had no idea what I wanted to be when 
I grew up, but my college—Santa Clara University—required all 
freshmen to declare a major. I'd had a wonderful biology teacher 
in high school, Mr. Stanford. And even though I got a D on my 
insect collection—a project that required me to catch, kill, pin, 
and label all kinds of creepy-crawly things in a large Styrofoam-
bottomed box—I loved the class and chose biology as my major. 
But by the end of that first year, I realized I was infinitely more 
interested in how people organized their collective life than in 
the life cycles of worms, so I switched to political science. It 
never occurred to me that any of these decisions were related 
to my gender—and maybe they weren't. But extensive research 
shows that there is an "enormous average difference" between 
women and men in their desire to work with "people versus 
things." According to Steven Pinker, a psychology professor at 
Harvard, this difference causes people to make different career 
choices. 

A University of Michigan study found that young women 
viewed "pure math and physics careers as isolating and not so 
helpful to society. Since they saw themselves as people-oriented, 
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they chose biology research or health instead." And that may help 
explain why, even as there has been an enormous increase in the 
number of women receiving all levels of university degrees across 
the past thirty years, there has been little change in the per­
centages of women choosing particular fields. In 2003, women 
earned 65 percent of doctorates in education, 54 percent in the 
social sciences, 46 percent in biology, 18 percent in physics, and 
17 percent in engineering—a pattern that is virtually unchanged 
in more than twenty years. 

Moreover, girls who scored extremely high on the math por­
tion of the SAT often also scored high on the verbal portion, 
a finding not necessarily true of mathematically gifted boys. 
And students with high verbal scores were less likely to pursue 
math or physical science; they just didn't think these fields would 
allow them to use all their talents. Because the truth is, much 
of math is now theoretical, and physics doesn't require as many 
"people" skills as, say, medicine. Which may mean fewer girls 
will be interested. Or it may mean we need to find new ways to 
make disciplines like physics and engineering more appealing to 
women's more diverse interests. Maybe if the field's most visible 
leaders talked about the practical, "people-oriented" benefits of 
the physical sciences—like how rural villages in Africa might 
get clean water and affordable energy—more girls would be in­
terested. 

The numbers make an interesting case. But they don't "prove" 
that men and women, by their natures, have different interests— 
and they don't rule out the effect of other factors, like stereo­
types, social expectations, and opportunity. Forty years ago, 
it was widely believed that boys were vastly more interested in 
playing sports—and that that alone accounted for the huge im­
balance in male and female athletes in the nation's high schools 
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and colleges. Then along came Title IX. As opportunities for 
girls to play skyrocketed, so did their interest in doing so; over 
the next thirty-five years, the number of women playing high 
school sports increased a whopping 904 percent, and the number 
of girls playing at the college level rose 567 percent. Old, settled 
ideas and accepted truths had to be completely re-examined. 

When I asked Shirley Tilghman, the president of Princeton 
and a molecular biologist by training, why there are more women 
in her field, she offered her own explanation. "I actually have a 
theory, and I can actually argue against it as well as for it, that 
one of the reasons molecular biology was such fertile ground for 
women is that it was a brand-new science, there were no norms 
about how we behaved in this science. If you think about when 
my generation got into molecular biology in the late 1960s and 
early '70s, which was really when the field was just taking off, 
there were lots of opportunities, and it was relatively easy to get 
a job." 

Tilghman said she also found the field fascinating. "In chem­
istry, which is where I'd been, there was a sort of sense in my 
mind—and I don't want to disparage chemists—but it felt as 
though it really was a mature field, that the most interesting 
questions had been answered. Whereas in biology, the sky was 
the limit. It's the way neuroscience feels right now. If I was 
twenty-two years old right now, I'd be a neuroscientist. I think 
the culture of engineering, even by the 1960s, was really a male 
culture. Pocket protectors, and slide rules, and guys with glasses 
with tape. And even though those are superficial descriptions 
of the field, it was a field that probably would not have felt very 
welcoming to women. But biology was just too busy to worry 
about whether it was okay that as the field grew exponentially, 
increasingly it was women." 
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In other words, Tilghman went where she thought the questions 
were most interesting—and the opportunities were the greatest. 
But she quickly admits that computer science—a field that ex­
ploded at virtually the same time as molecular biology—"under­
mines my argument." Initially, women appeared to be going into 
the field, she explained. But over the years, the numbers have 
actually declined. "The only answer I have for that is, it's about 
what happens in the bedrooms of thirteen-year-olds. While girls 
at the age of thirteen are off doing all sorts of things, there are an 
awful lot of boys in their bedrooms, with the shades drawn, hack­
ing into the New York Times!' 

FROM ASSUMPTIONS TO OPTIONS 

Okay, the pipeline leaks; how do we fix it? To begin with, em­
ployers have to continue their search for innovative ways to make 
the workplace more flexible. New technology and a willingness 
to rethink job requirements have helped. But technology has also 
created new obstacles. In a world where information flies around 
the globe in real time, workers are expected to answer calls and 
e-mails 24/7 or to travel extensively, often on short notice. Still, 
committed employers can make a difference. 

"I think there are a whole series of things you can do," says 
Tilghman, of making Princeton more family-friendly. "The first 
is to make it clear that you would fully expect faculty to have a 
family. The expectation is not that every woman on the faculty 
is going to be celibate, with monklike devotion to whatever her 
field is. And I think that symbolism should not be underesti­
mated." Changing the culture is critical, but just the first step; 
Tilghman also put together a committee to find and implement 
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concrete ideas. "I went years thinking there was a silver bullet. 
And the answer is: There's no silver bullet. There are these little 
things, and the key is to just keep finding them and solving them. 
They add up." 

Now that I have two children of my own, I value my flexibility 
more than ever. Of course, I have deadlines to meet and appear­
ances to make, and occasionally, trying to mesh those with the 
needs of my family gets hairy. But far more often, I can catch the 
school play or take a sick child to the doctor without jumping 
through hoops—or covering my tracks. And if I have to go back 
to work after the children are in bed, that's a small price to pay. 
Flexibility makes my life manageable. 

Judith McHale, the former C E O of Discovery Communica­
tions, was a champion of flexibility during her tenure. Not only 
was it a benefit for her employees, regardless of whether or not 
they were parents; it also made the company more competitive. 
"It was absolutely a conscious decision," she told me. "Obviously 
my own perspective as a working mother would have impacted 
me . . . But it was actually a strategic, quite definitely a strategic 
imperative for the company—and I presented it to the board that 
way roughly ten, twelve years ago. It was the height of the In­
ternet bubble, and we were competing with AOL and everybody 
else out the Dulles corridor [the area just outside Washington, 
D C , where a lot of technology companies are located]. 

"We are a privately held company. I did not have stock op­
tions to offer people, and those were hugely attractive. Nor did 
we have buckets of cash to throw at them. But the one thing that 
I felt we could offer them was time. Based on all the research, a 
high premium was placed on time, you know, free time, time to 
do other things." In short, flexibility became a way to make Dis­
covery more competitive, she said. And telecommuting, flexible 
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hours, and on-site health care became hallmarks of the company 
culture. 

Senator Kay Bailey Hutchison became a working mom when 
she adopted two children in the 1990s. Her schedule is the op­
posite of flexible; when there's a vote on the Senate floor at two 
o'clock in the afternoon or two o'clock in the morning, she has 
to be there. It doesn't matter if her kids are sick or starring in 
the class musical. But not all workplaces need to be similarly 
rigid. "You can have flexible hours where someone can come in 
at six or seven in the morning and leave to be home when their 
child gets home from school," she tells me. "Those are the things 
that really are helpful. Having day care on site is a huge help for 
working mothers. And we need to continue to improve on that 
because every society that has women as equals in the workplace 
is more prosperous. Obviously, if you're using 100 percent of 
your brain power, you are getting ahead. We need to have the 
flexibility—and that's not to say that we shouldn't also have total 
support for women who want to stay home and raise children. 
Because it's so wonderful to have that, and I think that women 
should have the choices and we should make it easy—as easy 
as possible—for them to make the choices. Raising children is 
hard, but the better we can accommodate women either working 
or choosing to be full-time mothers is very important for our 
society." 

A recent study of seventy-two large U.S. firms showed that 
family-friendly policies increased the number of women in senior 
management positions in subsequent years. But companies have 
to do more than put those policies in place; they have to en­
courage both women—and perhaps more importantly, men—to 
take advantage of them. Benefits perceived as "women only" can 
actually become career obstacles. Alexis Herman, the former 
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secretary of labor, said that the men on her staff were the first 
ones to take advantage of policies like Family Medical Leave. 
"The men loved it," she told me. "And it wasn't a stigma. I made 
it okay." 

A few years ago, the Harvard Business Review generated a lot 
of attention with a study called "Off Ramps and On Ramps: 
Keeping Talented Women on the Road to Success." The survey 
of mid-career women who held graduate degrees or college de­
grees with honors found that 37 percent had taken extended 
breaks from work, stepping off the fast track, on average, for a 
little over two years. Most of them wanted to return to work, but 
less than half could find full-time jobs. 

"The old idea was, all you needed to do was fill the pipeline 
with women and wait around for a couple of decades for them 
to move through the ranks. [But] there's an enormous amount 
of leakage from the pipeline—once women off-ramp for even a 
short while, it's incredibly difficult to get back in," says Sylvia Ann 
Hewlett, lead author of the study and president of the Center for 
Work-Life Policy. 

Leaving talented women stranded on the side of the road is a 
flat-earth approach to the changing global economy. It's short­
sighted—and it's hypocritical. It penalizes women for doing what 
so many people tell them is most important: being good parents. 
Since the Harvard study appeared, some companies are starting 
to wake up and smell the opportunity, and many are finding 
new ways to maintain or restart relationships with women who 
choose to step off the fast track for awhile. 

Business schools are also getting into the act, experiment­
ing with on-ramping courses. The first time I opened Newsweek 
and saw an ad for a program called "Back in Business" at Dart­
mouth's Tuck School of Business, my heart did a little pitter-
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patter. Across a photo of a forty-something woman in a stylish 
business suit walking on a narrow beam (a confidence building 
exercise, perhaps?), the bold caption reads "Restart your career. 
Reinvent your future." Companies that want to participate have 
to do more than talk the talk; they have to redesign actual careers 
to fit the needs of women returning to the workforce. 

Maybe, just maybe, companies are starting to realize that this 
is a place their interests and women's intersect. Says Eliza Shan-
ley, cofounder of Women @Work Network: "There's a general 
sense among employers that whoever figures this out first wins." 

Making work work for women isn't about creating another 
entitlement; it's about economic self-interest. In an increasingly 
competitive world, companies can no longer afford to write off 
half the talent pool—or to let qualified employees walk out the 
door. A few years ago, Domino's pizza found that replacing a 
single hourly employee cost them $2,500, and they launched a 
major initiative to reduce turnover. If holding onto the pizza de­
livery guy makes economic sense, doesn't it follow that holding 
onto promising young associates in law and accounting firms, 
talented managers, and high-powered sales staffs is a smart thing 
to do? Increasingly companies are finding that it is. 

Underlying this effort to restructure the workplace is the 
notion that there isn't a one-size-flts-all way to accommodate 
women—or for women to mesh career and family. Some, like 
former Supreme Court Justice Sandra Day O'Connor, will want to 
have children when they are in their twenties, take time off when 
their children are young, and then start or restart their careers. 
Others, like Governor Kathleen Sebelius, will find interim ways 
to pursue their professional goals, while raising their kids. "My 
kids were little, and I was working for the trial lawyers, traveling 
a lot, working sixty hours a week and had these two little boys," 
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Sebelius told me. "I lived in the capital city [Topeka], and the 
legislature in Kansas is a part-time position, ninety days, and I 
could come home every night. My boys were two and five when I 
ran, and I thought, 'Well, this actually would be a great part-time 
mom job.' This was my mommy track, literally, to step out of the 
high-paced, travel-intense world and into, really, a much more 
part-time position. So I ran in '86." 

Other women, like me, will start careers right out of college, 
and keep the pedal to the metal for a decade or more. I was 
thirty-one when I went to work at the White House, thirty-
five when I got married, and thirty-eight and forty-one when 
my children were born. Each of these options has advantages— 
and drawbacks. And women should be honest about what these 
are. Only 2.5 percent of babies in the United States are born 
to women over forty. Two and a half percent! And while new 
technology has helped reduce infertility among younger women, 
it hasn't been nearly as effective for older women—Madonna, 
Geena Davis, and Elizabeth Edwards notwithstanding. They 
were lucky, and so was I. I now counsel women to consider the 
risks, really consider them, if they think they can put off having 
children. That said, the choices I've made have worked out great 
for me (at least I think so on most days). I burned through a lot of 
ambition before I became a mother, which made it easier for me 
to let up for a while. And I'm far more patient than I would have 
been a decade earlier. I also had enough experience that I could 
create a career path that fits my needs at this particular stage in 
my life. And I fully expect those needs to change as my children 
get older and my interests evolve. 

"Part of it is recognizing that fifty is probably the new thirty, 
and that workers—whatever they're doing—are not in the same 
situation that we were twenty-five years ago," Sebelius explains. 
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"Then, a lot of workers chose something at twenty-one or twenty-
two. The goal was to work your way up as high as you possibly 
could, get your gold watch and pension at the end." But now, 
people will hold six or seven or eight jobs during the course of 
their lives. "Not just politicians, but everybody," she says. 

"And so I think women are wonderfully positioned to say, 
As part of my six jobs in my life, one of them as mother, one of 
them as this, I'm going to take a stand in the city. I'm going to 
be mayor.' And if that leads to something else, great. If it doesn't, 
perfect." 

