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SUMMARY: The following is a summary of the main points of the forum. It is not 
an exact transcript and should not be relied upon. This summary was prepared by 
State House News Service and is reprinted here with their kind permission. 

Is the media tougher on women running for public office? Are women tough enough to 
tangle in the Massachusetts political arena? Did Paul Cellucci pick Jane Swift as a 
running mate because he felt John Kerry edged William Weld in 1996 by winning the 
women’s vote? And what exactly is it that keeps women from being as politically 
engaged as men? 

An all-female panel, speaking to a mostly female audience at the Parker House Tuesday 
morning, tackled those questions and many others at a provocative forum sponsored by 
the Massachusetts Institute for a New Commonwealth and the Massachusetts 
Foundation for the Humanities. 

The panelists have plenty of fodder right here in Massachusetts. There’s Acting Gov. 
Jane Swift, the state’s first female governor, who recently dropped her campaign for the 
Corner Office, citing the demands of governing and raising a young family. There’s 
Treasurer Shannon O’Brien, the first woman to be independently elected to a statewide 
office, and a candidate for governor this year. And there is Kerry Murphy Healey, the 
political novice that Republican gubernatorial candidate Mitt Romney plucked from 
relative obscurity to be his “running mate.” But gender gap issues extend far beyond 
personalities. 

Ellen Rothman, associate director of the Massachusetts Foundation for the Humanities, 
moderated the discussion, which followed a presentation by Dr. Sidney Verba, an 
author and professor at Harvard University. The panelists included: 

Boston Herald editorial page editor Rachelle Cohen 
Former Lieutenant Governor Evelyn Murphy 
Elizabeth Sherman, senior fellow at UMass Boston’s McCormack Institute of Public 
Affairs 
Rep. Marie St. Fleur (D-Dorchester) 

The following is an accurate summary of remarks, not a verbatim transcript: 

HUMANITIES FOUNDATION DIRECTOR, DAVID TEBALDI: Our topic is the political 
gender gap. It has been in the news much of late. Our approach is intended to be 
broader and deeper than what you see in the Globe, Herald and on New England Cable 
News. Our organizations are interested in exploring opportunities and barriers for all 
citizens, including women. It is in line with our civic renewal initiative. The foundation has 
a longstanding interest in appreciating the contributions women have made. In 1997, we 
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undertook the Women’s Leadership Project at the State House. I urge you to have a look 
at it. It’s beautiful, imposing and informative. We will begin with a 20-minute presentation 
by Dr. Sidney Verba, author of “The Private Roots of Public Action – Gender, Equality 
and Political Participation.” Then the panelists will respond to the findings in his book 
and we will open it to questions and comments. 

DR. VERBA: I want to give an overview on this book on male-female differences in 
political activity. It’s part of the issue of political equality and why some are more active 
than others. Democracy means a government responsive to the voice of the people, and 
a government equally responsive to all people. We know of course that this doesn’t 
happen. Political participation, the means of communicating to the government, is very 
unequal. This book follows up previous studies with a study of why three quarters of a 
century after women received all political rights, women are still somewhat less active in 
politics. The book is not specifically about Massachusetts. It was an empirical study, 
involving interviews with Americans. We probed more deeply gender inequality, which 
begins at home. 

We interviewed 400 women and then re-interviewed them and their spouses separately. 
We could look at what he said and she said. On voting, contributions, working in a 
campaign, working in the community, men are more likely to be active, in some cases 
fairly substantially. The differences are not always huge. There’s not much of a 
difference in voter turnout. But the numbers convert to substantial differences. It means 
7 million fewer phone calls or letters every year from women, 9 million fewer women 
involved in campaigns. But as far as overall activity, it’s not a huge difference. But why 
does it continue? 

