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The Rhetoric of the ‘War on Women’ 

 

On November 6th, 2012, President Barack Obama was reelected to serve a second term.  

His victory can be attributed to a great many things – a plethora of television ads, the economy, a 

new generation of voters who value an inclusive model of democracy, an older generation that 

values the social safety net, or even the plausible omniscience of Nate Silver. But, arguably, the 

greatest boon to the Obama campaign was the Rising American Electorate (RAE) - a term the 

Voter Participation Center has coined to describe unmarried women (who began to outnumber 

their married counterparts in 2007), people of color, and young people, all of whom comprise a 

class of new voters and who came out overwhelmingly for Obama this election1. These groups 

are thought to prioritize the social safety net, reproductive rights, higher taxes on the wealthy, 

and job creation.  Specifically, it was women who cast the majority of the votes in this election at 

53% and who decided its outcome by voting in Obama’s favor by 11 percentage points.2 The 

total gender gap in this election was 20 points, which is the largest that Gallup has measured 

since it first began measuring by major subgroup in 1952.3 

The landscape of American politics has changed dramatically since the passage of the 

19th Amendment 92 years ago. Women are no longer simply a special interest group, nor are 

their issues fringe or distracting from real issues. The 2012 election, more than any before it, 
																																																								
1 Dailey, Kate. “US Election: Women are the New Majority.” BBC News Magazine.  Washington, DC. 07 
Nov 2012. n. page. Web. <http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/magazine-20231337?print=true>	
2 Ibid	
3 Jones, Jeffrey M. “Gender Gap in 2012 Vote is Largest in Gallup History.” Gallup. 09 Nov 2012. n. 
page. Web. <http://www.gallup.com/poll/158588/gender-gap-2012-vote-largest-gallup-history.aspx>	



Garbell	

2	
	

illustrated the need to frame the American political conversation in a way that resonates with 

women. Key issues such as birth control and reproductive choice are seen as “inextricably 

intertwined” with economic issues to women.4  It is in this respect that the Republican Party 

made a fatal misstep in its slow dance across the Bible belt toward a place of greater religious 

conservatism. 

In the 2010-midterm elections, the GOP orchestrated a brilliant coup d’état and reclaimed 

control of the House from the Democratic Party.  Following that election to the present, there has 

been an exponential increase in the number of state and federal provisions introduced and passed 

calling for the restriction of women’s reproductive rights, limiting the protections for women 

who have suffered violence, cutting funding for programs that support low-income women, and 

repealing equal pay laws.  In a brilliant rhetorical move, the Democratic Party labeled this 

systematic and deliberate scaling back of women’s rights the “GOP’s War on Women.” The 

appropriation of the “War on…” classification, which is often used by the Right to categorize a 

war on a social ill was a shrewd move in the fight to win the women’s vote. The portrayal of the 

Republican Party as woefully misinformed and out of touch with women voters was exactly the 

right move to make. The strategic labeling of one of the most brutal attacks on women’s rights in 

recent decades allowed for the Democratic Party to take up the role of the minoritized American 

woman and employ reverse-discourse in the adoption of a well-worn terminology often put out 

by Republicans.5  Democrats were now able to speak for those women whose voices had been 

stolen by GOP legislation and posturing. When Republican candidates went off script and said, 

																																																								
4	Blow, Charles M. “All the Single Ladies.” New York Times. 22 Aug 2012. n. page. Web. 
<http://campaignstops.blogs.nytimes.com/2012/08/22/blow-all-the-single-ladies/>	
5	Foucault, Michel. The History of Sexuality. New York: Random House, Inc, 1978. Print. (101).	
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“some girls rape easy,”6 or employed faulty science toward abortion and contraception policy, 

Democrats amped up the PR.  Illustrating one of the Democratic Party’s most salient point, New 

York Senator Kirsten Gillibrand, in an ad for her successful reelection campaign said, “I’m 

Kirsten Gillibrand and I approve this message, because if fifty-one percent of Congress were 

women, we wouldn’t be debating contraception, we would be debating jobs and the economy.” 7  