Of course, some women decide not to have children at all. "I 
could not have done my job and raised children in the way that 
I would have wished to raise them," says Sherry Lansing, the 
former head of Paramount. "Now that doesn't mean I'm right. 
I'm just saying that / personally couldn't have done it. I believe 
you have to make choices in life, and I'm really content with the 
choices that I made. But I think when you try to do everything 
you feel pulled. Just something's got to give. So I always thought 
you could do two out of three, or you could do all of them se­
quentially. And when I used to give speeches, often to women's 
groups, when I used to say that I don't think you can have it all, I 
used to get ' x S ^ m . ' Today when I say it I get a round of applause. 
And the word that people are using is 'sequential.' " 

CHANGING THE PARADIGM 

Women want and deserve not only the flexibility to manage 
work (and family) from day to day, but also the ability to make 
choices that allow them to pursue their goals across a lifetime. 
Whatever those goals are. However they choose to pursue them. 
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Some women may choose to stay home after their children are 
born, others to work part time or full time. Some may choose 
not to have children, others to pursue less demanding careers so 
they can devote more time to other interests, whether that means 
climbing mountains or driving the kids to soccer practice. And 
women need to accept—and yes, support—other women who 
make choices different from their own. The so-called Mommy 
Wars, where stay-at-home moms and working moms question 
each other's priorities across a chasm of mistrust, are as real as 
they are destructive to both sides' shared interests. Too often, 
they're rooted in a grass-is-greener insecurity that makes women 
wonder whether they're doing what's best for themselves and 
their families. 

Like most of my friends, I've sometimes struggled with the 
choices I've made, alternatively casting an envious eye on the 
women who have chosen not to work—and then at those who 
have accomplished more than I have professionally. First, it's 
important to acknowledge that every choice involves sacrifices. 
Those of us who downsize our career objectives to spend more 
time with our children give up the stimulation, satisfaction, and 
remuneration that we often got from our successful, pre-mommy 
work. Those of us who trade family time for the joy (and often 
economic necessity) of work miss the important milestones and 
ordinary events of our children's lives. So at the end of the day, 
each of us needs to decide: How much time can I spend away 
from my children and still feel like the mother I need to be? An 
honest answer to that question is a critical tool in making other 
decisions. 

"In 1991, I left my job as a correspondent for 60 Minutes be­
cause I wanted to spend more time with my family," says Mere­
dith Vieira of the Today show. "I think that decision disappointed 
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a lot of women because I was basically saying, 'I can't have it all 
and I don't want it all.' I wanted to set some priorities in my life, 
so I went with what matters most to me, family. I never lost a 
night's sleep over it. But I remember one woman cornered me 
at a party and quite angrily said, 'You've set back the feminist 
movement.' My attitude was that I would have truly set back the 
movement had I lived a lie. You have to be true to yourself." 

At the same time, women need to accept that there are many 
different ways to raise successful children. I have friends who 
never took their foot off their career accelerators, even when their 
children were young. One friend told me how she watched her 
own mother suffer from boredom and drift as she struggled to 
raise five children. "I'd come home from school, and she'd be sit­
ting on the couch in her bathrobe, drinking coffee and watching 
TV. And I knew then that I did not want her life." So my friend 
has worked in a series of demanding and rewarding jobs, while 
raising two incredible sons. I have other friends who left high-
powered and high-paying careers when their first, or second, or 
third child came along. Each has made her decision for her own 
reasons. And each of those choices has to be respected. 

Yes, the problems persist—even after decades of debate about 
the causes and attempts to find the cures. And progress that 
had once seemed inevitable now seems stalled; women still find 
their path to genuine equality littered with obstacles real and 
perceived, cultural, and perhaps innate. Still, I find myself opti­
mistic about the future. 

At a recent campaign stop, Hillary Clinton said she'd been 
touched by many of the elderly women who had approached her 
at various events. "I remember the woman who said to me, T m 
ninety-five years old,' as I was shaking her hand. She said, 'I was 
born before women could vote, and I'm going to live long enough 
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to see a woman in the Whi te House.' " The trajectory, indeed the 
sweep of history, seems to be inevitably and unstoppably in the 
same direction. 

And yet, it hasn't been easy. At forty-six, I'm not young, but 
maybe I'm just young enough to have avoided making the sacri­
fices—from mastering the nuances of zone defense, to hiding (or 
not having) my children—that so many women, some just a few 
years older than myself, made. I may have also avoided their out­
size expectations—and their outsize disappointments. Change 
still isn't easy. And it still isn't coming as fast as many of us would 
like. But I'm confident it will keep coming. Not just because it 
will make for a happier workplace, but because it will make for a 
more productive one. 

Which brings us to the question: How much change is enough? 
What , exactly, is our objective, and how will we know when 
it has been achieved? For starters, I think we have to abandon 
the idea that even if all the obstacles could be eliminated, there 
would be an equal number of men and women in virtually every 
profession. We don't need gender parity among elementary 
school teachers or bond traders before we can declare victory. We 
don't even need it among physicists. That's not to say that it won't 
happen. It could. But isn't it more likely that even if we eliminate 
the conflict between having a high-powered job and having a 
family, unravel the mysteries of innate aptitude and interest, and 
root out discrimination, there will still be more women in social 
psychology and more men in engineering? And isn't that okay? 
I think it is. 



C h a p t e r 8 

CLOSING THE CONFIDENCE G A P 

"Nobody can make youfeel inferior without your 

permission" 

— E L E A N O R ROOSEVELT 

April 19,1993. Every television in the West Wing was tuned 
to the same scene: flames shooting from the roofs and win­

dows of a cluster of buildings somewhere outside Waco, Texas. 
As I stared at the set in my office, horrified, I was besieged by 
calls from reporters. Would the president be making a statement, 
they wanted to know? No decision, I told them. But I strongly 
believed he should. 

Earlier that day, federal agents had stormed the compound of 
the Branch Davidian cult, ending a standoff that had lasted more 
than two months, cost the lives of four federal agents and wounded 
sixteen others. The time had come to take action against David 
Koresh, the cults leader, who was using the more than eighty 



1 7 6 D E E D E E M Y E R S 

people inside as human shields. Amid rumors that the children 
were being sexually abused and concerns that the long standoff 
was draining FBI resources, Attorney General Janet Reno had 
told the president a day earlier that the FBI wanted to raid the 
compound, and he had given her the green light. But things 
had gone terribly wrong. And when it was finally over, everyone 
inside was dead. 

Though the decision was technically the attorney generals, 
the president was her boss, the leader of the federal government, 
the highest official in the land. What's more, Reno had sought— 
and been given—the president's okay. I thought he needed to be 
accountable—even if he wasn't completely responsible. Anything 
less and he would be accused of passing the buck. I tried hard to 
convince him, and the senior staff, of my view. I wasn't alone; 
Bruce Lindsey, a senior aide to the president, and several others 
agreed with me. And for a while, it looked as if the president did, 
too. But eventually, he decided to let Reno go out and face the 
cameras, while the White House did nothing more than issue a 
statement. 

That turned out to be the wrong decision, and even though 
I argued against it, I felt that it was my fault. Wha t good was 
I if I couldn't persuade people—the president included—about 
something that had seemed so obvious to me? I certainly didn't 
expect the president to side with me every time; no one's judg­
ment is that good. 

But why didn't he listen? Was it because I was a woman? Was 
I too young or too uncertain of my own opinions? Did I speak 
too softly—or not softly enough? Could I have said something 
different to him that day that would have convinced him to face 
the cameras? 

The questions gnawed at me. Years later, I came across a pas-
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sage about the incident in President Clinton's memoir, My Life. 
He recounted that I had urged him to talk to the press and take 
responsibility, and he regretted not doing so. I was surprised— 
and gratified—to learn that even though he hadn't taken my 
advice, the president had remembered it. But it wouldn't change 
the way I felt at the time: The whole episode made me question 
my own effectiveness—and it sanded another layer off my con­
fidence. 

I often felt that I had to work harder than my male colleagues 
to be heard, a frustration I know so many other women have 
experienced. Why? In my case, it didn't help that I was the first 
female and one of the youngest Whi te House press secretaries 
in history and that I was from California. I often call that the 
trifecta of how not to go to Washington. It was hard for me 
to establish my bona fides—especially when I was trying, like 
so many women, to navigate that elusive line between being 
authoritative and being a bitch. Too often, I erred on the side of 
trying to be liked. 

During my briefings, I developed the bad habit of saying "I 
think" before answering a reporter's question. As in, "I think 
we'd like to work with the Congressional leadership from both 
parties to pass a comprehensive heath-care reform plan." It wasn't 
that I didn't know that statement was true; rather, I was trying 
to soften the exchange; To me, it felt like the verbal equivalent 
of a lob rather than an overhead smash, and I wrongly thought 
it might ease some of the tension in the briefing room. I finally 
realized it was having the opposite effect when Carl Leubsdorf, a 
reporter with the Dallas Morning News, sputtered at me one day, 
"You think? You think? W h y don't you know?" 
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THROWING LIKE A GIRL 

W h a t happened to me in the briefing room—and sometimes in 
meetings with the senior staff, the cabinet, or the president—was 
in a way basic and biological: I threw like a girl because I am a 
girl. The truth is: Women do certain things differently. That's 
not to say all women are one way, and all men another. Of course 
not. But on balance, women tend to communicate a little differ­
ently. We're usually less willing to blow our own horns or draw 
attention to our accomplishments. We're less inclined to take 
certain risks, but more likely to share credit. We're more practi­
cal. There are complicated reasons for this, some bequeathed by 
Mother Nature, others carefully taught. Regardless, the effect is 
that women can seem less confident, less sure of themselves. And 
that, in turn, can make it harder for them in a world that is still 
largely shaped by men. A world where "I think" can sound weak, 
rather than generous. 

If a male press secretary had developed the same bad habit, I 
honestly believe he would have been treated equally harshly. But 
I also believe a man would have been less likely to go there. 

Lasting patterns of communication are often established in 
childhood and driven—at least in part—by biology. According 
to Dr. Louann Brizendine, girls are more comfortable making 
decisions together, and they often use an "affiliative" style of 
speech, the kind of language I hear my daughter and her friends 
use all the time. "Let's go upstairs and play with our American 
Girl dolls, okay?" one of them will say. It's part suggestion, part 
question; it seeks consensus before action. 

"[Girls'] genes and hormones have created a reality in their 
brains that tells them social connection is at the core of their 
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being," Brizendine explains. Boys know how to use this affiliative 
speech style, too, but research shows they usually don't. "Instead, 
they'll generally use language to command others, get things 
done, brag, threaten, ignore a partner's suggestion, and override 
each other's attempts to speak." Boys are "not concerned about 
risk or conflict. Competition is part of their makeup. And they 
routinely ignore comments or commands given by girls." 

Clearly, girls and women understand how to use the com­
mand style of speech, too: Just head to the German Bundestag, 
where Angela Merkel serves as the first female chancellor, or to 
the nearest playground, where the moms routinely take charge of 
their kids. But in other cases, they're less likely to. And it creates 
something of a confidence gap. 

Rosabeth Moss Kanter, a professor at the Harvard Business 
School, was asked once whether she thought the men in her 
classes were more confident than the women. "The women are 
very bright, very motivated," she said. "There is no talent dif­
ference that I can see. There is sometimes a difference between 
the men and women in the willingness to claim airtime in class. 
The men seem to feel that they can start talking and eventually 
they'll have a point to make. The women are more likely to feel 
that they ought to have something valuable to say before they 
say it." 

That pattern seems to hold true in almost any setting where 
there is a mix of men and women. "Confidence is the expectation 
of a positive outcome," Kanter continues. "If you think you're 
going to be criticized and attacked if you don't have all the facts, 
you hold back. If you hold back, you don't try, and you don't 
know how good your ideas are." 

"Middle school is the moment of bifurcation," says Fern Marx, 
a senior research scientist at the Wellesley Centers for Women. 
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"Girls and boys begin to differentiate academically and in terms 
of interest." They also begin to differ in terms of confidence. 
"A girl without the right answer believes she's dumb. A boy just 
thinks he's unprepared." 

Believe it or not, you can ratchet down women's scores on 
math tests just by reminding them that they are women. The 
phenomenon, called "stereotype threat," was first identified by 
psychologists Claude Steele and Joshua Aronson at Stanford 
University in 1995. They found that if they asked African 
American students to identify their race before taking a 
standardized test, they only got half as many questions right. 
Half. Since then, dozens of other studies have confirmed that 
getting people to think subconsciously about their race or their 
sex can activate negative stereotypes—such as those that suggest 
African Americans don't do well in school or that women aren't 
good at math or science—and cause them to perform poorly. 

But is the opposite also true? Can you override stereotypes 
by getting people to think about their strengths? The answer 
to that question also appears to be yes. A few years ago, psy­
chologists took a group of ninety college students—half men and 
half women—and divided them into three groups. Before giving 
them a test, they asked each group to answer a different set of 
questions. The first was asked whether they lived in single sex or 
coed dorms, which subtly cued them to think about gender. The 
second was asked to write about why they chose a private liberal 
arts college, which primed them to think about how smart and 
accomplished they were. "We were activating their snob schema," 
Matthew McGlone, one of the researchers, said. And the third, 
or control group, was asked to write about a more benign topic, 
their experience living in the northeastern United States. All the 
students then took the Vandenberg Mental Rotation Test, which 
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measures spatial ability—and where men perform significantly 
better than women. 

When researchers analyzed the results, they found that the 
men in the control group did 15 to 20 percent better than the 
women, which was consistent with previous findings. Of those 
in the group that had been primed to think about their gender, 
men outperformed women by an even bigger margin, scoring 25 
to 30 percent higher. And most surprisingly, among those who 
were cued to think of themselves as students at an elite private 
college, there was no difference; women's scores improved sub­
stantially while men's stayed the same. In other words, by trig­
gering women to think positively rather than negatively about 
their accomplishments, the gender gap was slammed shut. 

Which begs the question: W h y did encouraging students to 
preen a bit improve women's scores, but not men's? Somehow, the 
question reminds me of a cartoon someone sent me a couple years 
ago that showed a woman and man, each looking in the mirror. 
The woman was curvy and cute, but in her reflection, she saw a 
person with a backside the size of a small blimp. Meanwhile, the 
man in the cartoon was downright fat (and balding). But when 
he looked in the mirror, he saw an Adonis looking back. The 
caption read: "The Difference Between Women 6c Men." 

GOOD GIRLS DON'T 

So it starts early—and holds fast. Too many women don't raise 
their hands in class, don't volunteer for new assignments, don't 
seek deserved raises and promotions. 

