The Dilemma of Gender and Race

By Lisa Chedekel and Regine Laboissiere

Voters Weigh Implications of Unprecedented Choice

As a longtime Connecticut Democrat, Emily Zimmerman has seen the ascent of many more women than blacks to statewide political office — members of Congress, governors and other elected leaders.


Still, the 56-year-old Bridgeport resident is firm in her belief that the election of a woman as president would be more historic than the election of an African American.

"I think the election of a woman would have much more historical significance. Not so much here in Connecticut, but nationally, it would really be something to see a woman win," said Zimmerman, who is supporting New York Sen. Hillary Rodham Clinton. "Down South, unfortunately, I can't see a woman breaking through. We've got a long way to go in how women are perceived and judged."

Gender and race politics are weighing in the presidential election in ways they never have before, with some Democrats viewing the runoff between Clinton and Illinois Sen. Barack Obama as a double-or-nothing shot at making history.

The two Democratic front-runners are closely aligned on issues, so the politics of identity has ballooned in importance, prompting new theories on the power of cultural allegiances and sparking "who's-got-it-tougher?" dinner-table debates.

A Hartford Courant/Center for Survey Research and Analysis poll of likely primary voters, conducted Jan. 9-17, found Democrats evenly split on whether the election of a woman or an African American would be more historic. But that split was driven largely by gender: Democratic women said the election of a woman would be more significant; Democratic men said the election of a black president would be a bigger deal.


The poll also found that Democratic women had stronger feelings about seeing a woman elected first, with 52 percent saying they'd "rather see" a woman and 14 percent favoring an African American.


Democratic men were not nearly so invested in who makes history: 25 percent said they'd rather see a woman first, 24 percent said they'd prefer an African American and 29 percent opted for “neither.”


Among Republicans, both men and women said the election of an African American would be more historic.


The poll did not break down voters by race, so it did not gauge differences in sentiment between blacks and whites.


"Democratic women are alone among the parties and genders in thinking electing a woman would be more historic," said Monika McDermott, research director for the polling center, which is at the University of Connecticut, and an assistant professor of political science at UConn. "Men in the Democratic Party, and Republicans overall, just don't have a strong preference on who gets elected first. The symbolism doesn’t mean much to them.”


The gender divide among Democrats isn't surprising, given that women have “a horse in the race,” McDermott said.


Democratic women are the force pushing Clinton ahead of Obama in the statewide poll, favoring her by 52 percent to 21 percent for Obama. Among Democratic men, the two are running neck-and-neck, with Obama winning 33 percent to Clinton's 31 percent. Overall, Clinton is 14 percentage points ahead.

But the sentiment among Democratic women that the election of a woman would be more historic than that of an African American is noteworthy, given the political landscape in Connecticut, where far more women have held public office than blacks. Connecticut has seen two women governors, six congresswomen and 18 women in statewide office, while there have been no African American governors, one black congressman and five black statewide officeholders. Women make up slightly more than half the state's population; African Americans comprise about 10 percent.


Nationally, women also have outnumbered blacks as governors, senators and presidential candidates.

‘Huge’ Gender Gap


Voters who say the election of a woman would be more significant probably aren't counting heads in Congress as much as they are expressing their allegiance to Clinton, said Debbie Walsh, director of the Center for American Women and Politics at Rutgers University.


"I think it's hard to know, at this point, is this support for Hillary or for the generic concept of a woman?” Walsh said.


"Certainly, for many women, there's a tug of 'oh wow, this would be big, this would be historic,'" Walsh said, pointing out that, in some ways, Clinton has talked about making history more than Obama. "But at this point, with [strong allegiances] to candidates, I think it's hard to ask these questions as generics."

Walsh said the 21-point gender gap in the Connecticut poll — 52 percent of Democratic woman supporting Clinton, compared with 31 percent of men — was "huge."

Lex Paulson, an Obama campaign volunteer organizing Connecticut's 4th Congressional District, said Clinton and Obama have appealed to voters in different ways.


Obama "doesn't play traditional identity politics. Obama's message is, 'we have to bring power to people who have too little of it.' His message is not based on comparing genders or comparing races, but uniting them," he said.

Clinton supporters in Connecticut say some women who view the election of a woman as more groundbreaking may be looking at history through a personal lens.

"I think they're answering from their own personal souls — that it would be more historic for them," said Sandra Brenner, a Clinton supporter who participated in the poll. "There's a sense that [Clinton has] risen above the kinds of things we've all had to deal with, the patronizing attitudes or the double standards.”


Brenner, a retired teacher who lives in New Milford, said gender wasn't a factor in her decision to support Clinton, whose "brains and experience" won her over. She thinks the election of an African American, more than a woman, would "make the world sit up and take notice." But she is looking past history in choosing a candidate.