The limits to reproductive rights have been the most highly publicized of the GOP attacks 

on women, specifically in the areas of abortion rights, access to birth control, and the attempted 

defunding of Planned Parenthood.  In 2011 alone, there were 135 pieces of legislation enacted 

regarding abortion rights8 (out of a staggering 1100 introduced)9.  In 2011 and 2012, many states 

including Iowa and Virginia passed bills requiring a woman to undergo an ultrasound before she 

could have an abortion, and some states, such as Louisiana and Pennsylvania, even went as far as 

to demand that women view the image or hear the heartbeat at that time. Since many pregnancies 

are not far enough along for a traditional ultrasound, transvaginal ultrasounds would be required- 

a pricey and unnecessary procedure that quite closely approximates some states’ legal definition 

of rape.10 Executive editor of the Raw Story, Megan Carpentier, had the procedure and 

characterized it as "uncomfortable to the point of being painful, emotionally triggering... and 

																																																								
6	Ryan, Erin Gloria. “Team Rape Lost Big Last Night.” Jezebel. 07 Nov 2012. n. page. Web. 
<http://jezebel.com/5958480/team-rape-lost-big-last-night>	
7 Raferty, Isolde. "'War on Women' May Have Helped Democrats; Senate Has Record Number of 
Women." NBC News. 06 Nov 2012: n. page. Web. 
<http://nbcpolitics.nbcnews.com/_news/2012/11/06/14977937-war-on-women-may-have-helped-
democrats-senate-has-record-number-of-women?lite>.	
8 "States Enact Record Number of Abortion Restrictions in 2011". Guttmacher Institute.  05 Jan 2012. n. 
page. Web. <http://www.guttmacher.org/media/inthenews/2012/01/05/endofyear.html>	
9 Maxwell, Zerlina "Reproductive Health Laws Prove GOP 'War on Women' Is No Fiction".Chicago 
Tribune. 12 Apr 2012. n. page. Web. <http://articles.chicagotribune.com/2012-04-12/news/sns-
201204121125usnewsusnwr201204100410debate.women.maapr12_1_reproductive-freedom-personhood-
amendments-contraception>	
10 Kristof, Nicholas D. "When States Abuse Women". The New York Times. 03 Mar 2010. n. page. Web. 
<http://www.nytimes.com/2012/03/04/opinion/sunday/kristof-when-states-abuse-women.html>	



Garbell	

4	
	

something that no government should force its citizens to undergo to make a political point."11 

 Gestational limits on abortion procedures have also been enacted in several states, 

including Nebraska, Alabama, Indiana, Idaho, and Oklahoma. These limits criminalize abortion 

after 20 weeks post-fertilization (even though the Supreme Court precedent is 24 weeks).  

Arizona was the first state to calculate gestational age based on the woman’s last menstrual 

period (considered 2 weeks prior to fertilization) instead of point of fertilization.12 Georgia 

passed HB-954, the “fetal pain bill” which does not contain exemptions in the case of rape or 

incest. It is also known as the “women as livestock bill,” so named after Republican 

Representative Terry England compared the situation of women who would seek abortions for 

stillborn fetuses to delivering calves and pigs on a farm.13 In 2011, Mississippi voters rejected 

Initiative 26, which would have declared that all human life begins at conception, and would 

have made all abortions illegal, even if it was medically necessary to save the mother’s life.14  

The tragic outcome of similar legislation can be seen in the recent horror of Savita Halappanavar, 

who died of septicemia after an Iris hospital refused her an abortion.  She was miscarrying, but 

because a fetal heartbeat could still be detected, the doctors explained that in a Catholic country, 

there was nothing that they could do.15 

																																																								
11 Carpentier, Megan. "I had a transvaginal ultrasound: My perspective on the mandate that touched off 
2012′s War On Women". The Raw Story. 17 Apr 2012. n. page. Web. 
<http://www.rawstory.com/rs/2012/04/17/i-had-a-transvaginal-ultrasound-my-perspective-on-the-
mandate-that-touched-off-2012s-war-on-women/>	
12 Eckholm, Erik. "Lawsuit Tries to Block New Arizona Abortion Law". The New York Times. 12 Jul 
2012. n. page. Web. <http://www.nytimes.com/2012/11/07/opinion/abortion-battles-in-arizona-and-
ohio.html>	
13 Peck, Adam. "Georgia Republican Compares Women to Cows, Pigs, And Chickens". Think Progress. 
12 Mar 2012. n. page. Web. <http://thinkprogress.org/health/2012/03/12/442637/georgia-rep-compares-
women-to-animals/?mobile=nc>	
14 Seelye, Katharine Q. "Mississippi Voters Reject Anti-Abortion Measure". The New York Times. 08 
Nov 2011. n. page. Web. <http://www.nytimes.com/2011/11/09/us/politics/votes-across-the-nation-could-
serve-as-a-political-barometer.html>	
15 McKittrick, Daivd. “’This is a Catholic Country’ Woman Dies of Septicaemia After Being Refused an 
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Additionally, several states have enacted laws that impact abortion providers.  In both 