"Women negotiate very effectively on behalf of their compa­
nies, but not on their own behalf," says Victoria Medvec of the 
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Center for Executive Women at Northwestern University's Kel­
logg School of Management. "A common mistake women make 
is not asking for the tools they need to be successful, like staff 
increases and other resources," she says. As a result, their efforts 
to succeed and advance are undermined. 

According to Linda Babcock and Sara Laschever, authors of 
Women Don t Ask: Negotiation and the Gender Divide, men think 
of negotiating like a ballgame or wrestling match, while women 
think of it as a "trip to the dentist." As a result, men initiate 
negotiations about four times as often as women. And the conse­
quences can be staggering: One study calculated that women who 
consistently negotiate their salary increases earn at least $1 million 
more during their careers than women who don't. What's more, 
while women own roughly 40 percent of small businesses in the 
United States, they receive just 2.3 percent of the equity capital; 
the other 97.7 percent goes to companies owned by men. Why? 
Because women don't ask. 

Women need to get over it; they need to get a handle on what 
they're worth and what the market will bear. And they need 
to be clear about what they want. But they can't always ask the 
same way men do. "I think women need to find their own nego­
tiating voices," Babcock explains. "Our society still has a double 
standard for the behavior we accept from women and behavior 
we accept from men. So take an example where a woman gets 
another offer. She's at her current job and she comes into her 
boss's office, and she says, 'If you don't match my salary, I'm 
out of here.' That approach, which a man might be able to get 
away with, may not fly with a woman. So she needs an approach 
which would be something like, 'Hey, I got this other offer. But 
I like working here, and I'd really like to stay. Can you find a 
way to match the offer?' So it's a little bit of a softer approach 
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because people don't accept a really aggressive approach from a 
woman." 

Women are also too reluctant to recognize and take credit for 
their accomplishments. In politics, men are much more likely to 
"self-identify," that is, to run for office without being asked. If 
you lay out the five or six or seven criteria required to be a suc­
cessful candidate, women will look at the list, point to the one 
qualification they dont have, and decide not to run. Men will 
look at the same list, find the two or three things they do have, 
and assume they're going to run—and win. And it's true whether 
they're running for the first time, or considering a higher office 
after they've already been elected. 

"Women tend to run because they're concerned about an issue; 
they don't wake up thinking they want to be governor the way 
men do," says Jeanne Shaheen, a former three-term governor of 
New Hampshire who is now running for the U.S. Senate. 

Studies show that women are even less likely to run if the 
race looks competitive or if the other candidate is a man—even 
though when women do decide to run, they win. Research from 
Jennifer Lawless, a political scientist at Brown University, shows 
that women are just as likely to win elections as men. Moreover, 
even though women make up more than 50 percent of voters, 
they still represent only a quarter of elected officials nationwide. 
Equally likely to win. Half as likely to run. 

Of course, there are exceptions. Kathleen Sebelius was a 
Kansas state legislator when she decided to run for statewide 
office in 1994. After ruling out running for treasurer (the job 
had been stripped of much of its power), attorney general (she 
wasn't a lawyer), and governor (she wasn't ready), she decided to 
run for insurance commissioner. "I knew how we could win; and 
it was pretty simple," Sebelius told me. "You had to fire this guy 
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(the incumbent) and at least credential me enough that I was a 
legitimate alternative. And there were plenty of reasons to fire 
this guy." So she ran and won. 

In hindsight, it looks like an easy decision, but at the time, 
it was loaded with risk. Sebelius is a Democrat, and Kansas is a 
Republican stronghold. In the presidential race two years earlier, 
president George H . W. Bush crushed Bill Clinton in the state. 
And while Democrats were occasionally elected to statewide 
office, no Democrat, let alone a woman, had ever been elected 
as insurance commissioner. Never. But after looking at the race, 
and her future goals, Sebelius decided to do it. 

"I knew at that point that someday I might want to be gover­
nor," she explained. "My dad had been governor [of Ohio]. He 
always described it as the best job in the world, much better than 
Congress . . . And I just thought the opportunity to maybe do 
that someday would be great. But I knew I needed some creden­
tials I didn't have. I'd done a lot of work on children's issues and 
health issues in the legislature, but I didn't really have any finan­
cial credentials. And in my own mind, I knew that the business 
boys would never like a woman unless you could kind of come 
credentialed. So the insurance commissioner was an office where 
I thought I could do a lot on health care, which was just starting 
to explode in 1994, and also have this sort of financial services 
credential, which might be very helpful in the future. 

"I just made it clear fairly early on that I was running. If any­
body else wanted to run, that's fine, but this was something that 
I was going to do," she says. 

Unfortunately, the choices Sebelius made are too often the ex­
ception rather than the rule. "There aren't enough women who say, 
'Boy, do I know a lot,'" says Swanee Hunt. " 'I know how to orga­
nize a family. Not only that, I know how to organize a church. 
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Not only that, I know how to organize a drive across the com­
munity. Let me at the public policy! ' But they don't do that." 

RETHINKING RISK 

In short, men and women tend to see the same qualifications dif­
ferently; in that great poker game called life, they see different 
possibilities when they're looking at the exact same cards. Ask 
virtually any woman in the Capitol and she'll tell you the same 
thing: As soon as a man is elected to the U.S. Senate, he starts 
hearing "Hail to the Chief" playing in his ear. It doesn't matter 
where he came from, or how much political experience he has; he 
automatically assumes he's qualified to be president. The women? 
Not so much. 

Margaret Chase Smith, the first woman elected to the U.S. 
Senate, was once asked what she would do if she woke up in the 
White House. "I'd go straight to Mrs. Truman and apologize. 
Then I'd go home," she said. 

Not John Edwards. The former U.S. senator from North 
Carolina was first elected in 1998; he was just forty-four years 
old, and he'd never run for Congress, the state legislature, or even 
the school board. He'd spent the previous twenty years working 
as a trial lawyer, where he'd honed his speaking and debating 
skills—and built his personal fortune. But he hadn't been very 
active in politics. Still, he ran—and he won. And a little more 
than four years later, with less than one full term in the Senate 
under his belt, he decided to run for president. He almost won 
the Democratic nomination. And when John Kerry chose him 
as his running mate, he was almost elected vice president. Four 
years later, he decided to run again. 
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Now I like John Edwards. And I like his wife, Elizabeth. And 
for several years, his two youngest children were playmates of my 
children. John's a good man, and I'm not criticizing him. In fact, 
I admire his boldness, and I wish that more women were willing 
to take similar risks, to decide that they're the best man for the 
job, and to raise their hands for campaigns, promotions, more re­
sponsibility, more money. After all, a lot of times, half the battle 
is getting into the battle. And that's not only true in politics, but 
in virtually every facet of public life. 

Judith McHale, the former C E O of Discovery Communica­
tions, originally joined the company as a lawyer. But soon, she 
went to her boss, founder John Hendricks, and asked for more 
responsibility. "I said to him, 'Don't just think of me as a lawyer. 
I'd like to do other things as well.' And then he immediately 
put me in charge of H R , Admin, and IT, which was so hysteri­
cal. But that was good. And then I slowly but surely learned the 
whole company because he and I worked so closely together." 

Too few women do that, she says, even in a company like 
Discovery where the C E O , C O O , and more than half the senior 
managers were women. "We post every position in the company 
ten days before it's public, so everyone has a shot at it and is en­
couraged to apply. Four or five years ago, we had an opening for 
a major programming position, and no women applied. And I 
thought, 'God that is so weird in this company.' And so our head 
of H R and I started looking at it, and what came out pretty uni­
versally was this feeling among women, 'I thought if you thought 
I would be good enough for the job you would have asked me.' 
That was a really scary moment." 

Of course, not all risks are created equal. And if men are 
more likely to take the kinds of risks that create professional 
opportunity, it's also true that they're vastly more likely to take 
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the kinds of risks that leave women (and a lot of men) dumb­
founded. The Darwin Awards—named for the evolutionist— 
are given every year to those who "improve the species . . . by 
accidentally removing themselves from it." And many of the 
recipients' feats are nothing short of spectacular. One man, 
after a night of drinking with friends, bet that a detonator he 
found wouldn't work. He put it in his mouth and asked friends 
to trigger it. They did (a pretty amazing detail in and of itself), 
and the thing blew. Adios, amigo. In another incident, two guys 
wanted to see who could hang longer from a freeway overpass. 
Unfortunately, the winner was too tired to pull himself up, and 
he fell onto the hood of a passing semi truck, bounced off, and 
was run over. He, too, was sent to his eternal reward. Predictably, 
virtually all of the Darwin Award winners are men. 

Not all bad risks will get you killed, of course. But some will 
cost you money. And interestingly, women may be less willing to 
take those kinds of risks, too. The pervasive stereotype is that men 
are better at all things financial than women. And that attitude 
starts early. A few years ago, one of the major financial houses 
did a survey of high school students, asking them how good they 
thought they were at math and money. The boys concluded they 
were "pretty good" and the girls "not very good"—even though 
their actual knowledge was exactly the same! Certainly, Wall 
Street is a male bastion, and only a handful of women have 
ascended to the storied ranks of top dealmakers, money man­
agers, and investors. But what about the less-rarified ranks of 
ordinary investors? Numerous studies show that women actu­
ally achieve better returns than men (see "The Smart Thing" in 
chapter 2). 

Despite the sometimes discouraging numbers, Alexis Herman, 
the first African American to serve as secretary of labor, believes 
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women are great risk takers. But, she says, "I think we as women 
engage in a lot of what I call protective hesitation.' The average 
woman—to be sitting where she is today in a leadership posi­
tion—took a lot of risks to get there. They had to work through 
a lot of situations just to be where they are. So we don't even have 
the appreciation for what we've done, do you see? I think we are 
great risk takers. We just don't see it." 

Herman learned to take risks as a young African American 
girl growing up in the segregated South. Because her father had 
played professional baseball in the Negro Leagues—and had once 
trained Satchel Paige—he could attend games at Hartwell Field, 
where the A A Mobile Bears played. He couldn't sit in the all-
white bleachers, but he and his family were invited to watch from 
the dugout. To get there, they had to pass through the players' 
tunnel that ran between the stands. 

"The goal was to get past there, because people threw Coke 
bottles at us, and milkshake cups. I mean, it was like whatever 
they had in their hands," she told me during a conversation in her 
elegant Washington, DC-area home. "You knew they were going 
to attack you just for being inside the stadium. But the goal was 
to get all the way to the bench. And I would go. And my father 
would hold my hand tight. So I think for me, I can look back 
now and see I sort of took all of that as a part of what you had to 
endure if you were really going to stand up and fight for change 
and what you believed in. I just saw my father take so much 
growing up. And I think some of that he imparted to me." 

So sometimes just showing up requires taking a risk, a chance, 
a leap of faith—especially for the first ones through the door, 
when there are no natural support networks, groups of friends 
or allies, or even anyone who looks like you. "Sometimes we as 
women don't realize we need it," Herman tells me. "When you 
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function as door-openers, you don't know, sometimes, how hard 
that is on you." 

As I think back on my own experience, especially my White 
House years, I know she is right. "I didn't have much time to 
dwell on it then," I tell her. "I was just scrambling to get through 
the day." 

"It's like walking through those bleachers and having them 
throw Coca-Cola bottles on me. It's kind of what you had to do 
just to sit on the bench," she says with a chuckle. "I didn't think, 
'So why are you getting hit on the head with the Coca-Cola 
bottles?' Ouch. And you just keep walking. Women don't know 
what it means to have that kind of support." 

CREDIT AND CREDIBILITY 

It doesn't help that women get less credit for the same accomplish­
ments. The late Ann Richards, the truth-talking former gover­
nor of Texas, was fond of saying, "Ginger Rogers did everything 
Fred Astaire did, only backwards and in high heels." And yet. 

The credit gap shows up in all kinds of ways, in virtually every 
field. It's certainly a fact of life in Washington. For example, there's 
a mentioning game that goes on before a presidential campaign, 
where pundits like me talk about who might get into the race—or 
who should get into the race. Hypothetically, a U.S. senator from 
a huge and important state like Texas, who had been reelected 
twice with more than 60 percent of the vote, who had previously 
been successful in business, had served in the state legislature, 
and had been elected state treasurer, would be on everybody's 
list of likely, even ideal, candidates. That candidate exists. Her 
name is Kay Bailey Hutchison. But I never heard anyone—myself 
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included—say she'd make a great candidate for president in the 
run-up to the 2008 race. It's hard to imagine that would have hap­
pened to a Texas senator named Kurt Bailey Hutchison. 

Don't get me wrong: I'm not totally faulting men for these 
lopsided evaluations. Men contribute to it. But so do women (and 
girls), who often downplay their own accomplishments and con­
tribute to the sense that they're worth less. I was discussing this 
phenomenon with Shirley Tilghman, who says she sees it all too 
often, even among the most talented students at Princeton. A 
few years ago, she said, the campus paper carried a story about 
two incoming freshmen who had both been awarded the pres­
tigious Westinghouse Science Prize. "The guy is interviewed," 
Tilghman said, "and he says, 'Oh yeah, I had this great project, 
and it was really exciting, and the judges loved it. It was so much 
fun.' His assumption was, 'Of course I won the prize.' And the 
woman was like, 'I was so surprised. My project, I didn't think it 
was that great.' Here are these two equally talented young scien­
tists, and one believes he deserves to be there and the other one 
is just totally surprised." 

The credit gap is also alive and well on the home front. The 
legal scholar Deborah Rhode contends that fathers get more 
credit than mothers for the same level of involvement with their 
children, which often works against women in child custody 
cases. And who hasn't seen it in the day-to-day expectations for 
both parents? A man takes his kids to the playground and then to 
lunch at McDonald's, and everyone marvels at what a good dad 
he is. But recently, a friend of mine moved with her husband and 
children from Washington, D C , to London, when her husband 
got a big promotion. They all arrived ahead of their furniture, 
which was making its way across the Atlantic so slowly it might 
as well have been in a canoe. For ten days, she entertained her 
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kids, who had serial bouts of the flu, in a house with nothing but 
a couple of blow-up mattresses and a folding table borrowed from 
the new neighbors, while her husband worked fourteen-hour days. 
She took it in stride, just another day in the life. But if she had 
been a man, much fuss would have been made. I'm reminded of a 
routine that the comedian Chris Rock used to do, where he would 
describe men's efforts to get extra credit for the routine feeding, 
bathing, and caring for their kids. "What do you want, a cookie?" 
he would ask. "That's what you're supposed to do!" 

