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In 2020, black women continue to occupy a unique position in American politics, and their status 

is still widely misunderstood and undetermined.  Many scholars have researched black women 

and their political behavior, but few have assessed how institutions impede or facilitate their 

influence within democratic legislatures.  My research seeks to fill this gap in the literature by 

examining black women and leadership in state legislatures.  In recent years, black women have 

been able to obtain an increasing number of elected seats in state legislatures, as they actually 

run for office and win more often than both white women and black men; and yet, these women 

are still grossly underrepresented in leadership positions.  This research seeks to answer this 

question: Do black women attain leadership at different rates than other groups, and if so, why?  

This paper uses panel data that spans from 2007 to 2014 and includes 13,147 legislators from all 

fifty states to examine this puzzle.  I argue that differences in ideology between black female 

legislators and their peers may help to explain differences in leadership attainment.  However, I 

suggest that even after ideology is examined, a residual gap will remain.  I forward an innovative 
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concept called the Heavy Lifter Theory that identifies the connection between black women, their 

communities, and the U.S. Labor Market to explain the differences between black men and black 

women, the role of intersectionality, and the role of race in leadership attainment.  Using a 

logistic regression, I found that ideology, intersectionality, race, and gender are all statistically 

significant with regards to chamber-level leadership.  

 
Key Words: Black women, state legislatures, intersectionality, Heavy Lifter Theory. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 
 
 

There is no greater agony than bearing an untold story inside you. 

—Dr. Maya Angelou 
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Introduction 
 

You cannot celebrate inclusion and diversity.  To my Democratic Party, you 

cannot show up in churches before election day.  You cannot sing the first and last 

line of ‘Lift Every Voice and Sing.’  You cannot join hand in hand and walk 

across the Edmund Pettus Bridge and call that post-racial inclusion. 

—Donna Edwards, Black Maryland Congresswoman 

 
Edwards made this statement after losing the Democratic primary for United 

States Senate.  While some may attribute her comment to sour grapes, Edwards’ 

sentiment about the lack of effort from the Democratic Party to commit to inclusion and 

diversity is a sentiment shared by many elected officials of color, particularly black 

women, with regards to the entire government.  This disillusion with the party has been 

made evident by the open letter written to newly elected Democratic National Convention 

(DNC) chair Tom Perez, which was penned and signed by thirty-one black women who 

are either elected officials or activists.  The letter, entitled “There's Too Much at Stake to 

Ignore Black Women,” emphasized the point that the Democratic party has taken the 

support of black women for granted, and it is time for true inclusiveness.1  Black women 

have had a long and arduous road in seeking equal representation and parity of political 

power in the United States, and although gains have been made, black women continue to 

 
1  The letter was penned on May 25, 2017.  It appeared in NBC news.   
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make up a small percentage of elected officials within the governing bodies of the United 

States.2  

The American government is founded on the idea of a republic—a representative 

democracy.  Pitkin (1967) identifies four types of representation; two of these 

representational views are important to this discussion—descriptive and substantive.  

Descriptive representation is the idea that the representative looks like his or her 

constituents.  Substantive representation is the idea that the representative votes for 

policies the constituents want and against those they do not.  Bratton and Haynie (1999) 

suggest that there are many reasons to expect descriptive representation to translate into 

substantive representation.  In fact, several scholars have taken this idea further.  For 

example, Swain (1993), Mansbridge (1999), and Gay (2002) all argue that elected 

officials who look more like the populations they represent do a better job of representing 

them.  

It is not just enough to have diverse representation within our governing bodies, 

however.  In order for descriptive representation to translate into substantive 

representation, this diversity must be apparent in leadership roles, most notably because 

leaders within legislative bodies have the power to set the agenda.  Substantive 

representation is reflected in the policy agenda—Bachrach and Baratz (1963) make the 

argument that agenda setting is an important part of the legislative process, and Bratton 

and Haynie (1999) point out that the agenda defines the set of possible outcomes.  Anzia 

 
2 115th Congress—out of 105 women, 18 are black.  Out of the 75 women in statewide elective offices, 2 
are black women.  Of the 1,844 women in state legislatures, 271 are black women. 
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and Jackman (2012) highlight that under the correct circumstances, chamber leaders can 

play an important role in the legislative agenda considered in a state.  Black women’s 

legislative agendas are unique (Bratton and Haynie, 1999) because of their integral roles 

within the communities they represent, inform not only their perspectives on issues, but 

also their policies. To secure descriptive and substantive representation, black women 

need to hold leadership positions; however, it is unclear if their efforts to do so have 

fallen behind those of other historically underrepresented groups, such as white women.  

In overlooking the lack of diversity in leadership positions, we overlook an important 

piece in explaining the difference in political parity that black women may experience.  

Research on the increase of diverse representation is vast.  There has been an 

increase in representation by women and ethnic groups at all levels of government.  

