Shattering the Political Glass Ceiling: Local Women Pursue a Passion for Politics

By Brian Flinchpaugh

Melissa Hattman feels passionate about education at the junior college level.

As the head of Student Transfer Services and Articulation at the University of Missouri-St. Louis, Hattman sees education as a way of correcting society's ills.

She never thought about running for office until four days before the filing deadline in January. She learned about an open seat on the St. Louis Community College District Board of Trustees in Subdistrict 1, an area reaching from Florissant to Clayton. She decided to file her candidacy for the April election. Now she faces the problem of how to go about getting elected.


"When I got back from filing, I thought about that," Hattman said. "I needed to figure out what to do.”


Hattman's candidacy is an example of the growing number of women who literally have changed the face of politics in the last few decades.


Hillary Clinton's bid for the Democratic presidential nomination may have focused attention on women's role in politics. But it's a revolution that has been under way since the beginning of the women’s movement in the 1970s.


However, women may have a ways to go to be more fully integrated in public policy making.


Vivian Eveloff, director of the Sue Shear Institute for Women in Public Life at UMSL, said even though Missouri has a woman as a senator - Claire McCaskill - less than 21 percent of Missouri state legislators are women. That's in a state where women make up more than 50 percent of the population. The national average for state legislatures is 23.6 percent.


But running for president, senator or for the state legislature probably isn't the first step for most people with aspirations for political office or civic involvement, Eveloff said.


The Sue Shear Institute is a nonpartisan educational organization that helps women get a taste for public life and experience by running for a city council, school board or trustee seat.


Hattman was among seven women who recently attended the institute's "Pipeline to Local Office" workshop at UMSL. It is a primer for people running an election campaign, no matter what their gender is.

"It's not rocket science or voodoo," Eveloff said. "It's work." (See related story).

It's also about keeping the passion for public life that drove people like Vinita Park mayor Virginia Bira to enter politics.


Bira, 75, remains passionate about serving the roughly 2,000 people living in the city. She has been mayor for 23 years, the longest-serving mayor in St. Louis County. She served 11 years as an alderman before she was elected mayor in 1984. She’s never lost an election.


Bira is a full-time mayor, running the city without a city administrator.

“I’m (on) 24-7,” she said.


Two years into her latest term, Bira said her children tell her she should retire. But if the mayoral election were tomorrow, Bira said, she’d file again.

“I just have to help somebody, I have to have a cause,” she said.


The cause that got her into politics was the need for city parks, a need she saw firsthand when she worked as a school secretary.


When she first ran for mayor, Bira said many people still didn't trust women in politics. She remembers knocking on the door of a male resident who said he wasn't sure he would even let his wife vote for her. Instead of being offended, Bira said she tried to win him over.


"One day, the man came up to me and said, 'I owe you an apology. You're like Esther in the Bible,’” she said.


Bira said she tries to listen and assess her constituents' needs. Her proudest accomplishments are stabilizing neighborhoods, adding parks and having 13 police officers, which is more law enforcement personnel per capita than any other municipality, she said. The city also has more than 100 businesses, she added.

Early on, Bira learned that public service also had its surprises.


The day after she took office in 1984, Bira said, a city resident was killed when a garage collapsed on top of him. She found herself crawling under the building with medical examiner Mary Case to help identify the victim.


The police chief couldn't be reached, and a city official was required to sign off on the case.

“I thought, ‘What in the world have I gotten into?” she said.


Candidates face a range of duties during campaigns

Vivian Eveloff, director of the Sue Shear Institute for Women in Public Life at UMSL, recently led a workshop that helps women who are running for public office or are considering it.


Topics ranged from how to develop a campaign plan to how to raise money.

A successful candidacy usually involves careful planning under a tight timetable, Eveloff said.


Running for even a local office can include mounting a petition drive, setting up bank accounts, developing one-page "palmcards" to hand out, deciding where to knock on doors, mailing brochures, scheduling poll workers and installing yard signs.


"One of the things that is absolutely fixed is time," Eveloff said. "You (the workshop's participants) only have about 70 days left to make that happen."

A winning campaign plan is part basic marketing and fundraising, part research and part overcoming anxiety that women sometimes have about asking for votes and money, Eveloff said.


It involves poring over election board lists and results from past elections to target "frequent" voters in a ward and determining how many voters are needed to win.


It's asking for money, sometimes from friends, colleagues and family, but often from people who give money in elections.


"Very seldom do you have people come up to you and say, 'You haven't asked for money, and I’m going to give it to you,” Eveloff said.


It’s having someone go with a candidate while she is canvassing.

“If you’re out there alone, it’s awful to go home,” Eveloff said.

It’s adapting to the unforeseen and maintaining a sense of humor.


Eveloff said that one time while campaigning, she knocked on a door and was greeted by a man who wasn’t wearing any clothes.


”What you really want to do in that case is maintain eye contact,” she said.


If everything goes right and the candidate wins, what's the next step?

"You are a public official, and people want access to you," said Webster Groves Mayor Gerry Welch.

And that access can cut into personal and family life.

"There are people I know who are public officials who don't go grocery shopping in their community," she said.