This tendency on the part of women (with an assist from 
men) to underplay their talents and qualifications follows them 
throughout their lives. "You see all these boys who get C's in math 
and say, 'I'm going to be an engineer!' And all these girls who get 
A's in math and say, T m not good enough,' " says Sally Ride, the 
nation's first woman astronaut. In an effort to convince girls that 
science isn't just a "guy thing," Ride created Sally Ride Science, 
a company that organizes festivals, summer camps, newsletters, 
and career guides. Clearly, she's a wonderful role model and an 
inspiration; she certainly was to me. Still, in 1983, when Ride 
rode the Challenger into space—and instant celebrity—she re­
fused to let anyone write a book about her life; she just didn't 
think she'd accomplished enough. 

Headhunters say that women often come off as less confident 
because they are more honest about their weaknesses, while men 
talk only about their strengths. "When it comes to professional 
modesty, women overdo it," says Marge Magner, for a time the 
highest-ranking woman at Citigroup. She said that when she 
would interview candidates for stretch assignments, women would 
often tell her they were not ready; men almost never did. "One of 
the things I tell women is, 'Listen, next time someone offers you a 
job, don't tell them you're not capable. Keep it to yourself.'" 
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Too often, women undervalue not just their own competence, 

but the competence of other women. Alison Estabrook, direc­

tor of the Comprehensive Breast Center at St. Luke's-Roosevelt 

Hospital, said she didn't exactly hear "You go, Girl!" from all the 

women in her life. "There weren't a lot of female breast surgeons 

when I started out, and when I told a friend of my mother's that 

I was going to become a surgeon, she said, 'I would never go to 

a female doctor.' I didn't react. You have to have self-confidence. 

You have to know where you want to go. Women take criticism 

more to heart than men, and I think that can be a problem." 

If women are going to get credit, they're going to have to 

take it. Sharon Allen, chairman of the board, Deloitte èc Touche 

USA, counsels women to take responsibility for their own ca­

reers. "Don't assume that others are aware of your good work," 

she says. "When I was a young accountant, I was unhappy about 

not getting a promotion. I went to my supervisor and told him all 

these things I thought I should be given credit for, and he said, 

'Well, gee, I didn't know you'd done all those things.' It was a 

real wake-up call. You don't have to be a bragger, but I think it's 

very important to make people aware of your accomplishments. I 

think women are sometimes less willing to do that." 

Women may not get as much credit, but what they get, they 

seem more willing to share. Again, this may be part biology, part 

of women's hormone-driven need to establish connections with 

other people, to build and preserve relationships above all. Men, 

on the other hand, are more interested in figuring out the peck­

ing order—and improving their place in it. 

When the United States Tennis Association named its com­

plex in Forest Hills, New York, for the legendary Billie Jean 

King, she was asked what her erstwhile nemesis Bobby Riggs 

might think. "Bobby is going to say he's responsible, which is 
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fine. He did make a big difference in my life." In other words, 
she assumed Bobby would try to take credit, and she was happy 
to share it. 

Debra Lee of BET remembers attending her first board meet­
ing after being named chief operating officer of the company. "I 
did my reports," she says. "And Bob [Johnson, founder and C E O 
of BET] said to me afterward, 'You should say "I" a lot more. 
You always say "we." You should say "I."' But you know that is so 
counter—I mean, they know it's me. I want to give props to my 
team." 

One of Hollywood's first successful female producers told me 
she believes that women's willingness to share credit was a key 
factor in their initial success. "A lot of the guys that were running 
it—this is so terrible what I'm going to say—they knew we really 
worked hard," she said. "They knew we were really smart, and 
they knew we really did great work, and we weren't threatening. 
This is a terrible thing that I'm about to say, and so they took 
credit. I don't think they really thought we were going to take 
over. And even when we took over, if I really asked, I think a lot 
of the guys that supported me taking over thought I would be a 
soft touch. 

"I watched how we tended not to get our egos as involved and 
tended to find a way to make the deal rather than let, as I say, the 
dick get in the way. There's something that happens where these 
guys have to best one another and it gets in the way, and we tend 
to just want to get the job done. And I have noticed that differ­
ence. Yeah, and we just tend to concentrate on the work and not 
concentrate on who won. Now what I don't know is: Wil l that 
change when there are women all over the place? Because don't 
forget, we're mostly competing with men. And that's what I can't 
figure out." 
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BACKGROUND NOISE 

So many of the women I've talked to—particularly those in 
male-dominated fields—have stories about being discouraged, 
sometimes subtly, often overtly. Shirley Tilghman told me an all-
too-typical tale involving her first-year physics professor. "When 
I made a mistake in the lab—I made a mistake—and he said, 
'That's why there are no women physicists.'" It's hard to imagine 
a professor being quite so blunt in today's more politically correct 
world. But the messages are sent and received just the same. "I 
suspect—I can't prove this, but I suspect—that very successful 
women in science figure out how to tune out the more subtle 
versions of these messages," Tilghman says. "They just don't see 
it. And it's part, I think, a function of self-confidence. You have 
to have some self-confidence in order to do that. It's also built on 
determination, but if you talk to a lot of women scientists over 
many, many years, they tend to report pretty much what I report, 
which is: It wasn't that these things weren't happening, but we 
chose to ignore them." 

But it isn't always easy. 

For most of my teenage years, I assumed the playing field was 
level—that girls were as likely to succeed as boys, both in school 
and beyond. I tried to dismiss evidence to the contrary as mis­
informed or worse—though the seeds, once planted, often grew 
deep roots. 

One of my better—if at times opaque—high school teachers 
was Mr. Dickenson, who taught a year-long course called Hu­
manities. Though an early bout with polio had left him with 
somewhat limited mobility, he could never resist an opportunity 
for a theatrical retelling of a good tale, and at his best managed to 
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keep a class of sixteen- and seventeen-year-olds riveted. Once, I 
remember him galloping around the classroom, gesturing wildly 
with a six-foot wooden lance, as he relived the story of Sir Gawain 
and the Green Knight. 

Another time, in a discussion of Renaissance art, Mr. Dickenson 
strode from the middle of the classroom, where he often lectured, to 
the front, where he drew two figures on the blackboard: an upside-
down triangle—the male form—and a pentagon—the female 
form. "This is beautiful," he pronounced, tapping the triangle 
with the tip of his chalk. "And this is not." End of discussion. Mr. 
Dickenson never said "I think" or "some people think"; to him, the 
truth was as plain as the lines on the board. 

I've always assumed that at least part of this lesson was an 
act; he clearly enjoyed provoking students, trying to get them to 
defend their own reactions and ideas. But I still wondered: Was 
this a Renaissance idea he was simply presenting to us? Or did he 
believe it? And was it, in the end, true? 

In so many ways, and for so many reasons, women have been 
told that they re not as good, that their accomplishments aren't as 
valuable, that what's important to them is, well, less important. 
And too often, women have been willing to believe it. As a result, 
they're less eager to speak out, less willing to put themselves for­
ward—and less sure of themselves when they do. And that cre­
ates a downward spiral, in which too many women never test the 
proposition; they never find out how good they really are. 

It's up to women to change the dynamic. Women have to 
ask—for more money, more resources, and better opportunities. 
Not in the same ways that men ask, necessarily. Rather, women 
have to write a new script, one that allows them to get what they 
need, in ways that are consistent with their values and in keep­
ing with their style. Women also have to be willing to own their 
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accomplishments—and to talk about them. It's not an exercise 
in chest beating. It's a way to make sure that goals are met, best 
practices recognized, and credit is fairly distributed. In the same 
way a proud mother wants to see her child recognized for his or 
her achievements, she should want the same for herself—and 
for other women. Only when women take (and give each other) 
credit will their contributions be valued alongside men's. Only 
then will they close the confidence gap. Only then will they be 
able to really give the best, true measure of themselves. 

This isn't what I think. It's what I know. 



C h a p t e r 9 

SEEING IS BELIEVING 

"Men are taught to apologize for their weaknesses, 

women for their strengths. " 

— L o i s W Y S E , AUTHOR OF MORE T H A N SIXTY 

BOOKS ON M A R R I A G E , M O T H E R H O O D , 

COOKING, F R I E N D S H I P , A N D BUSINESS 

When my daughter, Kate, was in kindergarten, she 
declared, "Girls can't be president; only boys." I asked 

her why she thought that, and she cited a book we often read 
called If the Walls Could Talk: Family Life at the White House. In 
it, there are anecdotes and historical facts about each of the forty-
one presidents who have lived in the Executive Mansion, and of 
course, all of them are men. "But girls can be presidents' wives," 
she added, as though that were some consolation. 

I explained to her that while no woman had been presi­
dent yet, women were allowed to run for and hold our nation's 
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highest office—and that someday soon, one would be elected. 
We talked about how silly laws had once kept women from 
doing lots of things, like voting or owning property. My seven-
year-old greeted the notion that such laws ever existed with the 
exasperated eye-roll usually reserved for her little brother. And, of 
course, we talked about Senator Hillary Clinton, a name familiar 
to her from my past and our endless household conversations 
about politics. I hadn't endorsed a candidate, nor did I express a 
preference for any of the Democrats then contemplating running 
for president in 2008, though I'm sure I said I was proud of 
Hillary's efforts and believed that the nation was overdue for a 
truly serious female candidate. 

Months later, a friend of the family's was over and asked Kate 
if she had a favorite in the presidential race then starting to take 
shape. Without missing a beat, she answered, "Hillary Clinton 
because she's a woman, and John Edwards, because of Jack and 
Emma." I was surprised—and more than a little amused. I sup­
pose it's not a stretch that she would choose Hillary Clinton on 
the basis of gender. After all, her mother was writing a book 
called Why Women Should Rule the World, and my own prejudices 
on the relative strengths and weaknesses of men and women get 
plenty of airtime around the dinner table. But I'd never said I was 
for Hillary for any reason, including gender; still, she'd decided 
that having a woman as president would be a good thing. And 
why not? At the moment, her world is one in which women are 
as likely to be the boss as men. Her teachers and many of the 
administrators at her elementary school are women. Her dentist 
is a woman. Most of her friends' mothers work, as well as their 
fathers. She sees Katie Couric anchoring the evening news. Even 
several of the priests at our Episcopal church, as well as the pre­
siding bishop of the entire denomination, are women. Clearly, 



W H Y W O M E N S H O U L D R U L E T H E W O R L D 1 9 9 

her earliest experiences—and the expectations that will grow out 
of them—will be very different from mine. 

Before most people can imagine themselves in a particular 
role, they need to see other people who look like them doing 
something similar. To be sure, there are exceptions; some people 
ignore the obstacles, the certainty of history, the voices that tell 
them never, and crash through barriers to create a new reality for 
themselves and those who follow. But for the most part, seeing 
is believing. 

It was for me. I never would have become Whi te House press 
secretary without the example, help, and encouragement of the 
women around me. Some of them I knew; others I only wanted 
to know. 

I was just starting seventh grade when Billie Jean King ac­
cepted the challenge from Bobby Riggs, the self-styled Male 
Chauvinist Pig, for a tennis match that would be billed as noth­
ing less than the "Battle of the Sexes." King, just shy of her 
thirtieth birthday, was at the top of her game—and she was le­
veraging her high profile to advocate for women in sports. After 
winning the U.S. Open in 1972, for instance, she said she would 
boycott the tournament the following year unless the women's 
prize money matched the men's. It did, and she played. (Sadly, it 
would take another thirty-four years before the men's and wom­
en's prize money at Wimbledon, arguably the world's most pres­
tigious tournament, would be equal.) 

I clearly remember the buildup to that match, as people chose 
sides based almost exclusively on gender, and Bobby Riggs seemed 
perpetually surrounded by live swine. Even at twelve, I felt the 
pressure. This was about more than bragging rights—and it 
didn't matter that Riggs was in his fifties and well past his prime. 
King said later that she felt that if she lost, it would set women 
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back fifty years. "It would ruin the women's tour and affect all 
women's self-esteem," she said. But she didn't lose. She won. In 
a sold-out Houston Astrodome. In front of a live television au­
dience of more than 50 million people worldwide. In straight 
damn sets. I still remember the thrill, the sense of pride, the 
feeling that something important had changed. It wasn't about 
tennis, certainly not to me. It was about forcing the world to 
take women seriously. To this day, every time I hear Billie Jean's 
name, I practically break into a chorus of "I Am Woman"! 

A few years later, when I was a senior in high school, Mar­
garet Thatcher became prime minister of Great Britain. At the 
time, my own political views were still evolving, but I remember 
the sense of possibility I felt as she stepped confidently onto the 
world stage. Then, the week after I graduated from college, Sally 
Ride became the first American woman in space, another epi­
sode I remember for the drama that surrounded it—and the sat­
isfaction it brought. Each of these achievements broadened the 
range of possibilities for me, even though I knew I would never 
be a professional tennis player, a British prime minister, or an 
astronaut. These women, these pathbreakers, mattered to me. 

CLOSER TO HOME 

But it was the women closer to home who had the greatest effect 
on my expectations. A few months out of college, I decided I 
wanted to work on Walter Mondale's campaign for president. By 
now, my political views had solidified: I was a raging Democrat, 
and I'd had enough of Ronald Reagan's presidency. I didn't know 
anyone who worked in politics. I didn't even know anyone who 
used to work in politics. But I decided this was something I was 
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going to do. So I called directory assistance and got the number 
of the California Democratic Party's Southern California head­
quarters; they then referred me to a woman named Terri Hana-
gan, who was the Mondale contact person. 