South Dakota and Iowa, legislation was considered that would have changed the state definition 

of justifiable homicide to conclude the killing of abortion providers.16  In Kansas, a bill was 

passed in 2012 that requires doctors to warn women seeking abortions that there are links to 

breast cancer, despite the medically fallacious nature of the claim.17   

 In January 2012,  Director of Health and Human Services, Kathleen Sebelius, announced 

that under the implementation of the Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act, all health plans 

would be required to provide birth control.  There was a subsequent wave of backlash from the 

religious Christian community, stating that such a requirement of religious institutions (such as 

Catholic hospitals and universities) would be in violation of their 1st Amendment free exercise 

rights.  Following protests from the Catholic Church, an exemption was granted so that 

employees of religious institutions that did not provide insurance coverage could appeal directly 

to the insurance provider for no extra cost.18  In February 2012, Republican Representative 

Darrel Issa convened an all-male panel to discussion the contraception mandate and did not 

allow Georgetown Law student Sandra Fluke to testify.19 Later that month, conservative talk 

show host Rush Limbaugh spent two days calling Fluke a “slut” and “prostitute” on air for her 

																																																																																																																																																																																			
Abortion in an Irish Hospital.” 14 Nov 2012. n. page. Web. 
<http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/europe/this-is-a-catholic-country-woman-dies-of-
septicaemia-after-being-refused-an-abortion-in-irish-hospital-8315609.html>	
16 Sheppard, Kate. "Iowa Bills Could Also Allow for "Justifiable Homicide" Defense Against Abortion 
Docs". Mother Jones. 24 Feb 2011. n. page. Web. <http://www.motherjones.com/mojo/2011/02/iowa-
bills-justifiable-homicide-abortion-docs>	
17 Celock, John. "Kansas Abortion Bill To Ban Procedure By State Workers Passes House". Huffington 
Post. 17 Mar 2012. n. page. Web. <http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2012/03/17/kansas-abortion-bill-ku-
medical-center_n_1355351.html>	
18 Cassata, Donna. "Obama Birth Control Mandate Divides Democrats". Huffington Post. 09 Feb 2012. n. 
page. Web. <http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2012/02/09/obama-birth-control-mandate-divides-
congress_n_1266755.html>	
19 Shine, Tom."Rep. Darrell Issa Bars Minority Witness, a Woman, on Contraception". ABC News. 16 
Feb 2012. n. page. Web. <http://abcnews.go.com/blogs/politics/2012/02/rep-darrell-issa-bars-minority-
witness-a-woman-on-contraception-2/>	
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support of birth control coverage.20 The barring of women from speaking on a panel about 

female contraceptives, and the subsequent labeling of a female law student as a “slut” simply 

because she wanted to speak about the health benefits associated with birth control, show just 

how wildly out of the touch the GOP is.  When women are denied the opportunity to speak about 

their own bodies and the surrounding choices are left up to men, the country takes notice.  When 

a woman’s health and sexual choices make her a prostitute, but Viagra sales are high and no one 

says a word about men’s promiscuity, the country takes notice. 

With regard to the protections for women who have suffered from sexual abuse, the GOP 

has moved to try to narrowly redefine rape, as well as refused to renew the Violence Against 

Women Act.21 The GOP also proposed a budget that cut $758 million from WIC22 and Governor 

Scott Walker of Wisconsin overturned state statutes that guarantee equal pay for equal work.23 

 One of the most notable trends in the past two years among Conservative politicians is 

their repetitive ‘sound-bites’ on rape. Not only did Senate candidate Linda McMahon speak 

about “emergency rape” but Senate hopeful Todd Akin explained how, in the cases of 

“legitimate rape, the female body just shuts that whole thing down,” preventing pregnancy. 

