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Abstract

The history and practice of party polarization in Congress is a gendered concept. Men
have comprised the overwhelming majority of legislators from both parties, served as
their party’s leaders, and dominated the party caucuses. As women and women of color
have increased their presence in the institution, particularly among Democrats, gender
and race have emerged as important themes in understanding party polarization in
contemporary congresses. In an analysis of legislative activity of members in the 104th
to the 117th Congresses, 1 find the two most distinct groups of partisans, Democratic
women and Republican men, are prominently featured in the opposing party’s negative
messaging to constituents and voters. The prominence of Democratic women as the focal
point of negative messaging from the opposition has significant consequences for this
group of officeholders. This study enhances our understanding of how gender dynamics
inform party polarization in legislatures.
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“When you are effective, you are a target... . For over 200 years we had a

pecking order up here of what man was going to do what next and how they

would do musical chairs among those positions ... and so now you're saying

we're going to break the marble ceiling and do things differently and that is
resisted.”!

—US Representative Nancy Pelosi (D-CA),

first female Speaker of the House (2007-11; 2019-23)

The presence of political parties in legislative institutions means that there has
always been an organizing mechanism by which members could differentiate
themselves. In the United States, aggregate differences between members as
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determined by their party affiliation have widened and narrowed over succes-
sive decades. Contemporary congresses are marked by polarized Democratic and
Republican parties. Here not only do party members take opposing positions on
recorded chamber votes; their respective party structures highlight those dif-
ferences to voters ahead of elections in an attempt to demonstrate their party’s
superiority and the opposing party’s inferiority with respect to holding a
majority. Party polarization in Congress is an area of research that has received
significant scholarly attention from those seeking to identify its origins, mea-
surement, and consequences. Although we have learned much about Congress
and its members from these efforts, their focus of inquiry is incomplete. The
history and practice of party polarization in Congress is a story that—until
recently—is really about men in the institution as they have comprised the
overwhelming majority of legislators from both parties, served as their party’s
leaders, and dominated their party caucuses. Research on women’s representa-
tion in Congress has also reinforced the idea of party polarization as it pertains to
the men because women members of Congress (MCs) were typically identified as
more collegial and therefore more willing to work across the aisle, often with
women of the opposing party, to support shared policy goals. Moreover,
women’s underrepresentation in the chambers and their relative absence from
party leadership positions significantly limited their visibility and clout. How-
ever, as more women, particularly Democratic women, have been elected to
Congress, secured leadership positions, and increased their presence in their
party’s caucus, they have also challenged rules and norms of behavior created by
the men who have traditionally dominated the institution. Women’s increased
presence and clout in Congress draws attention to a departure from the status
quo. And, as parties in contemporary US politics gain points from their fellow
members by drawing attention to how they are distinct, we should expect both
parties to increasingly use gender to highlight those differences.

In this article I ask an important question: Does women’s increased presence
and clout in the institution—particularly among Democrats—affect party polar-
ization in Congress? To answer this question, I examine gender dynamics in the
104th to 117th Congresses to determine how gender has emerged as an impor-
tant theme in party polarization. Given the importance of party affiliation in
organizing and managing its members, I focus on party polarization in the US
House. I consider the influence of women’s presence in the chamber and party
caucuses, their service in leadership roles, gender and party differences in MCs’
ideology as measured by DW NOMINATE scores, and party messaging, particu-
larly messaging from one party directed to the opposing party. I expect that both
parties will seek to emphasize gender as a central way to demonstrate how the
Democratic and Republican parties differ in both composition and policy pref-
erences. Through this inquiry, I find that party polarization in Congress is
gendered. Essentially, the idea that party polarization is gendered means that
both parties believe they gain an advantage by laying bare the differences
between the two most dissimilar groups of partisans—Democratic women and
Republican men. They identify these groups as proxies for the opposing parties
and those responsible for driving the party’s extreme policies. Furthermore, I
find that these differences between partisan groups are both gendered and raced,
as Republican men are not just men but White Republican men and Democratic
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women are not just women but often Democratic women of color. To be sure,
parties are not just composed of Republican men and women Democrats; men
constitute the majority of Democratic MCs, and Republican women are present in
the institution, albeit in significantly smaller numbers than the rest of the
aforementioned groups. However, it is recognizing that party polarization in
Congress, which traditionally has referred to the behavior of a relatively homog-
enous membership body, now encompasses a more diverse group of members.
And, although Congress remains a male-dominated institution, the presence of
women in the membership body—particularly as Democrats—has changed
what party polarization in the institution looks like and how it is manifested.