It turned out she worked at a law firm where one of the part­
ners, Mickey Kantor, was the state chairman of Mondale's cam­
paign. We talked on the phone for a while, then Terri asked me 
to come and see her. I had to cancel our first scheduled meeting 
when my dog, a miniature poodle, was attacked by a German 
shepherd and I had to take her to the vet to get stitched up. 
As Terri loved to recount, this dog-ate-my-dog episode nearly 
derailed my political career. Fortunately for me, Terri gave me 
a second chance—and then an unpaid internship in her office, 
answering the phones, inviting dignitaries from the city's politi­
cal establishment to greet Vice President Mondale at the airport, 
and other critical tasks. It was grunt work, but I loved it. To pay 
the bills, I got a job in a department store, selling china evenings 
and weekends. But I spent as much time as I could working on 
the campaign, and Terri patiently coached me, introduced me to 
people around the office, and even invited me to her house for 
dinner. She was my anchor in those early days, and we became 
great friends. 

As the campaign grew, so did my responsibilities. Eventually, I 
found the campaign an office and became volunteer coordinator— 
my first paid job in politics (with an impressive monthly salary of 
$900!). Among other things, I organized the drivers, baggage 
handlers, and go-fers who helped coordinate the candidate's visits 
to Los Angeles. These were heart-thumping occasions for me, as 
I got a chance to actually see the former vice president, the man 
who might be president, and to experience—for the first t ime— 
the rush of being around the motorcade, the Secret Service, the 
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television cameras, the crowds, and the bustle of important and 
purposeful aides, forever in search of a telephone (in those pre-
cell phone days) so they could call other important and purpose­
ful aides to discuss important information with a strong sense of 
purpose. It was heady stuff. 

In order to get as close as possible to the center of the action, 
I reserved for myself the all-important job of staffing the Staff 
Room, the hotel suite where members of the traveling entourage 
would gather. I made sure they had plenty of phones (and Diet 
Cokes) and that their messages were all efficiently placed in the 
envelopes bearing their names that I had carefully taped up on 
the wall. The traveling staff was a largely male outfit. From the 
moment Mondale's plane would land and staff would spill down 
the stairs and onto the tarmac, it was a virtual rolling scrum of 
white guys in dark suits. The women were scarce—but I was in 
awe of them. Maxine Isaacs was Mondale's press secretary, and 
Ann Stock—who would go on to become White House social 
secretary in the Clinton administration—was her assistant. And 
then there was Irene Tritschler. As Mondale's chief fundraiser in 
California, she wasn't technically part of the traveling staff, but 
when the candidate was in town, she always seemed to be stand­
ing at his side. I have crystal-clear memories of peeking out of 
the Staff Room to watch her glide down the hallway, surrounded 
by this phalanx of men, briefing Mondale as they walked to some 
Very Important Meeting a few doors away. It all seemed so big, 
so exciting—and suddenly, so within my reach. That could be 
me, I thought! 

There were other women on that campaign who helped and 
encouraged and mentored me, most importantly Ali Webb, the 
state press secretary. Ali had taken a leave from her real job, as 
press secretary to then-Los Angeles mayor Tom Bradley, to work 
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on the campaign. Though she was just a few years older than I, 
she had vastly more experience in politics, was smart as a whip 
and always great fun. We clicked immediately and started sneak­
ing out of the office together for a chat, a quick lunch, or a drink 
after work. Later that summer, we drove up to the Democratic 
National Convention in San Francisco together. And during the 
general election, she hired me as one of her deputies in the press 
office. As I wrote press releases, talked to reporters on the phone 
(never for attribution!), and followed the campaign's every twist 
and turn in the news, I knew I'd found my calling. The press 
office was the place to be. And Ali helped me learn the skills I 
would need—and showed me, just by being who she was, how 
a woman could succeed as the voice, and often the face, of an 
important pubic figure. 

Of course, the most visible woman on the Mondale campaign 
was Géraldine Ferraro, the first woman ever to run for office on 
a national ticket. I'll never forget the morning the news broke. I 
was temporarily living with my parents, and my dad called out, 
"Mondale picked Ferraro!" I confidently told him that was im­
possible, since Ferraro was no longer on the short list. As the vol­
unteer coordinator of the California campaign, I was obviously 
in a position to know. "I just heard it on the radio," Dad said. 
"They announced it a little while ago." Disbelief quickly turned 
to jubilation. A woman, I thought. He picked a woman! To more 
seasoned observers, it was clear that Mondale's choice was risky. 
While Ferraro had obvious political gifts and she brought tre­
mendous energy to a struggling campaign, her gender guaran­
teed that she'd get a more thorough going-over than the only 
copy of Playboy magazine in the boys' cabin at summer camp. To 
begin with, as part of the selection process, Mondale had invited 
candidates of every race and gender to his home in Minneapolis 
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for interviews. Before retreating into the house, he made each of 
them run a gauntlet of television cameras in his driveway, turn­
ing the visits into a kind of Noah's Ark spectacle and fueling 
charges that he made his decision based on politics rather than 
qualifications. (Politics! In the vice presidential selection process! 
Surely you jest!) What's more, Ferraro was a former prosecutor 
and three-term congresswoman from Queens, New York. Her 
résumé was solid but unspectacular, making it inevitable that 
she'd be fighting charges she was unqualified from the get-go. 
And finally, since the country had never experienced a woman 
on a national ticket, it had never faced the prospect of a First, 
or in this case, Second Man. Ferraro's husband, John Zaccaro, 
became the subject of a thorough, and unflattering, series of in­
vestigations. By the end of the campaign, Géraldine Ferraro had 
become as much a liability as an asset. 

Still, her mere presence on the ticket was a watershed moment 
for me. As my friend Ali and I drove to the convention, we 
were sure it would change not just the campaign but the world. 
During that miraculous week, I worked as a runner taking mes­
sages, packages, and information from the campaign offices in 
the bowels of the convention center to the various delegates and 
delegations on the convention floor. The work was hardly chal­
lenging, but it was fun. And most importantly, it meant that 
I had a floor pass. I realized that if I played my cards right, I 
could watch the big speeches from the front row. On Wednesday 
evening, just before Ferraro was set to accept her nomination, I 
helped distribute small American flags to the delegates, staffers, 
and hangers-on who were increasingly crowding onto the floor in 
anticipation of an historic moment. All the while, I plotted my 
own strategy for finding a great spot, right up front, to wave my 
flag and to revel in the grandeur of it all. 
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Moments before Ferraro appeared on stage, I squeezed myself 
into a space at the foot of the podium. Then suddenly, there she 
was: white suit, Dorothy Hamill haircut, energy and optimism 
bursting from her trim frame. (At forty-eight, she was just two 
years older than I am as I write this.) The crowd went crazy, 
those little American flags like buzzing bees' wings in red, white, 
and blue. I was so close that when Ferraro stepped up to the mi­
crophone, I could only see her head above the towering podium. 
And as she spoke, I was sure my life would never be the same. In 
some ways, it hasn't been. Being part of that moment, breathing 
in the sense of possibility, gave me faith that as a woman, I could 
play a role in national politics. After Ferraro's rough treatment at 
the hands of the press and her Republican opponents, I never as­
sumed it would be easy. And in that, I haven't been disappointed. 
But I also assumed it could happen. And that made everything 
else possible. 

When I talked to Géraldine Ferraro for this book, she played 
down the impact of her achievement. "These days, when I call 
someone's office," she told me, her wit and Queens accent as sharp 
as ever, "and the person answering the phone is under thirty-
five, it's always the same. 'That's Ferraro. F-E-R-R-A-R-O,'" she 
laughs. And I laugh. But there are millions of us who are over 
thirty-five. 

W H E N MORE Is MORE 

Virtually all of the women I spoke to for this book talked about 
the importance of role models. Kansas Governor Kathleen Se­
belius grew up in a political family, but she never saw herself as 
a candidate when she was young. Although her father had been 
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elected to the U.S. House of Representatives, and then governor 
of Ohio, there were no women out front in his campaigns. "The 
women licked the envelopes and answered the phones and did 
the backroom stuff, organized stuff," she said. "Very few women 
were ever involved in the policy discussions." But when the state 
representative from the Wichita district where she lived decided 
to run for another office, leaving her old seat vacant, something 
changed. "That was the first time I thought—I had lobbied the 
legislature, I did a bunch of stuff—and I thought, 'Well, hell, I 
can do this. ' . . . 

"Kansas has a very long, very rich history of women in leader­
ship, and I think looks at women differently," Sebelius told me. 
Founded as a "free state," there was strong support for the aboli­
tionist and women's rights movements early on. "Women could 
own property here long before they could own it in other parts of 
the country. Women voted here twenty years before they had the 
franchise nationally. There were all-women governments before 
women could vote. So there's a real credibility, long-standing 
credibility of women in government, women in leadership posi­
tions, that doesn't exist in some other states." 

Clearly, role models do more than allow women to imagine 
themselves in a series of bigger and better roles. They allow other 
people—both men and women—to adjust, if that's the right word, 
to women in positions that have traditionally been filled only by 
men. And once they do, the road ahead becomes a little easier. 
Sebelius became not the first, but the second woman elected gov­
ernor of Kansas; Joan Finney had been elected to the same job 
eight years earlier. The state also sent a woman, Nancy Landon 
Kassebaum, to the U.S. Senate. Once a state has elected a woman 
to the legislature or the statehouse or the Senate, it is more likely 
to elect another one. And another one. California and Maine 
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both have two women serving in the U.S. Senate. Louisiana has a 
woman in the U.S. Senate and, until recently, had a woman gov­
ernor. And Washington has two women in the U.S. Senate—and 
a woman governor. Sometimes more really is more. 

Certainly that's been true in the film industry, where women 
have made astonishing gains in the past twenty years. Sherry 
Lansing told me that when she started out, women's options were 
very limited; they had lower-level jobs, like script reader or story 
editor, with little chance of advancement. "And I did say some­
thing like, 'There will never be a woman head of studio in my 
lifetime.' 

"I had to eat those words," as she loves to tell it, when she tore 
through the celluloid ceiling, becoming the chief of Paramount 
in 1986. By 2005, five of the seven major studios had women 
at the helm. "And it's no longer a front-page story," she says. 
"Women are totally accepted in show business now." 

Why? Lucy Fisher, a producer, believes that it's at least in 
part due to Hollywood's "immigrant, outsider ethos." The 
industry's first entrepreneurs and impresarios were immigrant 
Jews who often couldn't find work in more established fields. 
In other words, it's never been about pedigree or looking the 
part, at least not in the executive suites. "Here," she said, "if it 
makes money and you're a gorilla, you're in." In the absence of 
rigid expectations about how someone in a particular position is 
supposed to look or behave, people—both men and women—are 
judged by their talent, by whether or not they produce, a standard 
that has worked well for women. And the more women see other 
women succeeding, the more they are drawn to the business, and 
the cycle of success continues. 

That doesn't mean change will come quickly in every area, 
or even in most; it hasn't and it won't. In too many fields, from 
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politics, to business, to the faculties of most universities, women 
are still woefully underrepresented. "The notion that you can't 
see anybody in a university who looks like you is, I think, a 
terrible signal to be sending a student body that is 50 percent 
women," Shirley Tilghman, the president of Princeton, says of 
often disproportionately male faculties. But, she notes, women are 
finding greater success in college and university administrations. 
Many of the country's most prestigious universities, including 
Harvard, Princeton, Brown, and M I T currently have female 
presidents. The power of that example is palpable. "I can't tell you 
how many times I've had a really distinguished woman member 
of the faculty come into my office in the last five years and say, 'I 
want to be a dean, I want to be a president, will you help me get 
there?'" Tilghman says. "They see that women are succeeding in 
these kinds of jobs, and it's very attractive to them. These are not 
women who are failed academics, by the way. These are women 
who are at the top of their game. They're actually reaching a point 
that I think I reached, which is this: Okay, I'm at the top of my 
profession and I can stay there—or more likely start on the other 
side of the hill—or I can find another challenge. And it's great." 

INTO THE BATHROOM WITH THE BOSS 

Role models play different, well, roles, depending on where we 
are in our lives and what we need. After Walter Mondale and 
Géraldine Ferraro got crushed (losing forty-nine out of fifty 
states), I was surprised (there's no believer like a young believer!) 
and heartbroken. But I wasn't discouraged. Before long, I was 
working for a California state senator as a field representative. 
I loved my boss, Art Torres (now chairman of the California 
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Democratic Party), but missed working with the press. So the 
following year, when my friend Ali Webb offered me a job as 
assistant press secretary to the mayor of Los Angeles, I jumped. I 
was twenty-three years old and on my way, thanks to the women 
in my life, and I would spend the next ten years working in a 
press office. 

At every stage, there were women who helped and encour­
aged me. That's not to say there weren't plenty of men; there 
were. Mayor Bradley not only inspired me by the extraordinary 
example of his own life, but he treated me with kindness and 
respect; he always made me feel that I had something unique to 
contribute. Bill Carrick, who ran Dianne Feinstein's campaign 
for governor in 1990, was the best campaign manager I ever 
worked for. And of course, President Clinton gave me an op­
portunity that, though complicated (see chapter 1), changed my 
life. I will be forever grateful. There were other men, too; lots of 
them. And I don't mean to minimize their impact on account 
of their gender. That would be sexist, dammit. And it would be 
wrong. But the women played a different role. They helped me 
imagine the possibilities—and sometimes the perils—that lay 
ahead for me. 

It was exciting when Susan Estrich took the reigns of the 
Dukakis campaign in 1988, becoming the first woman to 
run a national campaign. But her experience—she was given 
responsibility for running the day-to-day operation without 
the requisite authority—became a cautionary tale. Still, Susan 
survived and thrived, and thanks to her example, even in the 
most discouraging of days, I was pretty sure I could, too. 

And then there was Dianne Feinstein. I went to work for 
Dianne in the spring of 1989, when she was gearing up to run for 
governor of California. She was already something of a political 
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celebrity: She'd become mayor of San Francisco when her prede­
cessor was assassinated, and had gone on to serve two successful 
terms. What 's more, she had been one of the potential candidates 
for vice president paraded down Walter Mondale's driveway a 
few years earlier. She was tall, elegant, and authoritative; when 
she walked into a room, you knew she was there. Every politician 
I had worked for before—or since—was a man. I was excited 
about the possibility of working for a woman—and of helping 
to elect the state's first female governor. I realized how different 
things would be early on when Dianne ducked into the restroom 
at an event, and rather than cooling my heels down the hall as I 
always had in the past, I breezed right in behind her. For the first 
time, I was the one with special access and information, those 
magic ingredients of power. 