Not only are women less active, they are also less engaged. They express less interest 
in politics. There is a big gap in the proportion of men and women who say they enjoy 
political discussion. But when you ask questions about things people ought to do, men 
tend to puff up their answers. But on informational questions, two thirds of American 
men can name one of their senators and only half of the women. Pretty low huh? The 
difference is very large. So why are women less active? Some explanations include time 
– they take care of the household and are busier than men. There are arguments about 
patriarchy. They differ in resources and education, which produces things like the ability 
to organize a meeting and make a presentation. Women have lower income. Women are 
less likely to be involved in the labor force and have lower status jobs. We looked at 
discrimination and socialization, the ways kids are raised. We found time didn’t make 
that much of a difference. Women have a little less time than men. The amount of free 
time you had didn’t affect how much activity you did in politics. We concluded that the 
old adage of ‘If you want to get something done, ask a busy person’ – we found that’s 
true. We found a major reason why women are less active is they have less education. 
That’s not true for today’s women. But over the last 30 or 40 years it’s true. There is the 
age of the labor force. You get involved in politics through work. There is a connection. 
At home, when kids come along and women stay home, the relationship between family 
patterns and the workforce is one reason women are less involved. Women are much 
more involved in religious institutions. Churches make connections that get you involved 
in politics and are places to pick up civic skills. There is the paradox of it being a place 
where women are more involved but it’s a place that’s more hierarchical with men in 
leadership positions. If you take the gap in political activity and do a statistical control 
and say if women were like men, you reduce the difference by half. That’s, for our 
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business, pretty good. You explain a lot, but not enough. What’s the residual reason that 
they’re not involved? They’re less interested and informed about politics. Why were 
women less interested and less informed? We used an analogy of professional football. 
Women are less interested in it and are less informed about it. It’s a man’s game. Men 
play. Little boys are told to participate in it. We looked at states where women were 
successful in politics. If you look at states where there was a woman senator, women 
were more capable of naming a senator. That in a sense solved the puzzle. We did a lot 
of statistical analyses. We looked at the impact on political knowledge of living in a 
district with a female member of Congress and we found the same effect. Women 
became more interested in politics when women were in politics. 

What does this mean for the future of women in politics? Today somewhat more women 
go to college than men. There are more women in the workforce. It’s a tremendous 
increase but it leveled off 15 years ago. It seems to have reached a plateau. Another 
example of change is the proportion of income brought into the household by the wife. It 
used to be a quarter and it went up to a third. What about office holding? There has 
been a major change over the last two decades. In 1968, women made up 4 percent of 
state legislators, now it’s about a quarter. There’s still a minority. In some states like 
Mississippi very few women have gotten into politics.  

Interestingly in progressive states like Minnesota and Massachusetts, few women have 
gotten into office. We have never had a women running for the highest office. A woman 
entered the race in 2000. She had incredible name recognition and the ability to raise 
money. She had been a CEO, lawyer, astronaut and pro basketball player. Here she is: 
in 2000 Mattel put out a Barbie for President doll. It got a lot of press coverage – a lot of 
mixed response. One congressman said it means you can be president if you are a 
perfect 10. Geraldine Ferraro said it may teach girls that maybe they will be president. If 
we ever get a real and not plastic woman running for president, it will make a difference. 
Suppose in every state you had the circumstance that was the best. It would reduce the 
gap between men and women to almost nothing. If you look at all states, and their 
ranking, you will see that Massachusetts ranks close to the top in measures of the social 
and economic position of women – median earnings, percent of women in managerial 
occupations, percent of women with four or more years of college education, but 28th in 
percentage of women registered to vote. Why the gap? I think it’s a puzzle for the state 
of Massachusetts. Let me end there. 