What do we gain from considering party polarization in Congress from a
gendered lens, particularly as many scholars already identify legislatures as
gendered organizations?? At a minimum, we gain an understanding of the degree
to which women members are truly a part of the institution—that is, whether or
how much women “sound, act, and look” like the men with whom they share a
party label. As more women get elected to Congress, they also increase their
numbers within their respective party’s caucus and presumably strengthen their
collective voices during intraparty deliberations about strategy and messaging.
More women members may also mean more opportunities for them to speak for
the party or chamber in leadership positions, particularly if their party serves in
the majority. Finally, as more women get elected to Congress, we can see how
fellow party members and members of the opposing party view them or even how
women members view themselves. In a time of party polarization when parties
seek to amplify their differences, parties may believe they benefit by drawing
attention to those differences. Indeed, I find examples of invisibility and hypervi-
sibility for women Democratic and Republican members, respectively. Republican
women MCs remain on the periphery of their party, its caucus, and party
messaging, which renders them essentially invisible—or at least largely indistin-
guishable—from the men in their party. In contrast, Democratic women MCs are
more visible within their party and its caucus. Although they are also featured
more prominently in party messaging, Democratic women and Democratic women
of color MCs are also the focus of highly negative messaging from the Republican
Party to demonstrate that Democrats are out of touch with average Americans and
“too woke and liberal” to adequately represent their interests. At the same time,
the Democratic Party relies on women MCs to reinforce the message of a hyper-
masculine Republican Party that is too old, too White, too rich, and too male to
adequately represent an increasingly diverse populace. In summary, applying a
gendered lens to the study of party polarization in Congress provides a more
complete picture of how members and their parties operate in the institution, why
the perceived and real distance between Democrats and Republicans will persist
moving forward, and why the animus between party members has distinct
consequences for women candidates and officeholders.

Women’s Representation in Congress in an Era of Party Polarization

There are two streams of research that inform our understanding of how women
approach their roles as legislators and as party members. I briefly consider
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research on gender and representation, even as women remain underrepre-
sented as candidates and officeholders. I also examine research on party polar-
ization, specifically how legislators behave as partisans in legislative institutions,
and how the parties behave collectively, especially as polarization over time has
been identified as asymmetrical with Republicans moving farther to the right
than Democrats moving farther to the left. Together, this research sheds light on
how gender and party exert influence over legislators.

Research on gender and representation affirms the importance of women'’s
presence in legislative institutions despite their underrepresentation. As office-
holders, women are more likely to talk about and legislate on women’s issues.’
Women legislators draw attention to women'’s issues with bill sponsorship, floor
debate, and roll-call votes. Research on gender, identity, and representation
further affirms that women of color officeholders approach their representa-
tional and legislative responsibilities with an emphasis on themes of lived
experience, shared identity, and community and civic duty.> Historically, many
women officeholders have approached their duties feeling responsible to act on
behalf of women, which has provided opportunities for women to work across
party lines on issues, particularly those pertaining to women.® A central theme of
research on gender and representation is the belief that women’s presence in
legislative institutions is valuable to all aspects of the body’s work and its
members’ responsibilities to constituents and the public as a whole.

Although research on gender and representation was originally focused on
evaluating the difference between men and women legislators and a “special
responsibility” to represent women, it is evident that members’ party affiliation,
not necessarily gender, more urgently shapes their behavior.” Stated another
way, in their representational and legislative activities, women officeholders
represent women as partisans.® Partisanship influences which women run for
office’ and also their position on specific policy issues, such as abortion and
reproductive rights.'° Given the increased importance of partisanship in inform-
ing congressional duties and relationships, it is instructive to consider women'’s
presence and participation in the institution as women and as partisans.

Identifying research on the ways in which parties exert influence over
officeholders in legislative institutions is also informative. When looking at
Congress and its members, Poole and Rosenthal noted that beginning in the
mid-1970s, Democratic and Republican legislators consistently voted with their
own party on roll-call votes in their respective chambers. They identified this
behavior as a “spatial theory” of party polarization with the parties “far apart on
policy issues and party members tightly clustered around the party mean.”!
They created a measurement of ideology, DW NOMINATE scores, that ranges
from -1 (extremely liberal) to 1 (extremely conservative). As initially created, DW
NOMINATE scores have two dimensions, votes on the role of government in the
economy and votes on race and civil rights. However, Poole and Rosenthal note
that race-related roll-call votes post-Civil Rights Movement are fundamentally
about economic redistribution and thus the first dimension of DW NOMINATE
scores effectively captures the ideological space between individual members. At
present, the gap between the two parties is wide and ongoing. McCarty, Poole,
and Rosenthal calculated that the Democrats and Republicans in Congress were
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as far apart as they had been since the US Civil War.'? Binder also finds evidence
of persistent gaps over multiple decades between Democratic and Republican
Members of Congress.'?