Dianne didn't win that race. But she fought hard against Pete 
Wilson, who was a U.S. senator at the time. And in spite of 
the stakes, the campaign never turned into the kind of nasty, 
personal, and destructive mud bowl that we've become all too ac­
customed to in recent years. She survived with her reputation not 
just intact, but enhanced. Two years later, she was elected to the 
U.S. Senate, and she's been reelected three times since. 

Working for Dianne, I watched another woman survive the 
rough and tumble of big-time politics. Wha t I'd seen Géraldine 
Ferraro do from a distance, I watched Dianne Feinstein do up 
close. She didn't complain much about the double standard— 
except when it affected her family. Like Ferraro, Feinstein saw 
her husband's business deconstructed deal by deal, and his 
motives impugned. Nothing did more to bring out the fight in 
her. But most days, she campaigned with grace and confidence. I 
remember one episode in particular, early in the campaign. Fol­
lowing a series of disagreements—and a hysterectomy that side-



W H Y W O M E N S H O U L D R U L E T H E W O R L D 2 1 1 

lined Feinstein for several weeks—her chief consultant quit. He 
faxed an emotional and unflattering letter to every reporter in the 
state (before he told Feinstein), questioning whether Feinstein 
had the "fire in the belly" to win. (She would later joke that she 
thought she'd had the fire removed from her belly.) The initial 
news accounts said that the consultant had fired the candidate, 
and the campaign went into freefall, as most of the political op­
eratives and observers predicted that Dianne would collapse in a 
heap and quit. Wrong! She took stock of the situation: She wanted 
to be governor, she was qualified to be governor, and she had as 
good a shot as any Democrat at winning. There was no stinking 
way she was going to let anyone else make that decision for her. 
So she rallied her troops, hired two fabulous new consultants, 
and within a few months, she was leading the field. She won the 
primary and came close to winning the general election. 

So she ran, and I learned. I learned that success and setbacks 
are inevitable—and I watched Dianne handle both with mag­
nanimity. I learned, again, that women face an additional set of 
obstacles—and I saw Dianne overcome many with determination 
and discipline. And I learned that women's life experiences—the 
professional and the personal—prepare them to lead. Not only 
had Dianne come to office in the aftermath of an assassination, 
but her family had survived a bomb planted in a window-box 
outside her daughter's bedroom that mercifully failed to detonate. 
She calmed the city in the aftermath of the Jonestown Massacre, 
recognized the beginning of the A I D S epidemic, and balanced 
the city budget. She raised a daughter and buried a husband. 
She was understandably impatient with questions about whether 
women were tough enough to lead. Her life was both trial (she 
passed) and testimony (she inspired). And once again, my hori­
zon got bigger. 
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MAKING IT UP 

So I was helped along by the women who came before me at 
virtually every stage of my life and career. But for others, there 
just weren't any women doing what they wanted to do when they 
wanted to do it. They had to make it up as they went along. And 
with a little help—sometimes from other women—and a lot of 
pluck, they created their own futures. For them, the focus was 
more often on being, rather than seeing, role models. 

When Jane Goodall went into the jungle to study chimpan­
zees in the early 1960s, she was the first and, for a time, the only 
woman in her field. But Louis Leakey, one of the world's lead­
ing primatologists, believed that women were particularly well-
suited to the painstaking work of observing animals in the wild. 
Although Goodall was young and relatively inexperienced, she 
had worked with Leakey, and he believed she was just the person 
for the job. W h a t she discovered rocked the world—and inspired 
a generation of scientists. Two women in particular, Dian Fossey 
and Biruté Galdikas, contacted Leakey begging for similar jobs; 
he sent Fosse to observe gorillas in Rwanda (where she was even­
tually murdered and became the subject of the film Gorillas in 
the Mist). And he sent Galdikas to study orangutans in Borneo. 
Today nearly two-thirds of the world's primatologists are women, 
a reality unimaginable without Goodall. 

"After every single lecture, people come up to me and say, 
'I did what I did because of you.' And they're mostly women," 
Goodall told me during a conversation on a recent visit to Wash­
ington. "And girls around the world have said to me again and 
again—here, in China, and in Europe—they've said, 'I didn't 
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think a girl could do that kind of thing. But then I read about you 
and realized that if you could do it, I could do it, too.' " 

In the absence of actual living, breathing examples, countless 
women have turned to books. Certainly, fiction has been a rich 
source of inspiration. As my daughter, Kate, and I have worked 
our way through all seven Harry Potter novels, I've been delighted 
to see how much she identifies with Hermione Granger, the 
occasional know-it-all who is also so smart, diligent, loyal—and 
absolutely indispensable. 

And then there's biography. "It was in college, through my 
books, that I met Frances Perkins, the first female cabinet member," 
says Alexis Herman, who would follow in Perkins's footsteps, 
herself becoming labor secretary. Likewise, Vera Rubin, an as­
tronomer who discovered dark matter, didn't see many women in 
science while she was growing up. But she came across some in 
the library. "I found a biography of Maria Mitchell, a female as­
tronomer who discovered a comet in 1847, and that's about when 
I made the decision to become an astronomer." Now all four of 
her children are scientists. 

Similarly, Senator Kay Bailey Hutchison has been first more 
times than you can shake a mesquite stick at: the first woman tele­
vision reporter in Houston, the first Republican woman elected 
to the Texas state legislature, the first woman to be elected to 
represent Texas in the U.S. Senate. She didn't have role models 
in the traditional sense; no women had held the jobs she wanted. 
But as a girl, she read biographies, lots of them. "I'll never forget 
when I was in the sixth grade, I had already read every biogra­
phy in our school library and couldn't fulfill my biography re­
quirement because I had already read everything. Now, it was a 
small library [LaMarque, Texas, population 15,000], but I think 
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that biographies did encourage me to think that everybody went 
through hardships, but if they had a real determination, they did 
great things." Hutchison said virtually all the biographies she 
could find were about men—Betsy Ross was the only woman— 
"but I just didn't think of myself as different from them, from 
the men," she has said. (It's worth noting that Hutchison has 
now written three books, and all tell the stories of successful 
women.) 

Things started to change when Hutchison went to law school at 
the University of Texas. She was one of only seven women among 
the 236 graduates in the class of 1967, and like so many women 
of her era, she got the what-are-you-doing-here-and-why-are-
you-wasting-a-spot-that-might-have-gone-to-a-man treatment. 
Although she persisted and graduated near the top of her class, 
Hutchison couldn't get a job as a lawyer; no firm in Texas would 
hire her. But with a little help from a couple of women, she found 
her own path. "On a lark," she interviewed for an on-air position 
at a local television station. Oveta Culp Hobby—the former U.S. 
secretary of health, education and welfare; a former commanding 
officer of the Women's Army Corps; the then-chairman of the 
board of the Houston Post Company—owned the station, and 
she decided to give her a shot. According to Hutchison, Hobby 
later told the station manager, "Well, it would be hard for me not 
to want to hire a qualified woman and to be the first in Houston 
to do it." 

After Hutchison had covered the state legislature for a few years, 
the chair of the Harris County Republican Party in Houston— 
also a woman—asked her to run for a newly created seat in the 
state legislature. At the time there were just four Democratic 
women in the house, and no Republicans. But Hutchison was 
intrigued by the possibility. She ran, and she won. "So a woman 
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gave me that first chance [to work in television] and a woman 
asked me to run for the legislature," she says. 

While she's quick to remind me that as a U.S. senator she rep­
resents all the people of Texas—not just women—she's conscious 
of being a role model. And she believes that when women suc­
ceed, it not only encourages other women to pursue challenging 
careers, but convinces the world that women are ready. W h e n I 
ask her whether she thinks the country is ready to elect a woman 
as president, she doesn't miss a beat. "I do. I do. I do think so." 
Later, she adds, "You look at what people are going to look at 
for president and there is nothing different—other than that we 
had to fight harder. But they know that we've had the experi­
ence. We've been in foreign policy, we've led a state, we've been a 
C E O . . . You know, maybe I'm prejudiced because I don't think 
there's a difference. But I think that people will vote for a woman 
for president or vice president if they like what she wants to do 
for the country and they know she's had the experience and has 
shown that she can do the job." 

I hope Senator Hutchison is right and that the country really 
is ready to elect a woman president. I'm not sure. But as Hillary 
Clinton's campaign steams along, we're getting ready to test the 
proposition for the first time. So far, the public seems to believe 
that she's qualified, a hurdle that most women who've toyed with 
the idea of running in the past haven't been able to clear. After 
one in an endless series of early debates among the Democratic 
candidates, Doug Burns, a columnist for the Iowa Independent, 
wrote: "No longer should the question be can a woman be presi­
dent? With her fourth in a series of crushing Democratic debate 
performances, the question everyone in America should be asking 
is: Wha t have we been missing by eliminating more than half 
our population from the application process for this job since the 
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late eighteenth century?" Wha t indeed. Still, I'm convinced that 
Hillary has been tested in ways that her male opponents haven't. 
Firsts always are. The state of her marriage, for instance, will be 
an issue. Yes, male candidates get asked about their marriages, 
too, especially if they've had more than one. But the answers 
don't matter very much. For Hillary, they are critical. 

To be sure, gender isn't the only issue that Hillary faces. After 
all, Hutchison said that while Hillary is qualified, there's no 
way she would ever vote for her; ideology trumps biology for 
most voters. But gender will always be an important part of her 
story. And the first woman elected president, whoever she is, will 
become the most powerful person in the world, an inspiration to 
generations of girls, a monument to the idea that change is pos­
sible. She'll become the mother of all role models. 

For decades, women have argued that role models and men­
tors would help create a mighty river of opportunity for women. 
And while women are increasingly visible, progress has been 
agonizingly slow. There are nowhere near as many women in 
the top ranks of most professions as people hoped or expected a 
generation ago. But in other ways, progress has been swift, if not 
always steady. In 1967, married women in Texas couldn't control 
their own property or their wages. 1967! Now the senior senator 
from Texas is a woman. So are the president of Chile, the chan­
cellor of Germany, the U.S. secretary of state, the C E O of eBay, 
and the president of Harvard. And potentially, the president of 
the United States. Together these women—and the thousands of 
women closer to home who are not only the nurses, teachers, and 
nuns, but also the doctors, lawyers, principals, entrepreneurs, 
and engineers—are certain to inspire young girls, and even a lot 
of boys, broadening their horizons, expanding their ideas about 
what's possible, whatever their politics. 
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As she traveled around the country in the early months of 
her campaign, Hillary Clinton said she was struck by two types 
of people who so often appeared at her events: women in their 
nineties who want to help make history and parents of young 
daughters. 

"As I go by shaking hands and meeting people," Hillary said 
in a speech in Ames, Iowa, "I often hear a dad or a mom lean 
over a little girl, and say, 'See, honey, you can be anything you 
want to be.' " 

Seeing really is believing. 





C h a p t e r 10 

REACHING CRITICAL M A S S 

"The thing women have got to learn is that 

nobody gives you power, you have to take it." 

R O S E A N N E B A R R , 

C O M E D I A N , ACTOR, A N D WRITER 

I opened my last briefing as White House press secretary with 
two David Letterman-style Top Ten Lists. The first was of 

the president's accomplishments from the year that was wind­
ing down, and the assembled scribes groaned as I recited such 
memorable milestones as the Interstate Banking Bill. The second 
was a list of things I wouldn't miss. Helen Thomas was both 
number ten and number two. She delighted at being a thorn in the 
White House's side, and feigned irritation that she hadn't been 
number one. The momentarily lighthearted mood turned a bit 
more serious, as reporters started peppering me with questions 
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about a $4 million advance that then-speaker Newt Gingrich had 
received for a series of books he was planning to write. 

"I haven't discussed this with the president, and I don't know 
what his thoughts are on this book," I said. 

"Can you take the question," asked a reporter, meaning would 
I go ask the president and then pass his response on to the press. 

"Sure," I started to answer, when the room burst into applause. 
Confused, I looked to my right, and was utterly stunned to see 
the president striding toward the podium. 

"I thought I should come in and get you out of hot water, since 
that's what you've been doing for me for years," he joked. 

He jousted a bit with the assembled reporters, then turned 
valedictory, offering me his parting gift. "I just wanted to come 
in here and say in front of all of you how very grateful I am for 
everything Dee Dee has done for me since long before I became 
president, starting in our campaign. I reminded her that the first 
trip we took together was on a little bitty airplane, and I fell 
asleep, which was some sort of comment about how helpful I 
would be in answering difficult questions. 

"And we've had a wonderful professional relationship; we've 
had a good personal friendship. I think she is one of the best 
people I have ever had the privilege of working with. And I'm 
really going to miss her." 

But before long, the beasts (as I lovingly called the reporters in 
the briefing room) had had enough of what the president thought 
about me; they wanted to know that he thought of Gingrich's 
book deal. He chuckled, amused by the predictability of it all. 
And a minute later, he was out the door. 

I was delighted by the president's cameo—and grateful for his 
words. (George Stephanopoulos and Mark Gearan had orga­
nized it, and I still love the picture of them peering around the 
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corner as the president entered the briefing, grinning broadly at 
my surprise.) The previous months had been brutal for me, as I 
had struggled to both re-create my job—and hold on to it. In the 
end, I settled for the former—and for the satisfaction of knowing 
that I had done my best to protect the president, to act honorably, 
and to draw a line in the sand about how women in similar posi­
tions should and would be treated. 

The beginning of the end came in July. After seventeen turbu­
lent months as president, Bill Clinton announced plans to shake 
up the West Wing, starting with the appointment of a new chief 
of staff, Leon Panetta. 

The night of the announcement, Panetta appeared on Larry 
King Live with his predecessor, Mack McLarty. When King 
asked them specifically if I might be leaving, they bobbled the 
question, leaving the impression that my future was in doubt. 
Although Panetta called later that evening to apologize and to 
say that he had "full confidence" in me, his comments—whether 
intentional or not—had made my fate an open question. I knew 
I was in for a bumpy ride. 

