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Introduction  

Politics is an complicated sphere of life. Policies affects everyone, but realistically, not 

everyone can have direct involvement. Most societies decide on a means by which they can 

govern themselves or establish a hierarchy to facilitate a better communal living. By oneself, 

living is particularly easy; the only rights and wellbeing that matter are that of the individual. 

Once another individual comes into the picture,however, in order to have a peaceful coexistence, 

negotiations have to be made in order to establish where the rights of one begins and where the 

rights of the other ends. In some cases, one relinquishes all their rights to the discretion of the 

other, and in other circumstances, they are able to come to an agreement of equality and equity 

so that everyone will be satisfied.  

The United States prides itself on being the land of the free and the home of democracy. 

However,  laws enacted do not always reflect the individuals they affect. The United States 

Constitution in its genesis did not include women, Blacks, or Native Americans as full-fledged 

citizens and did not grant them the privileges of White middle-class males. This means that 

policies were being made on behalf of individuals who were not allowed in the legislative 

process. Eventually, because we are a country where the people rule, through public pressure, 

women, Blacks, and Native Americans were given the right to vote. Even though this is the most 

critical aspect of legislative involvement, it is also one of the more indirect avenues, so although 

these marginalized groups now have a say in who represent them, on a whole, the congressional 

body is still not an accurate representation of their constituents.  

 

The Role of Women in Congress 

Different issues plague distinct groups of people, and it is their unique issues that people 

will usually feel strongly about. This is why it is important to have diversity within our legislative 

body because oftentimes, issues will  get overlooked that affect certain demographics, not always 
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out of malicious intent but because of lack of knowledge about the issue/topic. Women, and 

subsequently women of color and other intersectionalities have been disenfranchised by our 

legislature by laws affixed around their reproductive health, education, the criminal justice 

system, and rights in the workplace. This is not because women have not voiced their concerns 

and opinions surrounding these issues, but because they have not had adequate representation 

from individuals that looked like them in Congress. Debra Dodson (2006) illustrates this when 

she says:  

The images of the all-male Senate Judiciary Committee grilling Anita Hill about 

her allegations of sexual harassment against Clarence Thomas raised serious 

questions for many women about the ability of institutions comprised almost 

exclusively of men to represent both male and female citizens when gendered 

interests and perspectives diverge and, particularly, when the issues on the 

agenda confront the power imbalance between women and men. (p. 2).  

Having adequate representation as well as allies in Congress is important if laws are going to be 

made or altered to benefit women.  

According to the Congressional Research Service, to date, there have only been 325 

women elected or appointed to congress. In the nation’s history, only 41 African American 

women have served in Congress. Senator Kamala Harris, currently serving in the 114th 

Congress, is the second African American woman to have ever served in the U.S Senate. Of the 

325 women that have served in Congress, 211 have been Democrats and 114 have been 

republican.  For comparison, since Congress first convened in 1789, 12,238 individuals have 

served in Congress (Agolia 2017).  Since it’s beginning, Congress has been 98% male, so even 

though the 115th Congress has the most women ever elected, with 110 women serving including 

the delegates from the non-voting U.S. territories, it still falls short of where the numbers should 

be. 
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According to Pew Research Center, initially, most of the women who entered Congress 

followed either their late husband or father either by appointment or election, if their death 

came before they were able to finish their term in office or if it came before Election Day 

(DeSilver 2015).  The first woman ever to have been elected to Congress, Jeannette Rankin, who 

served two terms, was not elected until the 65th Congress in 1917 (U.S. House of 

Representatives). It is unfathomable to think that America went 65 years without having a 

woman serving in this capacity. The first woman to be sworn in to the US Senate, Rebecca 

Felton, was a women’s activist, and right-hand woman to her husband, William Felton (Parker 

2003). According to the New Georgia Encyclopedia, she wrote many of his speeches and 

managed his campaign. She was clearly capable of being a Senator, herself, if she was able to 

sustain her husband’s leadership for his time in office(Parker 2003). When Senator Thomas 

Watson died, the Governor of Georgia appointed her to fill his seat (Parker 2003). Because of 

the timing, she was only able to serve for one day before a special election was held. This seems 

more like an insult than an honor, as if it was just a show to appease those apart of the Women’s 

Rights movement at the time. She could have had significant influence had she had the 

opportunity to use the voting rights she was given. It is doubtful whether they would have 

appointed her to this position if it were during a time when Congress was in session, knowing 

her past involvement in politics. This is not to discredit the significance of her induction into the 

Senate. This is a historic moment which had the possibility of inspiring many more women to 

get involved in politics and run for public office. It would have been better, however, if she had 

been given the opportunity to serve in the capacity to which she was appointed.   