Further research on the phenomenon makes it plain that parties and their
members did not simply and evenly split. Poole and Rosenthal and others more
recently have noted that the gap between the parties is asymmetrical, with
Republican members moving more to the right in their voting than Democratic
members moving more to the left.'” In terms of DW-NOMINATE scores, this
means that Republican and Democratic members can be grouped more closely to
one another and closer to the maximum or minimum values of the scores (1 and
-1). DW-NOMINATE scores have been used by researchers to make both within
and across Congress comparisons about individual members and about the
Democratic and Republican party caucuses over time.

Finally, not all scholars are convinced that the gulf between the parties is a
measure of ideology. Instead, Lee asserts that members’ willingness to vote
consistently with their own party and against the opposing party may instead
be a function of fidelity to the party’s team that is also compatible with pursuing
individual members’ goals, particularly in gaining clout within their party. Using
this logic, party members will stick with fellow partisans to increase the likeli-
hood of a “win” for their side or at least make it harder for the opposing side to
win, especially if the other side needs support beyond their own party to prevail.
Lee writes,

[Members] impeach one another’s motives and accuse one another of
incompetence and corruption, not always on strong evidence. They exploit
the floor agenda for public relations, touting their successes, embarrassing
their opponents, and generally propagandizing for their own party’s ben-
efit. They actively seek out policy disagreements that can be political useful
in distinguishing themselves from their partisan opponents.*

Party polarization—asymmetrical or otherwise—and party brinksmanship are
clearly at play in contemporary Congresses. The very fact that the membership
body in Congress has diversified over the last few decades to include more
women and other previously underrepresented groups suggests that gender is
increasingly relevant when observing party polarization in the institution. This
inquiry considers how party polarization affects women members, whether
polarization affects women partisans similarly, and how gender affects party
messaging when the parties are polarized. I list my formal hypotheses below:

H1: If women MCs represent their districts as partisans, then the ideological
scores of men and women partisans should be similar.

H2: An increase in the number of women MCs should provide opportunities for
them to exert influence in party caucus deliberations and gain leadership
positions within the party.

H3: An increase in the number of women MCs makes them more visible in the
institution and will lead parties to use gendered messages to highlight differ-
ences between the parties.
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For the first hypothesis, I examine a basic but useful measure of DW-NOMINATE
scores by gender and party to determine any differences in ideological scores
between men and women partisans. The fact that women members represent
women and the rest of their constituency as partisans suggests that the DW
NOMINATE scores for men and women partisans should be similar. For the second
hypothesis, I consider women’s membership in the House and the presence that
they exert in their party’s caucuses and as party leaders. As more women are
elected to Congress, they should have more influence in party caucus deliberations
because they comprise a larger portion of that caucus. For the third hypothesis, I
consider how the Democratic and Republican parties often use negative, gendered,
and raced messages to cast the opposing party as inferior and out of touch. As
affective partisanship, hostile feelings of partisan out-groups, characterize con-
temporary elite and mass attitudes about political parties, candidates, and
officeholders,'® gendered and raced negative messages are an effective tool for
parties to use that are unlikely to diminish in the future. Together, these findings
support the assertion that party polarization in contemporary Congresses is
gendered and often raced.

The first step is to consider whether party polarization requires confirmation
of difference in ideology scores between men and women partisans. A highly
useful feature of DW NOMINATE scores is that they available for every person
who has ever served in Congress. Therefore, it is possible to calculate party
means and disaggregate DW NOMINATE scores with other demographic features,
including sex. Figure 1 below plots the mean House DW NOMINATE scores (First
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Figure 1. Mean House DW Nominate Scores (First Dimension) by Gender and Party, 104th—117th
Congress
Source: Voteview.com; averages compiled by author.
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Dimension) by gender and party from the 104th to 117th Congresses.!” Average
DW NOMINATE scores for men and women in each party appear below, with
Republican partisans registering positive scores, as 1 is identified as extremely
conservative, and Democratic partisans registering negative scores, as -1 is
identified as extremely liberal. The four lines below show narrow gaps between
men and women members of the same party and much wider gaps between men
and women of opposing parties.

Unsurprisingly, Democratic and Republican members’ DW NOMINATE scores
are very distinct. What is more interesting, and not immediately obvious from
Figure 1, is whether men and women partisans have significantly different
ideology scores. Looking at Democrats, the trend line for both Democratic
women and men House members is essentially flat, with very little change in
DW nominate scores over the identified period. Stated differently, Democratic
members remain about as liberal from the beginning of the period in question
through its finish. However, despite the stability in mean DW NOMINATE scores
for men and women Democrats, their DW NOMINATE scores are distinct. In
nearly every specified Congress, a means test shows that Democratic women
MCs’ DW NOMINATE scores are significantly different (p < .05) and more liberal
than those of their male partisans.'® Women Democrats’ DW nominate scores
change very little, as values stay around -0.4. Scores for Democratic men also
change little, but they are consistently “higher” than those of the women in their
party at around -0.35, meaning they still liberal but a bit less so. Stated differ-
ently, when looking at ideological measures for men and women Democratic
House members from the 104th to the 117th Congress, Democratic MCs are
liberal but the women are significantly more ideologically liberal than the men.