Scholars have found that there are stark differences in the political interests and behaviors 

of women and men.  The research on black women and their political behavior has also 

increased.  Despite the surge in diversity research, little has been done on black women 

and leadership positions in state legislatures.  I focus on state legislatures because there 

are more women serving in state legislatures, and state legislatures offer variation by 

which to study black women.  I also focus on leadership because it is a good way to 

examine the descriptive/substantive divide that exists in legislatures across the United 

States. This leads to my research question:  Do black women attain leadership at different 

rates than other groups, and if so why? 

Black women have made great gains in state legislatures.  Of the 2,142 women 

state legislators serving nationwide, 306 are black (CAWP 2019).  They have increased 
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their numbers over the past decade. Sanbonmatsu and Carroll (2013) find that when 

women decide to run for office, they win. In fact, black women have been outpacing both 

black men and white women when it comes to increasing their numbers in state 

legislatures (Darcy and Hadley 1998; Williams 2001).  But we have to ask, if this is the 

case, why do black women not represent a larger share of leadership positions across 

state legislatures?  Illustrative of what I suggest, when looking at the top four positions in 

all state legislatures, there are 198 total leadership positions.  Women hold 33 of those 

positions, yet only 1 of those positions is held by a black woman.  This translates to white 

women holding 16.4% of the leadership positions, while black women only hold 0.5% of 

the leadership positions.  

 This dissertation utilizes a dataset of 13,147 legislators across all fifty states, 

except for Nebraska, which has a unicameral legislature and is not in the dataset.  The 

unit of analysis is at the individual level.  The leadership positions used here are both 

chamber-level leadership positions and committee-level leadership positions: speaker of 

the house, president pro tempore of the Senate, majority leader, minority leader, majority 

chair, and ranking minority member.  The four groups being examined are black female 

legislators, black male legislators, non-black male legislators, and non-black female 

legislators.  

I use white women as a comparison because both black and white women 

experience sexism in the electorate (Lawless and Fox, 2005), which could help explain 

their unequal treatment in comparison to their male counterparts.  I argue that the 

differences in black and white women’s ideology—black women being more 
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progressive—makes them an unlikely choice for leadership positions, resulting in a 

difference in leadership attainment between black and white women.  Furthermore, 

fellow legislators may perceive this ideological variation to be more exaggerated than it 

really is.  Because of this notion, fellow legislators may perceive black women leaders as 

more of a threat to their own reelection.  I suggest that this perception regarding black 

women is rooted in stereotypes and prejudice.   

I conducted a number of surveys for this research and asked a free response 

question that stated: “Is there something particular about your party that affects who gets 

formal leadership positions?”  The survey was given to black female legislators that serve 

or have previously served in state legislatures, and a number of them answered “racism”.  

In speaking candidly with a representative from Alabama, she stated that she could not 

even trust white males of her own party to support her as “they are scared of their own 

shadow and will leave you in a hot minute.”  This was in reference to policy support and 

their fear of supporting a black female legislator—if this lending of their support came at 

the costs of their reelection.  She went on to say that in terms of support and respectful 

treatment from her male peers in legislature, “Republican men are more blatant about the 

disrespect. Democratic men are more subtle about the disrespect.”  She served 23 years in 

the Alabama state legislature, and in frank conversation with the women at the National 

Organization of Black Elected Legislators (NOBEL) conference, it seemed as if her 

experience with racism and prejudice was not unique.  

This dissertation will seek to answer the research question in two important ways.  

First, I present a parsimonious model of leadership selection based on three assumptions.  
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These assumptions are grounded in descriptive accounts of state legislatures.3  First, it is 

assumed for this study that state chamber leaders are elected by their fellow legislators.  

Second, it is assumed legislators consider the impact the legislation they vote on will 

have on their reelection.  The third assumption is that legislative leaders largely 

determine the legislation on which members will vote.  This theory additionally requires 

the assumption that black and white women are rational actors and institutional norms are 

a significant influence on their behavior.  With these assumptions in mind, I argue that 

the differences in black and white women’s ideology may partially explain the difference 

in their attainment of leadership positions in state legislatures.  The table below displays 

these differences calculated from the dataset utilized in this research.  