 Women have had to face a lot of obstacles on the road to election, and later during their 

tenure in office. The Honorable Barbara Mikulski, was the longest-serving female senator, and 

her first appearance on the Senate floor was met with opposition because she was in pants 

(Bash, 2016). It was frowned upon to have women wear pants on the Senate floor, and at the 

time, there were only two women that were apart of the Senate. To think that her ability to 
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legislate would have been temporarily impeded or called into question because of her attire, is 

unfathomable. Senator Mikulski fought for women’s rights including  women’s health and  

women’s reproductive rights both within the legislature and for women all over the country 

(Fisher & Johnson, 2016). These were issues that had been bypassed in previous Senates, but 

because Senator Mikulski understood the power in numbers, she rallied more women to run for 

senate seats. She challenged the way people thought women should act or dress. Senator 

Mikulski was often described as being mean or unconventional in the way she related to 

individuals (Bash, 2016). Women are generally expected to be submissive, apologetic, and timid 

and so women who may be more outspoken are viewed as being aggressive and disrespectful. 

This may have been her tactic so that members of the Senate would take her seriously, but also it 

might have been a misinterpretation of her passion to serve her constituents in the face of harsh 

opposition. I question whether she would have been so unfavorably described had she been a 

man.  

Representation in Congress is important for women all over this country because 

“evidence shows that female Members are more likely to serve as policy entrepreneurs 

concerning issues often characterized as most important to women” (CRS 2015). This means 

they are tackling issues such as the wage gap between men and women, reproductive rights 

surrounding abortion and access to contraception, as well as women’s health. Dodson explains 

that:  

Energized by the increased numbers of women members, the Congressional 

Caucus for Women’s Issues (CCWI)—to which forty-two of the forty-eight women 

in the House belonged— outspokenly advocated numerous matters of concern to 

women members; and, perhaps as a result, the 103 rd Congress passed a record 

sixty-six bills aimed at helping women and their families. (2006, p. 2).  

Every subsequent Congress has included either the same amount or more women that the 

previous Congress. There is an increasing force of women who are making sure that women’s 
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issues are being addressed and are being taken into account when new legislation is being 

considered. Some congresswomen mentioned in their interviews that on their respective 

committees to which they belong, they are always looking at how new laws or policies will affect 

different demographics of women, and if they do, how they can change the legislation so that it 

does not negatively affect this group of people. Oftentimes things look good on paper, but in 

practice, can indirectly and unintentionally have negative implications for different 

demographics. Without that unique perspective to point it out, it will usually go unnoticed until 

the situation becomes something of concern. However, prevention is better than trying to 

alleviate an issue that could have been avoided in the first place had all stakeholders initially 

been given the opportunity to discuss the possible implications of the matter at hand.  

 Just because more legislation has been passed that gives women more equality, does not 

mean that all women in Congress think alike and support each other for the mere fact that they 

share the same gender identification. Party identification, culture, race, and socioeconomic 

status will affect the different ideologies of women in congress. Debra Dodson explains that 

party affiliation may play a larger role than gender in what some women will support. In a study 

comparing how liberal the women from the 103rd congress were to the women of the 104th 

congress, it was seen that in both Congress’s Republican women were more liberal and feminist 

than their male counterparts, but still significantly more conservative and less feminist than 

their Democratic male counterparts (2006, p. 94). Even though there may be solidarity on some 

issues, there will be dissent on others. Depending on how polarized each Congress is will affect 

what type of legislation is passed.  