Mean DW NOMINATE scores for men and women Republican MCs show
different results. The trend line for both Republican women and men MCs slopes
slightly upward such that their DW NOMINATE scores finish higher in the 117th
Congress from where they began in the 104th Congress. Thus, in keeping with the
premise of asymmetric polarization, DW NOMINATE scores for this period
confirm that Republican MCs moved more to the right than Democrats moved
to the left. However, for most congresses in the specified period, the mean DW
NOMINATE scores for men and women Republican House members are not
significantly different from each other. In the 107th, 115th, and 116th Con-
gresses, Republican women MCs have a significantly lower DW NOMINATE score
than the men, which means that Republican women MCs were less conservative
than the men in their party, as least as measured by DW NOMINATE scores.’
Otherwise, for the majority of congresses during this period of polarized parties,
Republican women MCs did not compile voting records that were significantly
distinct from those of the men in their party. In plain terms, Republican women
MCs generally vote the same as Republican men MCs. This finding is in keeping
with aforementioned research indicating that parties exert a significant influ-
ence over a MCs’ roll-call votes and that when women legislators represent
constituents, they do so as partisans. Thus, the first hypothesis that expected the
ideological scores of men and women partisans to be similar is confirmed but
perhaps with an asterisk for additional clarification. The significant interparty
differences between men and women Democrats and their Republican counterparts
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affirms deep divides between partisans. When looking more closely at intraparty
differences, however, Democratic women MCs are more liberal than the men in
their party and Republican women MCs are essentially as conservative as the men
in their party.

Having demonstrated that Democratic women House members have more
liberal DW NOMINATE scores than Democratic men and that Republican women
House members typically have the same conservative DW NOMINATE scores as
Republican men, it is important to consider women’s presence in the institution
and in their respective party’s caucuses. Women’s representation increased
substantially from the 104th to the 117th Congress. As posited in the second
hypothesis, it should follow that as more women get elected to Congress and stay
in the institution, they will have more opportunities to seek leadership positions,
strengthen their voices in party caucus business, and exert power as a group.

Women'’s historical underrepresentation in the institution and absence from
leadership positions within the parties provide the obvious practical reason why
party polarization has been understood as a nongendered concept. After all,
women cannot be a part of the polarization narrative if they are invisible in the
chamber and as party leaders. From the mid-1970s when Poole and Rosenthal
identify party polarization and the two decades that followed, women’s repre-
sentation ranged from a low of 3% in the 93rd Congress to a high of 10% in the
103rd Congress, as redistricting and a spate of retirements ahead of the 1992
congressional elections created a significant number of open seats that women
candidates, mostly Democratic women, won.?° Even as women have increased
their numbers as candidates and officeholders, men remain the electoral and
officeholding default. Stated plainly, men run for and hold elected office with
greater frequency than women. Women candidates continue to run primarily as
challengers, not incumbents, for Congress, even though men and women candi-
dates are equally likely to win elections based on their candidacy status. Women
candidates are also significantly more likely to run as Democrats than as
Republicans, which creates a party gap in both political candidacy and repre-
sentation within the institution.

Figure 2 shows women’s representation in the House as a percentage of their
respective party’s caucus from the 104th to the 117th Congress.?! Even as party
caucus deliberations are generally conducted in private, when groups comprise a
critical mass they are better positioned to exert power within the decision-
making body.?? During this time, Democratic women increased their share as a
percentage of their party’s caucus from 15% to 40%, whereas Republican
women'’s representation in their party’s caucus increased from 7% to 15%. It is
also worth noting that when each party held a legislative majority, an increase in
partisan women elected to the chamber may not correspond with an increased
presence in their party’s caucus if the party was in the majority (and represent-
ing a larger total number overall). Party majorities are also important to discern
because the majority party determines who serves as Speaker of the House, who
serves as committee chairs, and whose legislative agenda will likely prevail.
There are 14 congresses included in the specified period of inquiry (104th—
117th Congresses). Democrats served as the majority party in the House for only
four of those congresses (110th, 111th, 116th, and 117th), and Republicans held
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the majority in the House for the other 10 congresses. When Democrats held the
majority, Democratic women accounted for about 22% of their party’s caucus in
the 110th and 111th Congresses. They greatly increased their presence in the
116th and 117th Congresses, accounting for 37% and 40% of their party’s
caucuses, respectively. In the two most recent congresses under consideration,
Democratic women House members accounted for more than one third to 40% of
Democratic members in the chamber and appeared in numbers that would have
made it difficult for them to be ignored in caucus deliberations. This would be
particularly true in cases of intraparty differences where the majority would
need to find a consensus with its membership to prevail in Committee or on a
floor vote. And, as will be discussed shortly, the presence of Democratic women
members in key party leadership positions has elevated their profile as critical
actors and ensured that their fellow women members’ voices would be heard.?