Additionally, Vice Presidential hopeful Paul Ryan referred to rape as a “method of conception;” 

Senate Candidate Richard Murdock called pregnancy from rape a “gift from God;” and Joe 

Walsh, running for reelection in Illinois’ 17th district, insisted that medical emergencies never 

																																																								
20 Portero, Ashley. "MoveOn Ad Uses Conservatives' Own Words In 'War On Women'". International 
Business Times. 22 Mar 2012. n. page. Web. <http://www.ibtimes.com/moveon-ad-uses-conservatives-
own-words-war-women-428992>	
21 Weisman, Jonathan. "Women Figure Anew in Senate’s Latest Battle". The New York Times. 14 Mar 
2012. n. page. Web. <http://www.nytimes.com/2012/03/15/us/politics/violence-against-women-act-
divides-senate.html?pagewanted=all>	
22 "Republican House Leaders Launch New War on Women". Ms. Magazine. 14 Feb 2011. n. page. Web. 
<http://www.msmagazine.com/news/uswirestory.asp?ID=12856>	
23 Goldberg, Michelle. "Wisconsin’s Repeal of Equal Pay Rights Adds to Battles for Women". The Daily 
Beast. 07 Apr 2012. n. page. Web. <http://www.thedailybeast.com/articles/2012/04/07/wisconsin-s-
repeal-of-equal-pay-rights-adds-to-battles-for-women.html> 
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required abortion. The collective GOP discussion of rape ad nauseam led to the coining of the 

playful moniker - “Team Rape,” and Team rape candidates all but insured their own demise. 

Todd Akin’s comments bolstered incumbent Senator Claire McCaskill’s otherwise shaky 

campaign into an impressive win.  Richard Murdock’s sounding off insured a decisive loss, 

contrary to the likely outcome had he not beat his moderate predecessor, Richard Lugar, in the 

primaries.24  

GOP candidates and pundits alike spent much of the campaign season flatly denying that 

they were engaging in a “War on Women,” and reiterating the idea that these “women’s issues” 

of birth control, fair pay, and abortion rights were simply special interest fringe issues. This 

labeling supported the notion that subjects that stereotypically matter to men are representative, 

while issues that matter to women are outliers.25  By simultaneously denying and bolstering the 

war, the GOP missed the mark.  Female voters are more likely to be the recipient of government 

aid.  They are also more likely to be living in poverty, elderly, or the head of a single parent 

household.26 In those circumstances, issues like “birth control [are] only social issues if you 

never have to pay for it.”27 A woman’s ability to control her own reproductive future contributes 

to her economic viability and level of education- markers for future success.    

When women’s issues are relegated to the margins of “special interest,” it signals a 

troubling time for American society. The labeling of some forms of activity political and others 

																																																								
24 Ryan, Erin Gloria. “Team Rape Lost Big Last Night.” Jezebel. 07 Nov 2012. n. page. Web. 
<http://jezebel.com/5958480/team-rape-lost-big-last-night>	
25 Copeland, Libby. “Why Do Women Vote Differently Than Men?” Slate. 04 Jan 2012. n. page. Web. 
<http://www.slate.com/articles/double_x/doublex/2012/01/the_gender_gap_in_politics_why_do_women_
vote_differently_than_men_.html>	
26 Ibid	
27	Dailey, Kate. “US Election: Women are the New Majority.” BBC News Magazine.  Washington, DC. 
07 Nov 2012. n. page. Web. <http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/magazine-20231337?print=true>	
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not is in and of itself a political act, reasserting the power of those who do the labeling.28  When 

women are labeled as improperly political, with the justification that women’s issues are simply 

private choices, their ability to dissent in a public space is removed. Indeed, since women’s 

issues are often considered to belong to the realm of the home, their voices are made to be 

invisible in the public sphere. Their needs are removed from the “general public” because the 

GOP frames them as individuals with no right to organize. The interiority and beliefs of pro-

choice politics can be seen as analogous to the interiority of non-Christian faiths in America - 

they are often tolerated on the condition that they do not extend into the visible realm of action 

and conduct.29  The wins of the Democratic Party all reasserted that the concerns facing fifty 

percent of the population are indeed issues of the general public. However, the high reelection 

rate of House GOP members still signals that though the battle may be won, the War on Women 

is not yet over. 