MODERATOR ELLEN ROTHMAN: Gloria Larson is on the program but is not here 
because she is not well today. She is a very politically active woman who has not run for 
office, not yet. If you read the review in CommonWealth, it described Dr. Verba’s book 
as political science at its best. I said how good could that be? But it’s really good. I am 
someone who has been known to break into hives at the mention of regression analysis. 
I was sure the book would scare me to death. It didn’t. It was intriguing, a really good 
read. The findings are provocative and in many cases surprising. I hope we can reflect 
the questions Dr. Verba raises. These are questions that are getting a lot of attention at 
dinner parties, soccer games. Panels usually include one humanist – the committee 
decided I could do double duty. The Women’s Leadership Project is at the State House. 
The work is in a hallway. Some objected to that. I think it’s rather symbolic. It’s outside of 
Doric Hall. In the spring of 1995, the Senate established a committee to study the 
contribution of women and commemorate it in the Commonwealth. The committee was 
to choose a woman, I point out singular. The committee defined government broadly, 
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including influencing government. Five possible actions were defined as constituting a 
major contribution. The advisory group concluded that to choose one woman, I love this, 
was neither wise nor prudent. They didn’t come right out and say it was insulting. They 
agreed on six women. There are bio’s of them on our web site. They are Dorothea Dix, 
Lucy Stone, Sarah Parker Remond, Josephine St. Pierre Ruffin, Florence Luscomb and 
Mary Kenney O’Sullivan. There are two people of color on the walls of the State House. 
Before it went up there were none. They were all politically active. Only two ever voted. 
None of them held elected office. I got the question, why these women no one has ever 
heard of? Abigail Adams is going to be on a new statue on the Commonwealth Mall. I 
tried to explain the challenge facing the committee. If this book had existed, I would have 
had a better answer. There are many women who influence the selection of people in 
office. Dr. Verba and his colleagues are concerned with doing politics rather than being 
attentive to politics. The women honored at the State House were active participants. 
They were psychologically deeply engaged in politics – politically interested, informed 
and efficacious. I looked up the last word – it means possessing the quality of being 
effective. The women had little or no formal education and little or no civil rights. They all 
believed they could use the political process to bring about change. We know the 
women honored were unusual. We also know that for every woman who testified before 
the Legislature or walked a picket line, there were countless other women who were 
politically engaged. We will never be able to map in such detail as Dr. Verba has. That 
left me only with data envy. That’s my take on the work of political science studying the 
recent past, and the connection between what political scientists tell us and what history 
tells us.  

I start with a question that is in some way the issue Dr. Verba started with. Whether 
politics and public policy would be significantly different if there were more women 
involved in politics. As our officer holder, we will start with you Marie? 

ST. FLEUR I think it might. Women tend to bring particular concerns with respect to 
social issues. There seems to be a different view with regard to women’s ability or 
willingness to get involved in male issues. They tend to look at financial issues as men’s 
issues. If you look at Texas, what changes were put in place by a woman governor? 
Look at the education system. It would only make a difference if we own our role. We 
tend to figure out a way to be more like the guys in order to move forward. 

MURPHY: I think it’s a no brainer. Clearly, if there were more women in appointed and 
elected office, that makes a difference. Women, even in the supposedly male domains of 
finance and the economy, we just take a different look. We would be more concerned 
about Social Security and the distribution of tax dollars. We see a different take. Pat 
Schroeder was a good example of what one woman can do in Congress. We wouldn’t 
be fighting some social issues if there were more women in office. 

COHEN: Abigail Adams would be remembered through the restoration of the historic 
courthouse, as the Adams courthouse not the John Adams courthouse. That would be 
important to the chief justice of the SJC and to the acting governor. When you look at the 
state’s highest court and the fact that there are three women on it, a majority ever so 
briefly, and the way the court operates procedurally – they have for the first time in 
decades gone on the road. It has gone to Salem and Barnstable. They address youth 
groups and bring high schoolers in to see the way things operate. That’s typical of the 
way women operate differently, in an open way. I don’t know whether the court would 
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rule any differently if there were seven white guys on it. But it operates differently with a 
woman in charge of it. There is outreach that was never part of the good old days. I’d 
like to think that procedural reform could happen in our Legislature. What I see in the 
judiciary I would hope would be representative of the way women could make a 
difference. 

ROTHMAN: The trial and juvenile courts are headed by women. They are in positions of 
power. Does that have anything to do with the Legislature’s unsympathetic view of the 
courts and the funds they need? 

COHEN: I think it has a good deal to do. That is certainly part of the problem. Some of it 
is obviously a little payback for SJC decisions on Clean Elections. The good old boy 
network in the judiciary falling into the hand of a woman who is not part of the State 
House crowd has a good deal to do with the budget problems. 