The presence of Republican women House members in their party’s caucus
tells a different story. For nearly all the 10 congresses in which Republicans held
a party majority in the House, Republican women members accounted for 10% or
less of their party’s caucus. Republican women members accounted for 15% of
their party’s caucus in the 117th Congress, but their party was in the minority. At
just 10%—and often less—of their party’s caucuses in any given Congress during
this time, Republican women House members remained on the periphery of their
party’s caucus and its deliberations. Moreover, with indistinguishable DW NOM-
INATE scores, Republican women House members would have voted much like
the men in their party.

Thus far I have established that in terms of DW NOMINATE scores collected
from the 104th to the 117th Congresses, Democratic women and Republican men
are the main two most distinct partisan groups in the House. I have also
established that Democratic women have increased their presence in their
party’s caucus and strengthened their collective voice in party debates about
strategy and policy. A further way to demonstrate women’s presence in the
chamber is by examining whether women MCs have served as party or chamber
leaders. Leadership positions are especially important on the House side because
the membership body is more than four times that of the Senate and there are
simply more people to organize, particularly rank and file members. Party
leaders must advance a legislative agenda, including that of the president who
is the de facto leader of their party. They must manage intraparty competition
and conflict and retain and build, if not expand, chamber majorities.**

The Speaker of the House, a leadership position with constitutional, chamber,
and party responsibilities over the membership body, is the most visible and
powerful role in role in the chamber. Aside from the Speaker, the remainder of
the leadership team on the majority side include the House Majority Leader,
Majority Whip, and Party Conference or Caucus Chair. The leadership team on
the minority side includes the Minority Leader, Minority Whip, and Party
Conference or Caucus Chair.?® In addition, the Chairs of the Democratic and
Republican Congressional Committees (DCCC and NRCC, respectively) who are
tasked with recruiting candidates and protecting vulnerable incumbents in
congressional elections are also included in party congressional leadership
teams. Finally, committee chairs, particularly those who preside over the three
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Figure 2. Percentage of Women Members in House Party Caucuses, 104th—117th Congresses
Source: US House of Representatives, Congressional Research Service; Percentages compiled by author.

most powerful committees in the House—Appropriations, Rules, and Ways &
Means—are also considered part of the majority party’s leadership team.

Just as men have been the officeholding default in Congress from a historical
perspective, they have also served as default congressional leaders. Indeed, on
the Senate side no woman has ever served as Majority or Minority Leader or
Majority or Minority Whip, although in her stead as vice president, Kamala
Harris presided over the Senate as its president in the 117th and 118th Con-
gresses. During the period of inquiry, a few women have served in party
leadership roles on the House side. Former House Minority Whip Newt Gingrich
(R-GA) was elected Speaker of the House in the 104th Congress after Republicans
gained majority control of both the House and Senate in the 1994 congressional
midterm elections. Gingrich and his all-male leadership team made good on their
promise to bring all 10 items of their “Contract with America” to the House floor
for votes.?® Included in the Contract with America were several measures
designed to upend institutional norms devised under decades of Democratic
majority party rule, including privileging seniority over party loyalty for lead-
ership and committee chair positions. Even so, very few women Republicans
have served in party leadership positions in the House. Women House Democrats
have fared slightly better but remain underrepresented as party leaders. Instead,
when women partisans have served as leaders, they have most frequently done
so in a supporting role (e.g., vice chair, deputy, or assistant titles). Table 1 below
lists women Democratic and Republican House members who have served in
party leadership positions during the 104th to 117th Congresses.?”

Recall that during this period, Republicans held the chamber majority for
10 of those congresses and Democrats held the chamber majority for the
remaining four congresses. During that time (and to date), no Republican woman
has ever served as House Majority or Minority Leader, or Majority or Minority
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Table 1. Women House Members as Party Leaders, 104th—117th Congress

Congress Party  Name Leadership Position
107th Dem  Nita Lowey (D-NY) Chair, Democratic Congressional Campaign
Committee

Dem  Nancy Pelosi (D-CA) Democratic Whip

108th GOP Deborah Pryce (R-OH) Chair, House Republican Conference
Dem  Nancy Pelosi (D-CA) Democratic Leader

109th GOP Deborah Pryce (R-OH) Chair, House Republican Conference
Dem  Nancy Pelosi (D-CA) Democratic Leader