	 Today there are a record twenty women in the Senate, not to mention America’s first 

openly gay Senator, Tammy Baldwin, and the first Asian American female and first naturalized 

citizen Senator, Mazie Hirono.  Not since 1992 have woman made such a formidable mark on 

Congress, when the election of five female senators became dubbed, “Year of the Woman.” At 

the time, Senator Barbara Mikulski stated, “[women] are not a fad, a fancy, or a year.”30  Right 

though she was, 2012 signifies a huge step toward gender parity in legislative body of the United 

States.   Senator Patty Murray was one of the five who made up the original “year of the 

woman.” As the highest-ranking woman in the Senate and fourth highest-ranking Democrat, she 
																																																								
28 Hall, Stuart. “Deviance, Politics, and the Media.” The Lesbian and Gay Studies Reader. Ed. 	
Henry Abelove, Michèle Aina Barale, and David M. Halperin. New York: Routledge, 1993. 62- 90. Print. 
(62).	
29 Feldman, Stephen M. “A Christian America and the Separation of Church and State.” Law 	
and Religion. 261-77. Print (264).	
30 Dailey, Kate. “US Election: Women are the New Majority.” BBC News Magazine.  Washington, DC. 
07 Nov 2012. n. page. Web. <http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/magazine-20231337?print=true>	
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has done a tremendous amount to further the causes of women’s rights and representation. From 

her work co-sponsoring the still-contested Violence Against Women Act, to her leadership of the 

Democratic Senatorial Campaign Committee, she has truly been an advocate. The election of so 

many women in 2012 was a move that capitalized on the ‘War on Women’ rhetorical strategy to 

win back controversial seats and to win the Presidency, bolster the Senate, and improve the odds 

in the House.   

Despite these wins, the fight to end the ‘War on Women’ continues, and it would be 

dangerous folly to think otherwise. There are still measures in the United States Court of Appeals 

for the Ninth and Sixth Districts that must be overturned.31  The Ninth Court is testing the 

constitutionally of Arizona’s extreme abortion law.  In Ohio, a three-panel judge of the Sixth 

Court upheld a law limiting a woman’s right to have a medical abortion after the first trimester, 

requiring a surgical one instead despite medical evidence to the contrary.   “Incredibly, the panel 

found that the law did not violate women’s constitutional right to privacy or bodily integrity.”32  

These cases clearly present the danger that still stands, particularly with regard to reproductive 

justice.   Also of import is the Christian Right, who, though they realized that their strategy to 

win over America did not work, are not about to bow out.  They acknowledge that “the entire 

moral landscape has changed. An increasingly secularized America understands our positions, 

and has rejected them,”33 but insist that they just need to reformulate their strategy, not end the 

game.  The newest danger then, is the smiling, cheerful and moderate-seeming Christian Right 

that will quote Ann Romney’s “I love you women!” while simultaneously pulling the rug out 

																																																								
31 “Bad Medicine for Women.” New York Times. 06 Nov 2012. n. page. Web. 
<http://www.nytimes.com/2012/11/07/opinion/abortion-battles-in-arizona-and-ohio.html>	
32 Ibid	
33 Goodstein, Laurie. “Christian Right Failed to Sway Voters on Issues.” New York Times. 09 Nov 2012. 
n. page. Web. <http://www.nytimes.com/2012/11/10/us/politics/christian-conservatives-failed-to-sway-
voters.html?nl=todaysheadlines&emc=edit_th_20121110>	
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from under them.   Women like Charmaine Yoest, head of American’s United for Life, are the 

ones to watch for.  She is “especially good at sounding reasonable rather than extreme…none of 

this however, means that Charmaine Yoest is moderate.”34  Her goal is to make abortion illegal, 

believing that life starts at conception and that there should be no exceptions for rape or incest.  

Even with Obama’s win, her goal is to slowly hollow out Roe v. Wade with anti-choice 

legislation nation-wide.  The new GOP strategy will be to fight a different war on behalf of 

women, as Yoest claims to do.  While the rhetoric may shift, the goals will remain the same, and 

the Democratic Party must find new pathos with which to win the nation.  

  

 

																																																								
34 Bazelon, Emily. “Charmaine Yoest’s Cheerful War on Abortion.” New York Times. 04 Nov 2012. n. 
page. Web. <http://www.nytimes.com/2012/11/04/magazine/charmaine-yoests-cheerful-war-on-
abortion.html?pagewanted=all>	