 

Interview With Congresswomen   

I had the privilege of conducting an interview with both a member from the House of 

Representatives and a member from the Senate  about their experiences as women in Congress.  
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The Representative detailed that the majority of her struggles are centered around 

building common cause when there are those in the room who do not share the same identity or 

views of those of a Black woman. She is adamant about not furthering the marginalization of the 

demographic she represents and making sure their needs are met. She expressed that 

sometimes, no one is actively looking to hear her opinion in hearings. Most individuals are 

looking to have their opinions heard so they are not actively searching for a dissenting or 

alternative viewpoint. Because women are the minority in both Chambers of Congress, they have 

to actively engage in discussions. They have to push to be seen and heard. The Representative 

noted that she had to always make sure that she was participating because if she didn’t she 

might miss her chance to effectively represent and advocate for those that look like her. The 

Senator consented that she too has to fight for validation and acknowledgement within the 

Senate. She explained that even in 2017, ridiculous dress codes that disproportionately affect 

women are still being enforced. For example, some women Senators have been kicked off the 

floor because they have violated a dress code that states that their arms should not be showing. 

These rules have been created by men and have not been opened for discussion to the women to 

whom they apply.  

When asked about whether she felt that she was treated differently because she was a 

woman the Representative responded that it wasn’t overt as it used to be so she’s not as aware of 

it as someone like Shirley Chisholm might have been. She said that women are often not 

included in or invited to activities their male counterparts have access to. It is in participation in 

these extracurricular activities that the men get to collaborate and discuss in an informal setting 

things they’d like to accomplish and issues that are most pertinent to them. Because there is not 

an active solicitation of her views, and she is not invited to golfing events, or other such 

excursions, she often is unable to collaborate with other congress members in the way the men 

are, so she has to find other mediums through which she can engage and rally other congress 

members around issues most pertinent to her. She did mention, however, that she has been 
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judged on appearance. She has been stopped on many occasions while on the Hill and asked for 

ID. There are only 21 Black women in 115th Congress and facial recognition is required of the 

police officers on duty at the Hill, so there would be no reason for her to get stopped as often as 

she has, since there are so few women in Congress that look like her. When asked the same 

question, the Senator explained that she is often forced to be the voice of all women. How she 

expresses and carries herself is seen as a direct reflection of her entire sex, which is an enormous 

burden to carry, especially when men are not held to the same expectations and are allowed to 

have their actions be solely a reflection of themselves.  

Even though it is far from perfect, according to the Representative, Congress has made 

some strides to being more inclusive of women. This can be attributed to those first pioneers 

who came before her. With regards to legislation, women have taken it into their hands to bring 

up issues most important to them. Most notable, with regards to healthcare, in her time are the 

provisions within the ACA that allow for more comprehensive healthcare for women.   

During the interview one of the Congresswomen said something that I found to be rather 

profound. She said that she tends to focus on family issues in order to tackle the concerns of her 

constituents, and that if you fix the issues experienced by Black women, like a domino effect, you 

tend to fix the issues of other communities of color as well. She explained that many households 

in her district are female-headed so ensuring that they have enough resources and provisions to 

take care of their families is essential because some of the issues these communities face can be 

prevented by strengthening the family unit.  

Both Congresswomen agreed that in regards to women’s issues, women should at least 

have a seat at the table.  I agree because given their association with this gender/sex, they are 

experts enough in this area. Women are too often left out of the conversations with things that 

concern them. The Representative explained that women will have a unique perspective based 

on their experiences. The issue is that we have been raised in a chauvinist environment that 

often orients us toward male leadership and so women’s opinions are often overlooked or 
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ignored. She declared that it has been an honor to be a part of the disruption of the patriarchal 

leadership. The Senator voiced that most issues are not simply “men or women issues”; they 

often affect everyone in the long run both directly and indirectly. She said that the most 

important thing that women can do is vote for individuals that reflect their views especially in 

the areas most pertinent to them. There is power in numbers and although there are more 

women and more representation, if there is not adequate support from the majority male 

Congress, these progressive laws will die in either the House or Senate.  

 

Conclusion  

In 2017, over 200 years since the inception of this country and the signing of the 

Constitution, women, women of color, women with disabilities, and other intersectionalities are 

still fighting for representation and laws that will make life more equitable for them. We are 

slowly moving toward having a Congress whose make up more accurately reflects the diversity 

within this nation. The women currently in Congress play an important role in passing laws, but 

also inspiring other women to run for public office so that they can make a difference.  It is 

important for them to have a seat at the table when decisions are being made about policies that 

concern them. Sometimes it is not enough to just be a voice for the voiceless, but sometimes, it 

would be more effective to just give them the opportunity to speak for themselves. 
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