1 10th Dem  Louise Slaughter (D-NY)  Chair, Committee on Rules

I'11th Dem  Louise Slaughter (D-NY)  Chair, Committee on Rules
Dem  Nancy Pelosi (D-CA) Speaker of the House

112th Dem  Nancy Pelosi (D-CA) House Democratic Leader

113th GOP Cathy McMorris-Rodgers Co-chair, House Republican Conference

(R-WA)

GOP Lynn Jenkins (R-KS) Co-chair, House Republican Conference
Dem  Nancy Pelosi (D-CA) House Democratic Leader

| 14th GOP Cathy McMorris-Rodgers Chair, House Republican Conference

(R-WA)

I'15th Dem  Nancy Pelosi (D-CA) House Democratic Leader

I 16th Dem  Nita Lowey (D-NY) Chair, Appropriations Committee
Dem  Cheri Bustos (D-IL) Chair, Democratic Congressional Campaign

Committee

Dem  Nancy Pelosi (D-NY) Speaker of the House
GOP Liz Cheney (D-WY) Chair, House Republican Conference

I117th Dem  Rosa Delauro (D-NY) Chair, Appropriations Committee
Dem  Nancy Pelosi (D-CA) Speaker of the House
GOP Elise Stefanik (R-NY) Chair, House Republican Conference

Source: Center for American Women in Politics.

Whip. Instead, when Republicans served in the majority, several women have
served as the Republican Conference Chair, a leadership role that requires the
member to direct day-to-day operations for the party. To date, no Republican
woman has ever served as chair of the three most prestigious standing commit-
tees in the House.

A few more Democratic women House members have served in party lead-
ership positions, most notably Nancy Pelosi (D-CA), who served as Speaker of the
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House during the four congresses in which Democrats were in the majority
during the specified period. In her role as Speaker of the House, scholars
identified Pelosi as an effective Speaker “willing to apply the levers of power
when necessary in order to achieve her objectives, primary among which are to
maintain and enlarge the Democratic majority while passing legislation that
furthers policy objectives on which most Democrats can agree.”? Indeed, Pelosi
served as Speaker in the 110th Congress that passed several important pieces of
legislation, including the Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act. In addition
to Pelosi’s service as Speaker, women Democrats have served as Chair of their
party’s congressional campaign committee and as chairs of two of the three most
prestigious committees—Appropriations and Rules. It is in these prominent,
visible leadership positions that Democratic women have exerted clout over
their party’s caucus and the membership body as a whole. By these measures, the
second hypothesis about women'’s increased presence and clout is partially
affirmed, because the outcome was one-sided. Women did increase their num-
bers in Congress. However, the growth was uneven between the parties with
significantly more Democratic than Republican women getting elected and
therefore Democratic women were better situated to strengthen their position
with their party caucus and in the chamber as a whole.

In the case of Nancy Pelosi, her service as Speaker made her a prime target for
negative Republican Party messaging about the deficiencies of the Democratic
Party. Even in the minority, Democratic Leader Nancy Pelosi remained a tangible
example for Republicans in their messaging about how different and lacking
House Democrats were compared to House Republicans. In 2018, Democrats
flipped party control in both houses of Congress and the incoming first-year
class of Democrats who served in the 116th Congress included the largest
percentage of women of color to serve in the institution’s history at that time.?’
Several of these women would join Pelosi as the target of negative Republican
party messaging.

Noting the frequency with which certain party members feature in negative
messaging from the opposing party is the final way to consider how gender is
now a prominent theme in party polarization in Congress. Specifically, Repub-
lican men are the primary target of Democrats who have accused Republicans of
waging a “war on women” with the reactionary candidates they support for
office and the pro-life and anti-woman policies they embrace. In contrast,
Democratic women and Democratic women of color are the primary targets of
Republicans who have accused Democrats of supporting “socialist” candidates
and “woke” policies. These negative messages from both parties target the
groups of partisans across the aisle they believe they least resemble—white
Republican men for the Democratic Party and women/women of color Demo-
crats for the Republican Party.

In this last section, I focus on two examples of negative party messaging to
evaluate the third hypothesis. In the 112th Congress that featured a Republican
House majority and Democratic Senate majority, Democratic women accused
Republicans of waging a “war on women” by advancing several pro-life initia-
tives and refusing to reauthorize the Violence Against Women Act (VAWA). In
the 116th Congress that featured a Democratic House majority, Republican
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Senate majority, and the most ethnically and racially diverse membership
elected to the body to date, Republicans accused Democrats of embracing
anarchy. These tactics of calling out members of the opposing party with their
own actions and words, coupled with affective partisanship, appears to be a
successful strategy to reinforce differences between the parties and maintain the
animus party members—and their voters—hold against the opposition. It
further disincentivizes officeholders from finding common ground and working
collaboratively to address complicated policy issues. And, of most concern, this
strategy may be interpreted by some as a permission structure to verbally harass
or threaten violence against officeholders, particularly women.