Across the next couple of weeks, the questions continued to 
swirl, as I tried to convince the president and Leon that they 
needed a stronger press secretary, someone with more access and 
more authority than I'd been given. I urged both of them to fix 
the job, with me in it. But also made clear that if they wanted 
someone else, I'd be gone in a heartbeat. 

At one point, Leon called me into his office, a flowchart map­
ping out the new structure for the press operation spread across 
his conference table. At the top was an uber-press secretary, a 
new position that had yet to be filled. It would go to a seasoned 
pro, someone with deep Washington experience who could pull 
the press and communications operations together. Below that 
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was a box called "Traveling Press Secretary"; that person—me— 
would handle the daily briefings and travel with the president. 

"It won't work," I told him, a bit surprised by my boldness. 
"And I won't take that job. You've got to have one person, and 
it's got to be clear. You can't split the job up." We agreed to keep 
talking. 

Toward the end of September, Mike McCurry, who was then 
chief spokesman at the State Department, met with Panetta; 
when word of the meeting leaked, the Reuters News Agency ran 
a story under the headline "State Department Aide to Become 
Clinton Spokesman." I was livid, and I marched down the hall 
to have it out with Leon. I'd been a loyal member of the team; 
surely I deserved better than to read about my replacement on 
the wires, I told him. Panetta was unsympathetic; he hadn't of­
fered anyone my job, he said—but he reserved the right to talk 
to whomever he pleased. Finally, Leon told me I needed to meet 
with the president. 

A few hours later, I walked into the Oval Office. The presi­
dent was sitting behind his desk, and I slipped into one of the 
hard-backed chairs facing him. I told him how disappointed I 
had been by the way things had been handled, that I felt like I'd 
been left to twist in the wind for months. Clinton said he knew it 
had been tough for me, that he'd never meant for that to happen 
and that he was genuinely sorry. Then we talked about what to 
do. "Fix the job, and give me a chance to do it," I said. "And I'll 
leave by the end of the year." That would reestablish the author­
ity of the press secretary in a way that would better serve him, 
I explained—and give me a chance to prove that I could do it, 
however briefly. 

I knew the president didn't want me to leave—not like this. 
But I think he knew I couldn't stay, not indefinitely, not now that 
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things with Leon had gone so far down the track. And all the 
reasons my status had become an issue in the first place were still 
there: The job as I'd been given it was compromised—and that 
had undermined me and fed doubts about my effectiveness. He 
wanted to give me a chance to get it right, but in many ways, it 
was too late. So he agreed to my terms—though neither of us was 
happy about how it was going to end. 

As I walked from the northwest gate to the West Wing en­
trance the next morning, a gaggle of cameras followed me. Over­
night, the story of my meeting with the president had leaked, 
and news of my "promotion" had become the early lead to the 
staff-change story. While I was gratified that the president had 
given me what I'd asked for, I also knew that my reprieve was 
temporary. By Christmas, I would be gone. 

The last months were both satisfying and difficult. I got the 
increased access, the traditional office, the higher rank and salary. 
After nearly two years, I finally felt I had the tools I needed to do 
my job. But the price I paid to get them was agreeing to leave. 

In addition, Panetta became one cold customer. In mid-
December, I was summoned to his office. "Be ready to leave by 
the end of the month," he said, as if he'd been looking forward to 
the moment for three months. He hadn't needed to tell me. 

As it turned out, December 22 was my last day. After my final 
briefing, I went back to my office, for the West Wing version 
of sitting shiva. There were stories and signed photos, cake and 
champagne. Friends and colleagues—some from the earliest days 
of the campaign, others from our time together in what would 
turn out to be the first quarter of Clinton's presidency—came to 
say good-bye. 

Later that evening, as I left the White House—for the last time 
as the president's press secretary—I knew my life would never be 
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the same. In some ways, the job hadn't been everything I had 
hoped. In others, it was more than I could have imagined. And 
for better and for worse, I would always be the first woman. 

BETTER ENDINGS 

I may have been the first, but I'm no longer the only. In Sep­
tember of 2007, President Bush named Dana Perino as his press 
secretary, making her the second woman to join the little club of 
presidential spokesmen. I was thrilled for her. More importantly, 
I was confident that she wouldn't confront many of the same 
issues that I had. She'd already been at the White House for 
several years, had been her predecessor's chief deputy and knew 
her way around Washington. She took over late in the president's 
tenure, rather than early. And nearly fifteen years later, it would 
be a whole lot more difficult to give a woman more responsibility 
than authority in that particular job. Different opportunities had 
created different expectations, and Dana's story will have a dif­
ferent ending than mine did. 

I actually got the chance to rewrite parts of my story—for 
television. And it was a kick. A few years after I left the Clinton 
administration, I got a call from Aaron Sorkin, the gifted writer 
who had already had several hits on Broadway and in film, 
including A Few Good Men and The American President. He was 
now turning his talent to television, developing a series that would 
become The West Wing. Would I be interested in joining the show 
as a consultant, he asked? I jumped at the chance. For the next six 
years, I worked with the writers, producers, directors, and actors 
to help add a bit of verisimilitude to the show's characters and 
events. It was a rare opportunity to learn about another business— 
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television drama—from the inside, and to meet and work with a 
wonderful and talented team. I loved it—and often joked that if 
I'd known there was a job where you were supposed to make things 
up, I never would have wasted all those years in politics. 

Among other things, I helped shape story lines based on what 
I had seen and experienced during my time in the "real" West 
Wing. And it was in working through certain memories that I 
got to take things that happened to me—and make them come 
out better for my T V alter ego, the press secretary C. J. Cregg. 

There were two episodes in particular that were especially 
satisfying. In one, C.J. is left out of the information loop, as 
I was, as the president plans to take military action against a 
foreign country. But unlike me, she finds out about the strike 
before it happens, and helps the president and the administration 
successfully communicate its actions to the public. In the other, 
C.J. has to have a root canal (a plot device that Aaron created 
simply because Allison Janney, the wonderful actress who played 
C.J., is such a brilliant physical comedian). After the procedure, 
C.J. can't brief the press, so her colleague Josh Lyman takes the 
podium in her place. His clumsy and imprecise remarks create a 
monetary crisis—driving home the self-serving point that brief­
ing is harder than it looks. 

Not long ago, after I made a speech on a college campus, a 
young woman came up and said to me, "Oh, so you're like C. J. 
Cregg." 

"No," I said, mindful of C.J.'s slightly altered circumstances. 
"She's like me." 

Television isn't the only place where women are rewriting history. 
Increasingly, they're taking the experience of their predecessors— 
the men and women who came before them—and creating their 
own story lines, with new opportunities and better endings. 
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Several years ago, Frances Kaiser, the sheriff of Kerr County, 
Texas, arrived at the home of a man she had known for many 
years. Going through a divorce and distraught, the man had a 
gun and was threatening to kill himself. "I knew that he really 
didn't want to do that. I knew him," she said later. "I went in and 
I told him that he needed a hug. And I put my arm around his 
shoulder. He was sitting in a chair with the gun down between 
his knees, and when I touched him and put my arm around him, 
he just wilted, he just relaxed. And the other officer that was 
with me took the gun. 

"I would probably never do that again, you know, after I 
thought about it," she explained. "But I did it from the heart. 
I did it with compassion. I did it because I knew that he really 
didn't want to do that. But he was crying out for help." 

Kaiser calls it tough love. "We have to make people account­
able for their actions, but we also have to be there to support 
them. And I think we as females have that trait, where maybe 
males do not have that trait. And I take pride in saying that be­
cause I feel that way about myself, and I feel that that's probably 
why I am where I am today." 

It's easy to imagine a different ending to that particular story. 
But one woman—acting on instinct and with compassion— 
brought a whole range of new options to an all-too-familiar situ­
ation. And she created a better outcome for everyone involved. 

THE THATCHER QUESTION 

When I told people I was writing a book exploring the ways women 
have changed public life, the most common response—particularly 
from men—was: Well, what about Margaret Thatcher? Isn't she 
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proof that women in power don't change anything? After all, the 
Iron Lady, as she was dubbed by the Soviet press after treating 
that country to one of her rhetorical beatings, governed like a 
man. True, she was a no-nonsense conservative who believed that 
responsible individuals were the building blocks of a responsible 
society, that government should do less so that people could do 
more, that individual initiative alone could restore the glory of 
Britain. Rectitude, not compassion, was her hallmark. Among the 
more memorable elements of her decade-plus tenure as prime min­
ister were the war in the Falkland Islands, her standoff with labor 
unions, and her friendship with Ronald Reagan. None showcased 
the softer side of politics that people like me often expect—or at 
least hope—to find when there are more women. 

Neither Thatcher, nor the feminist leaders of the day, con­
sidered her one of their own. The writer Jill Tweedy once said, 
"Mrs. Thatcher is a woman but not a sister." And Mrs. Thatcher 
made it clear she didn't like "strident females." "I like people with 
ability who don't run the feminist wicket too hard. If you get 
somewhere, it is because of your ability as a person, not because 
of your sex." 

The movement, as such, was clearly not her thing. And yet, 
she saw clear differences between men and women. "In politics, 
if you want anything said, ask a man. If you want anything done, 
ask a woman," she once famously said. And if she believed that 
her gender didn't account for her success, she also seemed to be­
lieve that the particular qualities she brought to the job because 
she was a woman were damned important. "I've got a woman's 
ability to stick to a job and get on with it when everyone else 
walks off and leaves it," she once said. Clearly, she believed that 
women had much to contribute—and that the increased pres­
ence of women would make things better. "The woman's mission 
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is not to enhance the masculine spirit, but to express the femi­
nine. Hers is not to preserve a man-made world, but to create a 
human world by the infusion of the feminine element into all of 
its activities." In other words, women, by their very nature, could 
change the world. And clearly she didn't mean by simply tending 
hearth and home. 

Some might argue that Thatcher's presence did little to infuse 
the global political sphere she occupied with the "feminine ele­
ment." But is it really fair to expect one woman to change a 
system created by men and for men over countless generations? 
She faced all of the predictable obstacles that women had long 
faced. When Thatcher led her conservative party to an impres­
sive victory in May of 1979, becoming the first woman to head a 
modern Western government, the late R. W. Apple of the New 
York Times wrote about some of her perceived weaknesses. "Her 
voice and her manner reminded many voters of unfondly remem­
bered schoolmates, and many of those who liked her policies 
could not bring themselves to help her become Prime Minister." 

W h e n Thatcher became prime minister, the vast majority of 
members of Parliament, of her government, of the leadership of 
the Conservative Party, and of the power structure of the UK and 
the world were men. Wi th the possible exception of the queen, 
who got where she was by the happenstance of birth ("the lucky 
sperm club," as a friend of mine would say), she was without 
female peers. Yet somehow, despite being vastly outnumbered in 
a world where she had to adopt a long list of male behaviors to 
succeed, she was supposed to change it all single-handedly. 

That's not to say that Margaret Thatcher couldn't have done 
more. She appointed just one female minister during more than a 
decade as prime minister, a fact that frustrated women in both the 
Conservative and Labour movements. As Patricia Hewitt, a min-
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ister in Tony Blair's cabinet, told the BBC, "Margaret Thatcher 
damaged women's place in the workplace, undermined families 
and communities, and did nothing for women in public life. It 
was a wasted opportunity on a gargantuan scale." 

But is it really fair to say she "did nothing for women in public 
life?" When she became prime minister in 1979, there were only 
twenty-seven female members of Parliament, and when she left 
Downing Street in 1990, there were forty-three. Clearly, there 
were other forces at play, as women assumed more political power 
in many parts of the world. But Thatcher obliterated any ques­
tions about whether a woman could be tough enough to lead. 

Kim Campbell, the first woman to serve as prime minister of 
Canada, says Thatcher "created a constituency for women lead­
ers where one hadn't existed before." As she traveled across the 
country during her tenure, Campbell said, "people were very ex­
cited about having a woman as prime minister. Little old men 
would come up to me and say, 'Oh, you're going to be our Maggie 
Thatcher.' Well, I wasn't really much like Margaret Thatcher, 
but she had created this image of a strong woman leader." 

MORE THAN O N E 

Not long ago, Xerox began planning for succession. On the brink 
of bankruptcy just a few years earlier, Xerox had fought its way 
back to financial health, and the powers-that-be wanted to avoid 
some of the transition mistakes that had helped put them in such 
a precarious position in the first place. But almost everything else 
about the process was unusual. 

First, the board of directors had such confidence in the C E O 
who had engineered the turnaround and in the longtime heir 
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apparent that it gave the two virtually unprecedented authority 
to work out the details themselves. The players—both consid­
ered straight talkers—discussed their challenges with a rare level 
of openness in the hopes that corporate America might learn 
something from their process. And when Ursula Burns takes 
over from Ann Mulcahy, it will mark the first time in Fortune 
500 history that one woman C E O will succeed another. 

In a series of conversations with Fortune magazine, Mulcahy 
and Burns didn't talk much about the fact that they were women; 
they didn't have to. 

It showed in the metaphors they used. When describing the 
challenge of relinquishing power, Mulcahy said it's difficult to 
give up both "clarity of control" and "the incredible pull of being 
needed all the time. It's like your kids growing up, I guess, right? 
'Oh, I'm not the center of the universe anymore.' " 

It was clear in their approach to leadership. "At this level, it's 
not about 'I told you to do it, now go do it,' " Mulcahy said. "Some 
people do their own thing. Some people have to be hugged and 
loved. To her credit, Ursula gets it." 

And it was obvious in the way they communicated with each 
other. "We talk about everything," Burns said. "Movie stars, the 
famous people, business. You know, our kids, big time about our 
kids." 

A generation ago, it would have been hard to imagine they 
could talk like that, think like that, lead like that—and still 
make it into the executive suite. Not once, which might have 
been called a fluke. But twice. Back to back. Mulcahy and Burns 
didn't adopt all the tribal customs of men. Instead, they wrote 
their own story; they created their own ending. 

If one or two women can change an outcome, how many 
women does it take to change the culture, to create an environ-
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ment where women no longer have to conform to male norms? 
When do we reach critical mass? (The term "critical mass" is bor­
rowed from physics, and it refers to the smallest amount of fissile 
material required to start an irreversible chain reaction.) 

