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Abstract: Over the past few decades, there has been a significant increase in the number of
women in politics in the United States (U.S.), which has gradually enhanced the status and
opportunities for women in the political arena. The emergence of this phenomenon means
that women’s political status has gradually been recognised by society, and women’s
aspirations for political ambitions have shown a trend of increasing value. However, most of
the related literature has adopted the quantitative analysis of the number of women’s
participation in politics by means of regression equations. This paper will examine the impact
of the feminist movement on women’s political participation in the U.S. by qualitatively
analysing the political phenomenon from a feminist perspective. Through this analysis, the
study establishes that feminism has played an active role in eliminating sexism in politics by
calling for women’s political participation and campaigning for their rights, encouraging
increasing numbers of women’s participation in political elections in the U.S..
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1. Introduction

Since the nineteenth century, women in the U.S. have made gradual progress in politics, with
increased status and opportunities for women in the political arena. The emergence of this
phenomenon meant that American feminism united women in their efforts to achieve their desired
position in the public sphere. The growing demand and ambition of women for political equality
influenced the definition and gradual recognition of women’s roles in society. Much of the existing
literature focuses on individual case studies of successful political women in the U.S. and relies on
quantitative analyses of regression equations when discussing women’s political participation in
general. This paper, however, will use feminist theory to demonstrate women’s political participation
in the U.S. before and after the feminist intervention and analyse how it reduced barriers to women’s
political participation by organising women’s institutions and promoting equality issues based on the
three waves of movements that fought for women’s rights. Ultimately, the study confirms the
importance of feminism in defending women’s political rights and successfully bringing them into
the public world. This research will also serve as a reference point for a future review of the status
and remuneration of women in politics based on feminist theories.

© 2023 The Authors. This is an open access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License 4.0
(https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).

192



Proceedings of the International Conference on Global Politics and Socio-Humanities
DOI: 10.54254/2753-7064/14/20230457

2. Women’s Political Participation in the United States
2.1. Political Participation of Women in the U.S. Before the Rise of Feminism

Obviously, women’s political engagement in the U.S. did not start out well. When women expressed
their political aspirations, society traditionally defined them as being solely responsible for running
the household and caring for the children, and their choices were ignored. Specifically, not only do
they not have access to political rights, but they also do not have the time and energy to engage in
political activities [1]. Quantitative research on gender and politics provides a structural explanation
for the inequality of resources between men and women in society due to factors such as education,
income, and employment experience, which continue to affect society’s definition of women’s
qualifications as leaders and political candidates [2,3]. This means that women in the U.S. have never
received encouragement in politics due to cultural and legal barriers brought about by society.
Conversely, those women who have become involved in public politics still have to accept the reality
of the flawed and discriminatory prying eyes of male colleagues and the scrutiny and criticism of
their superiors. Veness and Sweeney explained “politics is a game of strategy which men have long
known how to play”, and women are sacrificed in this game [1]. Simply put, even though these
women have values and behaviours that are appropriate for campaigning, they are still marginalised
in a sphere of life that is dominated by male values and behavioural patterns [4]. Furthermore,
women’s careers can only be favourable if they reach the elite level. For example, Geraldine Ferraro
worked actively with the leadership of the House Democrats during their work and the general
election, which led her to become the chair of the Democratic Platform Committee in 1984 [1]. Thus,
political women have to take into account more aspects than men in the process of politicisation, and
they have clear calculations and considerations about obstacles as well as goals.

2.2. Women’s Political Participation in the U.S. after the Rise of Feminism

Nonetheless, women in American political society have gradually been valued in the feminist
movement. Specifically, the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment in 1920 gave women the right to
vote and run for office as voters. Although there were still a few women in society who were afraid
to make political choices due to the pressure of public opinion and the male-dominated political arena,
women’s awareness of political participation was gradually awakened and no longer tended to be
fearful and numb. By the mid-1960s, the role of the modern women’s movement had changed
American society’s view of women in politics. The percentage of those who did not recognise the
role of women in politics was decreasing and women were beginning to succeed in politics. This is
because the rise of the feminist movement reduced the gap between women and men in terms of
political ambitions, allowing women to become more and more attracted to the power part of society
[5]. Not only that, but female voters in politics tend to show respect for policy as well as
implementation, they make choices and ensure party unity because they are based on values. Women
who participate in politics tend to remain sensitive to policy and partisanship, and are more liberal
and effective than men in dealing with the design of violence and force [6-10]. As shown in Figure 1,
the percentage of women in the U.S. Congress has been increasing steadily since the 1970s, and by
2023 women will account for nearly 30% of Congress [11]. However, some believe that women avoid
the high-pressure lifestyle that comes with being active in the political arena because women
candidates generally do not have a better chance of winning than men, preventing them from holding
more seats in Congress and state legislatures. Conversely, there is evidence of a rising and levelling
trend in women’s participation in congressional and state government positions, explaining women’s
aspirations for power and efforts to dispel society’s negative stereotypes of female politicians.
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Figure 1: Share of women in the United States Congress from 1971 to 2023 [11].