House Democrats lost more than 60 seats in the 2010 congressional midterm
elections, an outcome then-President Obama described as a “shellacking” of his
party.>® Republicans held the majority on the House side in the 112th Congress
and worked to pass their own legislative agenda, the GOP “Pledge to America,”
which included several pro-life measures, many targeting the recently passed
Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act, restricting Title X family planning
initiatives and defunding Planned Parenthood. In 2011, the House passed a bill on
a party line vote that barred the use of federal funds by insurance plans that
covered abortion services. Speaking in opposition of the bill, House Minority
Leader Nancy Pelosi stated, “Under this bill, when the Republicans vote for this
bill today, they will be voting to say that women can die on the floor and health
care providers do not have to intervene if this bill is passed. It’s just appalling. It’s a
health issue, this is a health issue.”! Indeed, Democrats kept score of Republicans’
activities they labeled as “anti-women.” Democratic members of the Energy and
Commerce Committee, the House committee with jurisdiction over public health
measures, issued a report in 2012 that detailed the “55 votes for anti-women
policies that undermine women’s health, roll back women’s rights, and defund
programs and institutions that provide support for women.”*? The report was
supplemented by statements in a press release from Democratic women mem-
bers of the Committee who offered blistering criticism of House Republicans as
“anti-womar; anti-family; anti-community; and ... un-American.”**

Congressional Democrats’ assertion of a Republican war on women in the
112th Congress was renewed when the House refused to reauthorize the Vio-
lence Against Women Act (VAWA) that included new provisions to extend
protection against domestic violence for Native Americans, undocumented
immigrants, and the LGBTQ community. Previous iterations of VAWA passed
with bipartisan support since it was first passed in 1994, and the reauthorization
bill introduced in the 112th Congress passed in the Senate with bipartisan
support. Instead, House Republicans refused to allow the Senate version of the
bill to come up for a floor vote and instead passed their own version of the bill
that did not include protections to the aforementioned groups.** Republican
women MCs were also deployed by party leaders in both chambers to refute and
dismiss the idea of a “war on women.” Following the House vote on the
Republican version of the VAWA reauthorization bill, congresswomen of the
Tri-Caucus, the Congressional Hispanic, Black, and Asian Pacific American Cau-
cuses, held a news conference to denounce the bill and Republicans who voted in
favor of it, accusing Republicans of “creating different classes of victims ... and tip
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[ping] off domestic abusers about violence reports.”*> Indeed, in the 112th
Congress, Democratic women, including many Democratic women of color, led
the criticism of a Republican-led Congress they believed to be deliberately
hostile to women’s interests.

Democrats, especially women, were not the only members who sought to
draw a contrast between themselves and the opposing party. In the 2018
midterm elections, Democrats won 40 seats in the House to gain a legislative
majority. A majority of those freshman Democratic representatives were non-
White, and the 116th Congress was celebrated as the most diverse Congress
elected to the institution to date. Not everyone was pleased by the agenda and
legislative priorities pursued by the new Democratic majority. House Leader
Kevin McCarthy (R-CA) gave a speech on the House floor that was highly critical
of the Democratic majority in the first 100 days of the 116th Congress. He
stated,

We have been lectured countless times by Speaker Pelosi over the years...
show us your budget, show us your values...unfortunately it looks like we’ll
never know the true values of this majority because there is no budget. The
problem goes beyond the Democrats’ lack of results. As the majority, the
Democrats have focused on three principles above else—resolutions, rad-
icalism, and resistance.?®

Other Republican House leaders echoed criticism of the Democratic Party as
extreme and out of touch with the American public. Following President
Trump’s 2019 State of the Union Address and his budget request to Congress,
Republican House leaders held a news conference to criticize Democrats’
inaction on the budget. During the news conference, House Minority Whip
Steve Scalise (R-LA) criticized newly elected Democratic members more
broadly and stated,

You saw so many of those Democrats who won elections, who flipped seats
from Republican to Democrat, says they would be pro-life and saying they
would be pro-gun. Now they’ve voted to take away your gun rights. They've
voted to stand up for murdering babies who were born alive. This isn’t the
old Democrat Party that people recognize. This isn’t even the Democrat
Party that Nancy Pelosi was Speaker over just a few years ago. It’'s much
further to the left. It’s very much a socialist party now and they’re defending
those policies.””