Sometimes "a few" just isn't enough. During my years in the 
White House, there were a respectable number of women in top 
positions. But despite our increased visibility—and the certainty of 
some shared experiences—the women of Clinton's White House 
didn't really band together to share information, strengthen al­
liances, or just seek relief from the frustrations of our jobs, not 
all of which were gender-specific. Christine Varney, who served 
as the administration's first director of cabinet affairs, and I dis­
cussed this over lunch recently. We agreed that both of us could 
have benefited from spending more time with the other women in 
comparable, and at times isolating, positions. So why didn't we? 

Some of the answers—there weren't enough hours in the day, 
we didn't always have overlapping responsibilities—are both true, 
and incomplete. Also at play was the sense that as women, we 
were already a little marginalized. Spending too much time with 
other women—or taking up the cause of women more broadly— 
would just push us that much further from the all-important 
center of power. Most women seemed to feel that in order to 
survive, let alone get anything done, they had to make common 
cause with the players—and far more often than not, the players 
were men. In hindsight, it seems clear that we were wrong, that 
having an occasional dinner together would have empowered us, 
or at least given us the chance to compare notes and confirm that 
we weren't the only ones. But at the time, something kept us from 
doing it; something led us to believe, perhaps unconsciously, that 
there would be a price to pay. 

Of course, Hillary Clinton was an important player in that 
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White House. Not only was she the president's wife—and the 
first First Lady in history to have come to the role with a pro­
fession, a career, and a power base all her own—she was also a 
policy player and a political force, particularly during the years 
that I was there. Then, as now, her staff was largely a loyal cadre 
of women who were less likely to leak or to leave than those of 
us who worked for her husband. And then, as now, she had a 
large circle of friends, mostly women, outside the White House, 
whom she'd been collecting since her days at Wellesley. But her 
relationship with the women who worked in the West Wing was 
at times more complicated. 

I, for one, never felt she was particularly supportive of me—or 
even sympathetic to the ways in which being a young woman made 
my job harder. In some ways, I understood that her challenges 
were bigger than dealing with me: In the fall of 1994, as I was 
trying to save my job, she was dealing with the collapse of health 
care (for which she was amply blamed), the Republican takeover 
of Congress, and a husband in political crisis. If the choice was 
changing the press secretary or changing the president, it was a 
no-brainer. And yet. It wouldn't have killed her to show some 
empathy, even if she stopped well short of coming to my aid. 

That said, I think Hillary often felt that the president's staff 
wasn't particularly supportive of her. She believed that privately— 
and sometimes publicly—we were all-too-eager to throw her 
under the bus if it might improve her husband's political for­
tunes, however briefly. And sometimes she was right. 

Still, Hillary fought hard for the priorities that had been im­
portant to her throughout her years in public life. She used her 
considerable power to advocate not just for health care reform 
but also for early childhood education, protections against do­
mestic violence, and more women (and minorities) at all levels of 
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government, among other things. And because those issues were 
important to her, they became important, period. Her presence 
made a difference. But her power was still derivative; she wasn't 
the boss. And the culture of the Whi te House was vastly more 
the president's than hers; it was still a place where women were 
outnumbered—and too often out of the loop. 

Wha t would the White House be like if Hillary were presi­
dent, if her power were rooted not in her marriage but in the 
Constitution? Time may tell. Her years as First Lady surely hold 
some clues. But more important, it seems to me, are her years 
in the Senate. I didn't work for her (or anyone else) there, but 
the record seems to suggest that when the power is her own, she 
wears it more lightly—and uses it to great effect. 

THE RIGHT NUMBER 

"I happen to believe there is strength in numbers," says Alexis 
Herman. "I think the more of us you have in these hallowed 
places, then I think some of those barriers are going to naturally 
fall. I think the more we still have one or two women in key en­
vironments, it's still a disproportionate burden." 

A recent study of corporate boards found it takes three women 
to really change the dynamic in the board room. A lone woman 
is often made to feel she represents the "woman's point of view," 
and can be left out of decision-making discussions and even 
social gatherings. Adding a second woman helps. But the "magic 
seems to occur when three or more women serve on a board 
together," the study concludes. Suddenly, women are no longer 
seen as outsiders, and their influence on the content and process 
of discussions increases substantially. 
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Women bring a "collaborative dynamic" that increases the 
amount of listening, social support, and win-win problem solving. 
They take on difficult issues, ask tough questions, and demand 
direct and detailed answers. And they bring different ideas and 
perspectives to the table, broadening the content of board dis­
cussions. In short, adding women makes the process more pro­
ductive. 

Of course, the magic number isn't always three. Would that 
it were. Different circumstances require different solutions. It 
may take more women to change the culture at a large aerospace 
company than a small accounting firm. A handful of women 
may be more powerful in an American state legislature than in 
the parliament of a deeply patriarchal African nation. There isn't 
a simple answer to the question, "How many?" But more often 
than not, it's still "more." 

"In order for [men] to embrace you, in order for them to 
support you, you almost have to think like them," says Wan-
gari Maathai. "And sometimes by doing that you are joining 
the bandwagon that you are trying to change. So I think that 
we need to continue working very hard to have more and more 
women get into leadership, and sometimes I think, well, maybe 
50 percent is too ambitious. But if we had even a third present—a 
third—we might begin to make men think differently." 

In fact, much of the literature suggests that when women 
make up roughly a third of legislatures or other elected bodies, 
they begin to have a significantly greater effect. But again, it's 
not always that simple. Studies show that women begin to have 
an impact much sooner, when they constitute something closer 
to a sixth. (Interestingly, the U.S. Congress is just now reaching 
that point.) But their power is usually limited. Even when they 
get closer to that elusive one-third, many of the men—who have 
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often been in the legislature longer and hold more positions of 
power—are disproportionately influential. 

Worldwide, only fifteen countries have national legislatures that 
are one-third or more women. But that experience shows that it 
does make a difference. In Denmark, Finland, and Sweden, more 
public resources are spent on programs like child care and paren­
tal leave that allow women to balance work and family. In South 
Africa, women have led efforts to make sure that government 
resources don't disproportionately benefit men. And in Rwanda, 
women have been able to change laws that once prohibited them 
from owning or inheriting property. 

The changes ripple, like waves across a pond. Ritt Bjerre-
gaard, the powerful mayor of Copenhagen (and former Euro­
pean Union commissioner), is trying to increase the number of 
women leaders in municipal government. And one of her strate­
gies? Encouraging new fathers to take more time off when their 
children are born. The city offers up to forty-eight weeks of leave 
for new mothers and fathers, fourteen of them with full pay. But 
Bjerregaard found that while new moms were taking an average 
of 120 days, new dads were taking only fourteen. In an effort 
to nudge dads to take more time—and thereby spread the time 
away from work more equally between both parents—the mayor 
sends new fathers a package that includes a nursing bottle, bib, 
and diapers. And she expects them to use it. 

Every country that has achieved critical mass has some form 
of proportional representation. In one widely used form, each 
political party submits a list of candidates to voters, and is then 
awarded representatives in proportion to the number of votes it 
gets. Parties and candidates who receive a block of votes—but 
not necessarily a majority—can earn seats, thereby increasing the 
representation of racial and ideological minorities and women. In 
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addition, most of those countries also use some form of quotas 
and campaign subsidies. 

THE MORE WOMEN SUCCEED 

Of course, culture is also key. All of the Nordic countries— 
Sweden, Norway, Finland, Denmark, and Iceland—have long 
traditions of women in positions of authority. In 1906, Finland 
became the first country in Europe to give women the right to 
vote. (New Zealand had led the world in 1893.) In 1924, Nina 
Bang became Denmark's education minister. And in 1990, Elis­
abeth Rehn became Finland's defense minister, the first woman 
in the West to do so. But she immediately bumped up against 
an unusual obstacle: For generations, male political and business 
leaders regularly met in the sauna. "I certainly prefer to discuss 
matters with my clothes on," she made clear at the time. 

All five countries are strong, mature democracies. All have 
national legislatures that are at least one-third women. And most 
have elected women as prime ministers, presidents, or both. Re­
searchers say it's an extension of the Nordic region's agrarian 
and egalitarian history. "Rural communities were by and large 
matriarchal, and women worked alongside men," says Raimo 
Vayrynen, a political science professor at the University of Notre 
Dame. 

It's worth noting that each year, the United Nations evaluates 
countries based on criteria such as life expectancy, income, and 
education. And for six years running, Norway has been named 
the best place in the world to live. Maybe it's not entirely due to 
the influence of women. Then again, five of the top ten coun­
tries have had women leaders in recent years. (The United States 
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was ranked eighth.) What's more, the presence of women doesn't 
seem to have done much harm. The comedian Elayne Boosler 
pointed out recently that Norway has a vibrant economy based 
on oil and gas, mining, shipbuilding, fishing, and paper prod­
ucts. "Mary Kay cosmetics overtook none of these industries," 
she said. 

More women have led governments in South Asia than in 
any other region of the world—but there, the culture is dynastic 
rather than egalitarian. For the most part, Asia's women leaders 
have been the daughters, wives, or widows of powerful men. 
Indira Gandhi became India's first female prime minister several 
years after her father died of a sudden illness. And many of the 
other women leaders, particularly the firsts, came to power in the 
wake of the hanging, shooting, or bombing of a male relative. 
The circumstances of these women's ascension generally gave 
them political legitimacy: Each was carrying the torch of the 
martyred hero. But most had little or no political experience, 
and the results have been mixed. Sirimavo Bandaranaike of 
Sri Lanka became the world's first female prime minister after 
her husband was assassinated. Corazon Aquino became the de 
facto opposition leader in the Philippines—and was then elected 
president—in the wake of her husband's assassination. And 
Benazir Bhutto's ascent to power in Pakistan began when her 
father was overthrown in a coup and then executed. She later 
became the first female prime minister of a Muslim country and 
served two nonconsecutive terms, but she left office both times 
amid allegations of corruption. After nearly a decade in exile, 
she returned to Pakistan in the fall of 2007, intending to run 
again for parliament. A populist and secular leader, she remained 
deeply controversial, and twelve days before the January 2008 
elections, she was assassinated. 
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Even in countries without a history of dynastic tragedy, women 
more often have been chosen to lead by their peers in parliament 
than by voters in direct elections. In addition to Thatcher in the 
United Kingdom, past and present leaders such as Angela Merkel 
of Germany, Golda Meir of Israel, and Tansu Ciller of Turkey 
all came to power through their party structures. That's not to 
say that they didn't work hard to earn respect and authority; they 
did. Or that parliamentary elections aren't often a referendum on 
a particular leader; they are. Still, it's more difficult for women to 
win national elections, where they have to earn the confidence of 
millions of voters, than interparty contests, where hundreds—or 
even dozens—of their colleagues decide. 

But even that's changing, and countries around the world are 
increasingly choosing women in national elections: Finland, Ni­
caragua, and Latvia have all elected women presidents. And Ire­
land, the Philippines, and Switzerland have each elected two. 

In 2005, Liberia made Ellen Johnson-Sirleaf the first woman 
elected president of an African country, and in 2006, Chile made 
Michelle Bachelet the first woman president in South America. 
The following year, Argentina also elected a woman president, 
Cristina Fernandez de Kirchner. Significantly, Fernandez de 
Kirchner crushed thirteen opponents, winning a decisive victory. 
What's more, the candidate who finished second was also a 
woman, and between them, the two top contenders won more 
than 70 percent of the vote. Wi th capable women poised to 
compete for high office in countries like Paraguay and Brazil, it's 
possible that more than half the residents of South America—a 
continent once synonymous with machismo—will soon be led by 
women, a reality unimaginable even a few short years ago. 

The bottom line is: The more women succeed, the more 
women succeed. 
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And then there's Hillary Clinton. She became the twenty-first 
American woman to run for president of the United States— 
beginning with Victoria Woodhull in 1872 (nearly fifty years before 
women had the right to vote)—but the first to have a real chance 
to win. When the United States finally elects a woman president, 
it will signal a global sea change: For the first time, a woman will 
lead at least one country on every continent except Antarctica. 
And for the first time since humans split from our chimpanzee 
ancestors and marched out of the jungle toward a more civilized 
future, a woman would be the most powerful person on the planet. 

Nothing will ever be quite the same. 

CHANGING THE WORLD 

I wasn't the first woman to be the first woman; nor will I be the 
last. We all stand on the shoulders of those who came before us, 
the countless others who stuck their necks out—and sometimes 
got their heads knocked off—for going where no woman had 
gone before. Not all of them were trying to advance the interests 
of the sisterhood. Still, because of them, those of us who followed 
have had more, different, and better opportunities. I know I have. 
And I owe a great debt to the women who blazed new trails in 
politics and government and journalism and business. And while 
progress hasn't always been as fast as many of us would have liked, 
the climb has been steady. And it continues. As Fortune magazine 
said in its annual feature listing the fifty most powerful women in 
America, "On the whole, we are optimistic; the trend is genuine 
and sustained progress that is good for women—and good for the 
companies they serve." Good, too, for the communities and the 
countries they serve. Good, in fact, for the entire planet. 
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"What I think is interesting is when women become pres­
ent in greater numbers, they have greater confidence in being 
able to be women. And not only do they then speak in different 
voices—and perhaps we begin to see if there are any differences 
in their outlook—but they also change the culture," said former 
Canadian prime minister Kim Campbell. 

Sometimes, it takes one woman; sometimes, it takes many. 
Almost always, I've found, when there are enough women in the 
room so that everyone stops counting, women become free to act 
like women. 

It's then that we can eliminate double standards and accept 
that men and women are different—and that they bring a dif­
ferent range of experiences, skills, and strengths to public life. 
It's then that we can start to value women as much as men and 
to retool our institutions to fit the broad range of choices that 
women—and men—make. It's then that we can expand our defi­
nition of leadership—and of the language we use to describe it. 
It's then that we'll have more representative government, better 
schools, and more effective diplomacy. We'll have stronger com­
munities and a fairer society. We'll be able to reduce conflict and 
build a better future. 

It's then that we can take advantage of all that each of us has to 
offer. And it is then that women will rule the world. And when 
women rule, we will have changed the very definition of power. 
We will have changed the world. 
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