3. The Impact of the Feminist Movement on Women’s Political Participation in the United
States

3.1. Reasons for the Emergence of Feminism in American Women’s Political Participation

The feminist movement has been able to improve women’s participation in politics in the U.S.
because of its continuing impact on women’s social status and ideology through the continuity of
several waves of the movement throughout history. To be specific, the first wave of the feminist
movement was initiated by well-educated women in society. Their concern and call for the fight for
the right to vote united women and attempted to do so by amending the federal constitution. As they
realised that women as a class were suffering from discrimination in society and that women would
always be turned away on important occasions with humiliating connotations. Thus, in 1848 Elizabeth
Cady Stanton convened the Woman’s Rights Convention in Seneca Falls and made the first public
demand for women’s right to vote, which set off a political movement for women’s suffrage in
American society [12]. At the same time, this wave of women’s movement accelerated the
development of women’s higher education by establishing women’s colleges to broaden their minds
and raise their awareness of their rights. Nevertheless, critics point out that the wave made little
contribution to women’s political participation in the early years of the feminist movement due to
internal differences in needs and opinions arising from women’s varying levels of education and
strong opposition from conservative attitudes in society. However, the second movement of feminism
had a significant role to play under the impetus of industrialisation. Driven by industrialisation,
traditional housewives chose to enter society and earn a salary, giving them the opportunity to be
economically independent rather than dependent on the family. The respect and importance that
women gradually gained made them realise the importance of seeking equal rights for themselves in
society. In addition, American women’s contribution to the war effort during World War I, when they
filled a large number of job vacancies caused by men being drafted, changed society’s view of them.
The awakening of women at all levels of society to political participation and the growing
organisational strength of the women’s movement led Congress to pass the Nineteenth Amendment
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to the Constitution granting women the right to vote and initially recognising women’s political status.
Until the third wave of feminism, the definition of gender continued to be challenged and expanded,
with feminists focusing on the recruitment of women candidates, the search for resources, and public
and grassroots political activism.

3.2. The Role of Feminism in Promoting Women’s Political Participation in the U.S.
3.2.1.Women’s Organisations

The most common practice of feminists is to set up national women’s organisations and encourage
them to vote and stand for election. Members of the organisations seek increased opportunities for
appointment and financial support for women who run for office by putting pressure on the
government. One of the most influential feminist organisations in the U.S. is the National
Organization for Women (NOW), which was founded in 1966. The organisation’s Statement of
purpose, issued in 1966, cited the importance of eliminating discrimination against women in
education, taxes, and employment, which encouraged women to run for government positions,
including Congress and the Senate [13]. In other words, the purpose of NOW was to allow women to
fully participate in all aspects of American society and to establish equal partnerships with men in
order to exercise their rights and responsibilities. Moreover, EMILY’s List is committed to providing
training, resources, and funding for women to run for Democratic government positions. It is well
documented that EMILY’s List has been the largest financial source for female candidates since the
late 1980s [14]. Specifically, the training and development provided by the organisation has been
effective in helping candidates acquire the necessary political skills including presentation skills,
policy understanding and interaction with the public to increase the competitiveness of female
candidates. Meanwhile, women raise funds to promote their campaigns to leverage the media and the
public to increase social recognition of women political leaders and enhance their representation in
the political arena.

3.2.2.Promotion of Equality Issues

Additionally, their activities are also focused on the development and promotion of equality issues.
Feminists work to change the segregation of women by promoting gender equality in the political,
economic and social spheres. Specifically, they fight against discrimination between men and women
in terms of job content and pay, while preserving women’s right to vocational education and training.
Further, feminists advocate for a gender equality agenda, which has increased public attention to the
gender trade-offs among voters and political decision-makers. In this way, they increase the
proportion of appointments for women running for political office in both the Republican and
Democratic parties and bring substantial decision-making power. Holtzman explained this by saying
that only women themselves can truly motivate the political system to move beyond its bureaucratic
inertia and subsequently enact laws to promote women’s equality [15]. It is noteworthy that the
Affirmative Action Programs and the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA) have emerged as relevant
programmes and policies in the U.S., and even though the latter has not been successfully
implemented, they have served to prohibit any form of discrimination that impedes women’s equality
of opportunity, guaranteeing equal opportunities for women and minorities in the fields of
employment and education. This proves that feminists have incorporated racial, ethnic and gender
groups into a more inclusive conception of feminism and increased women’s political participation
through the realisation of equality [16].
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3.3. The Significance of Feminism in Promoting the Politicisation of Women in the U.S.

Feminism provides theoretical and ideological support for women’s active struggle for political rights.
Feminists believe that campaigns for women’s dignity and equality should not be viewed merely as
a project of specific interests, but rather as a tool to guarantee women’s right to participate in political
institutions more broadly. However, feminists are still divided on the extent, reasons, and ways of
ameliorating the disparity between men’s and women’s rights, and the overall rate of women’s
political participation in the U.S. remains low [17]. Take the number and percentage of women in the
U.S. Congress shown in Figure 1 as an example, even though the trend has been increasing year by
year, there are only 146 female officials out of 535 seats, which is still a huge imbalance between
men and women, demonstrating that women are far from being able to achieve fully equal status with
men in Congress [18]. The road to women’s political participation in the U.S. is still a long one, but
Holtzman is convinced that feminist ideology will stimulate a deeper demand for political freedom
and equality, which will lead women to express power desires and political ambitions that are equal
to or even greater than those of male counterparts, and will make them even more determined to
participate in the affairs of the nation and to serve in public office.

4. Conclusion

In conclusion, this paper focuses on the changes in women’s political participation in the U.S. before
and after the help of feminism and the reasons for its effective help. In addition, the article also
mentions the importance of feminism’s specific approach to women’s entry into political careers
through the organisation of institutions and the implementation of equality regulations. The article
concludes that American political women have indeed benefited from the eliminated hindrances by
the feminist movement and have been able to have a wider range of opportunities to enter politics.
Conversely, the time span covered in this study is broad and some of the specific or particular
instances where women’s political participation stagnated could not be addressed and discussed on a
case-by-case basis. Therefore, for future projects on this topic, it would be useful to examine specific
experiences in conjunction with interviews with feminists within a precise period.
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