Again, it is important to remember that the 116th Congress and its Democratic
House majority was the most racially and ethnically diverse membership body
with the highest number of women serving in the institution’s history at that
time. As such, Republican Party criticism of the Democratic Party as a radical
party is a thinly veiled criticism of a woman-led, ethnically and racially diverse
caucus.

Republican criticism of House Democrats became more specific in the 116th
Congress when the Republican National Committee (RNC) released an ad in July
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2019 entitled, “Squad Goals: Anarchy.”® The ad focused on four first-year women
of color Democratic House members, Representatives Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez
(D-NY), 1lhan Omar (D-MN), Ayanna Pressley (D-MA), and Rashida Tlaib (D-MI).
This group of lawmakers was the subject of significant media attention in the
2018 midterm elections. Omar and Tlaib were the first two Muslim women
elected to the House, Pressley was the first Black woman elected to the House
from Massachusetts, and Ocasio-Cortez defeated House Democratic Caucus Chair
and incumbent Joe Crowley in a primary election.* All four women ran on a
progressive legislative agenda that was highly critical of Donald Trump’s immi-
gration policies that included the detention and separation of undocumented
immigrant families. Ocasio-Cortez gave the group its name, the Squad, in an
Instagram post when the newly elected members came to Washington, DC, for
orientation in November 2018.° The RNC ad in question features clips of each of
the four members speaking critically of President Trump’s immigration policy
that are interspersed with media accounts of violence at US Immigration and
Customs Enforcement facilities. The ad closes with a black screen that reads,
“Squad Goals: Anarchy” and suggests that the policy preferences of this group of
first-year lawmakers is in keeping with the Democratic Party’s lack of support for
law and order. And, as was the case with women-led Democratic Party criticism
of the Republican Party in previous Congresses, men led the Republican Party
criticism of the Democratic Party. An examination of party messaging provides
partial confirmation for the third hypothesis; greater visibility of women MCs
did lead parties to use gendered messages to highlight differences between the
parties. However, those gendered messages were focused on Democratic
women and Republican men who served as proxies for their parties and those
most responsible for their party’s extreme policy positions. Moreover, many of
these messages were raced with White Republican men as the target of Demo-
crats’ messaging and women of color Democrats as the target of Republicans’
messaging.

Conclusion

Political parties have long served as an important organizing force in Congress.
Candidates run under party labels to serve in the institution and advance their
party’s policy goals. In turn, voters can remove or return candidates and
sometimes party majorities, depending on the aggregate level of (dis)satisfaction
with them and their collective efforts. As White men have dominated member-
ship and leadership in the history of the institution, the story of parties should be
generally understood as a story of divisions among a remarkably homogenous
group of people. In contemporary congresses, however, the story of political
parties has begun to look different. More women and people of color, especially
those running as Democrats, have sought and won election to Congress. In the
House, women Democrats constitute both a critical mass and serve as critical
actors in their party’s caucus. Women Republicans, present in Congress, serve in
numbers small enough to keep them on the periphery of their party caucus and
its male leadership save for the instances when they are deemed strategically
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useful for Republican messaging. Although beyond the scope of this article, the
experiences of Republican women MCs is an understudied area worthy of further
inquiry. Ideology measures show that Democratic women in the House are
significantly more liberal than the men in their party, whereas Republican
men and women are essentially indistinguishable in terms of ideology. Instead,
it is Democratic women and Republican men who are the two partisan groups
that differ most distinctly.

Political parties are also a mark of deep and broad divisions between members
in contemporary congresses. With party polarization, Democrats and Republi-
cans are highly distinct from one another and seek to emphasize those differ-
ences for partisan gain wherever possible. Polarized parties and a more diverse
membership base means that negative partisan messages that are directed from
one party to the other have increasingly featured men and women partisans
criticizing one another. Specifically, Republican men are the targets of criticism
by Democratic women and Democratic women and women of color are the
targets of criticism by Republican men. Because political parties run candidates
under a party label and compete to win, retain, or expand the majority party
status, it is reasonable to expect that negative partisan messages are intended to
give partisans a reason to go vote for the candidates of their preferred party.
However, a real concern is that the response to these negative messages by some
members of the public is an increase in threats of violence against officeholders,
and especially against women officeholders and non-White officeholders.*! Even
before the January 6, 2021, insurrection where a disaffected mob of citizens
stormed the US Capitol in an attempt to prevent MCs from ratifying the electoral
college vote of the 2020 presidential election, there was a growing acceptance
among the public, particularly among those who identify as Republicans, for
threatening or engaging in acts of violence against members of the opposing
party.*? Given the central role that political parties play in US politics and that
threats and acts of violence perpetrated against officeholders imperil both
representative institutions and norms of democratic government, members of
Congress should recognize that it serves their own self-interest to reduce party
divisions and disincentivize the use of messages that may be construed to
encourage violence against out-party members and candidates.
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