SHERMAN: What is the link here? Does it matter if women are involved if we get the 
same policies? Women care so much about vital issues that matter to them – education, 
retirement security, and those kinds of things. We have to think about 50 percent of 
women over 18 in the Commonwealth are not married. Women are more and more on 
their own. They are interested in politics and they are involved and they are voting. They 
make a huge difference in who gets elected. There is a great deal of excitement about 
women running for office. I remember starting graduate school and being so excited 
about our trailblazer Evelyn Murphy. We saw that with our governor, Jane Swift. But 
does it really make a difference for public policy? Some studies show that indeed it does 
matter, across the aisle. Women have come together to make a difference. 

Remember Cele Hicks going from the House to the Senate. She was a path breaker, 
carrying the banner on domestic violence. For many years it was a private issue. Today 
it’s a public issue. Child care. It’s not just a women’s issue. Rep. David Cohen from 
Newton was very involved. But women are pushing these issues, like after-school 
programs. Women introduce the issues and form a bipartisan caucus. They put private 
issues on the table. Twenty-five years ago child care was a women’s problem. Now it’s 
being debated at the State House and at city hall. I just completed a case study of paid 
family leave, which is sort of pushing the envelope. You are guaranteed a job when you 
come back but you’re not paid when you are out. So less than 5 percent of people take 
advantage of it. A coalition of women scholars and legislators formed a coalition for paid 
family leave. Sen. Birmingham introduced it and got a unanimous vote for it. That is 
remarkable. It ran into heavy weather, shall we say, in the House. The Speaker was not 
in favor of it. Coupled with the recession, it is on the shelf. But it will be back. People like 
Rep. Paulsen have been working on it for 10 years. Before that, her predecessor Rep. 
Gibson. It’s the long hard legislative slog. 

ROTHMAN: Can you, Dr. Verba, comment on some of the interesting patterns? 

VERBA: The one group that is off the scale for participation is single mothers. This is 
where the burden of time and other constraints play the biggest role. It’s the combination 
of being single, a mother, and usually lower levels of education. It’s not domestic life that 
keeps women out of politics, or getting into the workforce. In fact that does a lot of good 
for married women with responsibilities at home. Abigail Adams sent a letter to John 
when he was working on the Declaration of Independence. She said, remember the 
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ladies and be more generous and favorable to them than your ancestors. Remember all 
men would be tyrants if they could. And we could foment a rebellion. Two weeks later, 
he replies, as to your extraordinary code of laws, I cannot help but laugh. All women are 
not alike. Some are Republicans and some are Democrats. If you look at them, both 
things make a difference. But they do come together on issues. It’s less the positions 
they hold than what they get on the agenda, which depends on who is sitting around the 
table when the agenda is getting set. It’s hard to know the impact of women on politics 
when they are a small minority. If they were 50 percent, then we would really have a 
test? 

ROTHMAN: What is the critical mass of women running for and holding office that might 
cause an increase in women’s political engagement? 

SHERMAN: In 1996 one of my colleagues and I wrote a paper called Opportunities and 
Dilemmas for Women in Municipal Politics in Massachusetts. We found a fourfold 
increase in women holding political office – city council, selectmen. There was some 
indication that contradicts this pipeline theory. Evelyn and I talked about women in 
politics needing a bench. We found women in our cities and towns like it just fine where 
they are and resented the concept of the ladder. They felt they were really working 
where the rubber meets the road. The idea of feeling they had to move up to the State 
House was anathema to them. The problem is this is a very affluent group of women. 
Most of these positions are not paid, or low paid. You have to have some other income. 
The women officials felt themselves to be distinct from men. The women felt they 
brought something different to the table. They identified themselves as more 
compassionate and having open-door policies. It’s not just being in office, it’s how 
organized are women in politics? Many women said they were not organized, but wished 
they were. There’s a lot of work to be done in Massachusetts organizationally. Women 
are feeling they need to be asked. You, Marie, talked about Charlotte Golar Richie 
asking you why don’t you run. And you saying, who me? It’s a confidence issue and 
women need that.  