"I'm happy she's a woman, but that isn't a defining factor," she said of Clinton. "The same way I hope people don't vote based on race, I would hope they don’t vote based on body parts.”


Personal Experience


April Capone Almon understands the pull of gender politics firsthand: She needed the support of women voters to help her become the first female mayor of East Haven last year, and she got it. Like Clinton, she said, she downplayed the historical significance of her run. But women took up the cause, all the same.


"I never made an issue out of it, but I found there were a lot of women who identified with me, the way women are identifying with Hillary," said Capone Almon, who is backing Clinton. "Older women, especially, they were just so excited to see me doing something that wasn't a possibility for them."

Capone Almon said younger women may not feel the tug of gender the way those who lived through the women's movement might, and may identify more closely with Obama, 46, because of his relative youth.


Paulson, the 27-year-old Obama volunteer, agreed. He said his mother, a feminist, "was on the fence a lot longer than my dad or I was, because the idea of a woman president was a far more radical thing [for her generation] than it is for ours.”


He said younger voters "have a far more subtle approach to voting historically, voting to make history, voting to break barriers. The barriers that we see are drawn in a more complicated way. ... One of the reasons why Barack Obama is so captivating is he is not a peg that fits in any hole. He doesn't fit into a category. He defies categories.”


Alicia Dutil, 25, of Bristol, said that while the election of a woman would be "great to see," she is supporting Obama because she likes his stands on issues such as the war and health care.


"I would never vote for a woman just because of her gender," Dutil said. "I've heard many, many people say that they would vote for Hillary just to see a woman in the White House, and I think that just cheapens your vote.”


Walsh, of Rutgers, said that while gender and race are both in play, voters have made it clear "you're not going to get us just on race. You're not going to get us just on gender." She said pollsters "are struggling with the question: How strong is the tug?”

A Male View


For men such as Ray Seligson, a physician from Madison who supports Clinton, the possibility of breaking barriers is worth a conversation, but not a vote.

"I probably would feel like it's more historic for an African American to get elected. I'm in a state that has had two women governors. A woman doesn't feel as unexpected to me," Seligson said. "I think, historically, although African Americans got the vote before women, the overall political forces are more against African Americans.”


But he said those considerations haven't weighed in his thinking. "I'm looking at the people and the issues,” he said.


Race and gender do weigh in the thoughts of some black women voters, who say they've felt both tugs while trying to focus on the candidates' positions and records. Gail Crockett, a state employee from West Hartford, decided to support Obama after giving both him and Clinton a lot of thought.

"It's not a gender issue for many women of color," Crockett said. "It is truly a strange confluence of events for our community. It's causing a lot of folks — particularly women, particularly women of color — to think a lot more clearly about ho they want to lead the country.”


Crockett said Obama's biracial background swayed her decision.

"I have an African American son. I know what it's like to raise a child and worry about the lack of positive role models," she said. "All the talk about role models — and here we have one, running for president. …

"I have to think about this not only from a historical perspective, but within my own family. It wasn’t difficult to figure out where I needed to be.”


The state poll suggests that gender is playing a bigger role in support for Clinton than race is playing in Obama's support. While a majority of Clinton supporters — 66 percent — said they want to see a woman elected first, fewer than half of Obama supporters expressed a preference for seeing an African American elected first.


McDermott said it's not necessarily a plus for a candidate to be viewed as a standard-bearer for a particular group, given the need to appeal for broad-based support.


"We don't know that it's a positive" to be viewed as history-making, McDermott said. "We can't assume that people want things shaken up like that. If anything, I think its better for the candidates to downplay those qualities.”


So far, Obama and Clinton have gone that route — sort of. Clinton has talked about running to "break the highest and hardest glass ceiling"; Obama has said he talks a lot about hope because "you've got to have hope if you are a black man named Obama running for the presidency of the United States of America."

The Connecticut poll shows that voters of both parties perceive the country as "more ready" for a woman as president than an African American. Fifteen percent of Democrats and 13 percent of Republicans said the country was not ready for either one.


The readiness question probably is tied to voters' allegiances to particular candidates. But it also reflects a perception that racism is the tougher challenge.

Michael Jefferson, chairman of the state's African-American Affairs Commission, said both Obama and Clinton have to overcome powerful forces.


"We live in a sexist society ... and I think that plays a role in how men perceive women in general and women candidates in particular," Jefferson said. "What complicates this particular situation is that you have a black man in the equation. Just as I believe we live in a sexist society, I also believe we live in a racist society, where whites have been socialized to harbor, to some degree, sentiments that can be construed as racist.”


"I don't see Obama easily overcoming that dynamic," he said. "It is a powerful dynamic."

