Group Helps Women Enter Politics
By GINA SMITH

When Tameika Isaac Devine decided to run for Columbia City Council, she found herself short on female mentors but long on critics who said voters would not elect a woman.

The critics said she shouldn’t run; that juggling her family life, legal career and political ambitions would be impossible.

A new nonpartisan, nonprofit group, the Southeastern Institute for Women in Politics, hopes to change the often rocky entrance of women into the political world.

The goal? Recruit and train women to run for political office.

“The lack of women in elected office is a problem that won’t take care of itself,” Donna DeWitt, chairwoman of the institute, said at a Monday press conference. “Qualified women are out there now. ... They need help to make that next step.”

The first event is a daylong workshop Feb. 8 to show women how to run for office and deal with the demands of holding office. There also will be a fundraiser for the institute.

South Carolina ranks 50th in the nation in the percentage of women in elected office. Only 9 percent of the members of the state House, state Senate, statewide-elected offices and federally elected offices are women.

That’s down markedly from 1992, when the state ranked 36th in the nation in the number of women holding elected office.

The cause of the shift is unclear.

State Rep. Joan Brady, R-Richland, said it likely has to do with the hectic lives of women as they run households, raise children and work outside the home.

“Also, women are not yet as confident in seeking (political) positions,” she said. “But I tell them, ‘You may not be involved in politics, but politics is involved with you.’”

As for Devine, she ran for office and never looked back. She hopes other women will run, too.

“You can’t sit and complain about things if you don’t get involved,” she said. “With women, we make things better for our children, for other children. So it’s worth the sacrifices, knowing that’s the difference you make.”