COHEN: What you find at the State House – look around the offices in the executive 
branch and the assistants to the members of the House – you will see a wonderful 
female-dominated layer. That’s where the critical mass will come from, where it will 
bubble up. I don’t think women can look at elected office and ignore it very much longer. 
I assume the same thing is going on at city halls. 

ST. FLEUR: I don’t if know there is a pipeline for women because I don’t feel it. We have 
a party structure dominated by males. We are not necessarily on the rungs to climb the 
ladders. We need to have that conversation. A 25-year-old male will have no thoughts 
about running for office, or even running for governor. The same women would, and 
would say I need more experience. If you look at qualifications of women in the House, 
they got more experience before jumping into the ring. A lot of my male colleagues have 
children. I have three children. Women my age have difficulty running for office. I have to 
drop the kids off at school before I get here at 8 am. Most males don’t have to make 
those decisions. We have numbers in the House and Senate, though not as significantly 
as I would like. But we have an impact – the contraceptives coverage bill was an 
example of that. It was the first time that women as a block decided how they were going 
to move forward. 
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MURPHY: I first set up to run for office for lieutenant governor 20 years ago – age is 
catching up with me. I was a green horrible candidate. I had to learn it all. Nobody asked 
me to run. I listed the number of people thinking about seriously running. There were 40 
and 37 were men. Those are the numbers we all play against. The culture is that a 25-
year-old man will run and run again until they get it right. Tommy McGee, he persevered. 
Part of what women have to do is the perseverance factor – losing and getting up again. 
We have to give women support the day after. It stinks to lose. You feel like such a jerk. 
Geraldine Ferraro told me that when she lost there was no one out there offering 
support. What Dr. Verba said about football has a couple of analogies. I learned from my 
campaign manager that when you start running, you get hit a few times and then you get 
hit enough so you don’t feel it. After a while, you don’t really care. You just keep plowing 
ahead because you want to win. As women growing up, we don’t learn the contact 
sports mentality. You just keep slogging away with the legislation. The same is true in 
politics. It’s an understanding that guys have. I don’t think we have built the cadre of 
women. I want to be realistic about the toughness we need to have. We take politics and 
sports as red meat issues. In other states, it’s more benign and you see women get 
elected. If you overlay this culture, you have to realize you have to be aggressive and 
assertive. Taking that guy on for Shannon O’Brien is good for her. We want tough 
people, male or female, gender neutral. As a woman, you have to show that toughness. 
People just want you to fight for them. An interesting thing you’ve done is to take gender 
out of the equation. People want you to fight and they want to know what you believe in. 
It’s not rocket science to understand this stuff; it’s just getting out and doing it 
experientially. 

SHERMAN: A lot of leading officials are not that interested in having women move in. 
There has been a male monopoly. It is a high prestige occupation. It’s a professional 
position. They are fighting among themselves and have not been that encouraging of 
mentoring. 

ROTHMAN: Unless it suits their purposes. 

SHERMAN: The men politicians are however very interested in the women’s vote. There 
is a gender gap. Cellucci learned from Weld that you have to pay attention to women’s 
interests and their votes. In the closing week of Weld vs. Kerry, our polls showed Weld 
would win. Men were for Weld but women were 50-50. That meant Weld was going to 
carry the day. He had a lot of confidence. He was extremely harsh about welfare in the 
last debate, talking about our tough laws on welfare mothers. Weld got 40 percent of 
women in that race and it went to Kerry. Women do care about their own jobs, but also 
about the struggles of poor women. One reason why Cellucci made this historic decision 
to choose Jane Swift is he was concerned about the women’s vote. It was a closer 
election than expected. Women overwhelmingly voted for Harshbarger, but there was a 
better than expected vote for Cellucci among women and it could have been about Jane 
Swift. 

ROTHMAN: Jane Swift started out as an aide to a male legislator. She did not start out 
as a local official. Evelyn Murphy says the book takes gender out, but it integrates it so 
you look at gender and a lot of other things. That’s how you get into regression analysis. 
Look around this room and you can see the preponderance of the gender. This event is 
drawing heavily from women. They were dropping their kids off so it wasn’t full at 8 
o’clock. We should do a whole other forum on the lack of integration period, in 
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Massachusetts. Women are not the only group under-represented. Our Congressional 
delegation includes 11 Irishmen and one Jew. What does it say about the health of the 
system when elected officials tend to come from one part of the culture? It’s not just 
women who are under-represented. 

AUDIENCE QUESTION: I want to get back to the contact sports point and how the 
media treats candidates. Jane Swift took a pummeling from the Globe and Herald. Are 
women more vulnerable? Howie Carr has been pretty tough on Kerry Murphy Healey. 

COHEN: We are marginally tougher on women. You will never see a guy’s attire 
mentioned in the paper. We make note that Swift wears the same suit to three events. 
We never question the child care arrangements of male candidates. We rarely delve into 
the finances of the wife of a candidate but will delve extensively into the male’s. To that 
extent we have treated women with ye olde double standard. However, I have seen 
many businessmen who have said, why would I expose myself and my family to that 
level of scrutiny? Marshall Carter comes to mind. He said no way, why would I subject 
myself to that? When you come in through the private sector and report to a board of 
directors, and you don’t deal with media, you don’t need that aggravation. Was Howie 
grossly unfair to Swift and her weight? Yes. Did he refer to George Keverian as D-Papa 
Gino’s? Yes. An equal opportunity basher in that regard. 

MURPHY: The press is marginally tougher on those issues. The coverage is by men of 
women. You never get the same sense of comfortableness with male reporters. It’s a 
marginal difference, but it’s there. It’s a more distant relationship. 

COHEN: We do have a lot more women on the front lines covering politics at city hall, at 
the State House. But where the decisions are made is still a really male-dominated part 
of the business. 

VERBA: At a meeting, when a guy says, I have to go and pick up the kids, everyone 
says aw, what a great guy. When a woman does it, no one says anything. There was 
time when the New York Times covered women candidates on the Styles page. That 
has faded. 

SHERMAN: I am occasionally contacted by the press to give opinion and analysis. I got 
calls from the New York Times and Washington Post about Swift and the imbroglio over 
the babysitting. They were all women reporters who were calling me. I was amazed at 
the anger of the women reporters at Jane Swift. They said, well I can’t bring my kids in. 
My editor won’t allow that and who does she think she is? As professional women, there 
was not going to be any leeway there among the women writers. I wondered if Gov. 
Cellucci had young children dancing around, the cameras would have been there and 
everyone would have been saying isn’t that nice. There is a double standard and we 
don’t even know it sometimes. 

MURPHY: There is an economic double standard as well. Swift doesn’t have the money. 
She has financial limitations to live with. We never fully take into account men who have 
set up their finances before they run for office. Mitt Romney spent $65,000 before he 
made an announcement. If Jane were more wealthy, she may not have been in that 
position. I don’t know. 
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ROTHMAN: Do we have one more question? I guess not. 

VERBA: We have moved from time to money being the coin of political activity. Women 
are most disadvantaged when it comes to money. They are less likely to make political 
contributions. It is the biggest gap we have. 

ST. FLEUR: Because Massachusetts is so public and we are so forward in so many 
arenas, we are so liberal and forward thinking, we make the assumption that we are in 
every quarter. We really are not in many ways. It’s a conversation we have to have 
about the underbelly of our politics, the race issue that we really don’t want to deal with. 
That’s why these forums are so important. We’re not quite as liberal in the way we carry 
out our politics in terms of the power structure of our politics. 

ROTHMAN: A lot of you are juggling, but even if we weren’t, we have a policy of always 
ending by 10 o’clock. So thank you for coming. We will see you at the next forum. 

DISCLAIMER: The News Service coverage of this forum is an accurate summary 
of remarks, not a verbatim transcript. 
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