 

 

 

Table 1.1: Differences in Ideology 

Legislator Type Mean Standard Deviation 

Black Female  .250 .203 

Black Male .193 .174 

Non-Black Female .234 .225 

Non-Black Male .210 .210 

 

 
3 Generally, these descriptions hold across states, although I recognize that there may be state 
legislatures that have unique characteristics that do not adhere to the three assumptions I present here. 
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I also forward that after variation in ideology are accounted for, there will be a 

residual difference that remains in leadership—a disparity that is not explained away by 

ideology.  I suggest that this residual difference exists due to the combination of racism 

and sexism black women experience in state legislatures.  The discrimination that they 

experience is strongly rooted in stereotypes about black women and the black 

community, thus further marginalizing black female legislators.  I apply a framework of 

intersectionality to examine this effect.  As a framework, intersectionality requires 

scholars to consider the varying degrees by which having multiple identities can affect 

the person or groups of people being studied.  Black women experience a dual identity, 

being both black and female.  Key to this identity is that both are perceived as 

subordinate to white males.  Therefore, a framework of intersectionality is applied; 

however, intersectionality does not offer answers as to why or how multiple identities 

play a role in the puzzle being addressed.  The framework simply contends that the 

identities need to be considered.  This framework highlights that black women are 

different from white women due to the dual identity of race and gender, but it does not 

help to explain why black women would be considered different from black men, as 

black men also contend with a dual identity.  Race is a common feature that both black 

men and black women share; therefore, the assumption is that their experience is similar.  

As such, one would expect the legislative behavior of black men and black women to be 
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similar, but that is not the case.  Thus, I provide the Heavy Lifter Theory, which suggests 

that black women have a different relationship with the labor market than black men do.  

This relationship with the labor market ties black women more strongly to the needs and 

concerns of the black community when compared to black men.  The strength of this tie 

to the black community is reflected in their ideology; it results in black women being 

more ideologically different from white women and black men.  I refer to this tie as 

linked fate (Dawson, 1994).  Linked fate is the idea that a community’s fate is tied to the 

successes or failures of individuals.  In relation to black female legislators, which are 

overwhelmingly elected by majority black districts, these women can be viewed as 

individual successes that represent the community.  This is the link or tie I refer to 

throughout the dissertation.  

 Literature exists on the differences between men and women in state legislatures, 

which suggests that these observed differences are a result, in large part, of society-

imposed institutional factors.  The literature shows women are more likely to choose a 

different career path after serving in the legislature than their male counterparts.  Women 

may also have added difficulty navigating their career due to demographic differences 

placed on them by their gender and institutional structures of both society and politics.  In 

this literature, we are able to understand the differences between legislative leadership 

roles and legislators of different genders, but what does the literature say concerning the 

differences between the legislative behavior of women of different races?  

In general, female legislators share similar policy interests that the literature refers 

to as “women's issue bills;” but with further examination, it shows black women are more 
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likely to propose bills that are both more progressive and closely aligned to the needs of 

their community when compared to white women.  It is necessary to mention that there 

are some nuances that exist among black women.  Unlike white women, black women 

behave as a monolithic group across states.  This group solidarity is specific to black 

women (Barrett, 1995).  For instance, older black women are less progressive in their bill 

proposals (Nadia Brown, 2014); however, I suggest that this overall cohesion exhibited 

by black female legislators is due to a strong sense of linked fate.  Melissa Harris-Perry 

(2011) states that racial loyalties are more salient with black women than with their male 

counterparts, and the dedicated focus on the needs of the black community shown by 

black female legislators decreases their chances of becoming leaders within state 

legislatures.  

I will use panel data to test six hypotheses regarding differences in leadership 

attainment by examining important individual, state, and district-level characteristics of 

the legislators and the state legislatures in which they serve.  The dissertation proceeds 

accordingly: Chapter 2 reviews the relevant literature of the research question—Do black 

women attain leadership at different rates than other groups, and, if so, why?  Chapter 3 

presents the theoretical framework by which I approach the examination of this question.  

Chapter 4 reviews the methods I employ in order to test the six hypotheses.  Chapter 5 

presents the results of these tests.  Finally, Chapter 6 provides the conclusion and 

implications for future research.  This research fills a gap in the literature that exists 

regarding leadership, black women, and state legislatures.  As more and more black 

women gain seats in state legislatures, it becomes possible to systematically study the 
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political behavior of black women and gain insight on how their differences affect their 

legislative effectiveness and outcomes in terms of their chances of rising to leadership 

roles in legislatures.  This dissertation represents a step toward this goal.   
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Chapter 2: Black Women, Leadership and State Legislatures 
 
 
 

 
“The colored woman of today occupies, one may say, a unique position in this 

country. In a period of itself transitional and unsettled, her status seems one of the 

least ascertainable and definitive of all the forces which make for our civilization. 

She is confronted by both a woman question and a race problem, and is as yet an 

unknown or an unacknowledged factor in both” 

—Anna Julia Cooper (1892) 
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Literature Review 

As more women are elected to state legislatures, the imperative question becomes 

this: Does their representation matter?  Based on this question, we also need to answer 

whether they are as powerful as their male counterparts, whether in utility—with 

systemic barriers taken into account—or in perception.  More directly, as the number of 

black women who are elected to state legislatures increases at faster rates than their white 

counterparts, we need to examine whether these women are experiencing parity within 

the legislative body.  My research approaches this question and its associated queries 

through the examination of formal leadership positions held by black women.  In other 

words, although black women are gaining more seats in comparison to white women in 

state legislatures, we’re presented with a question: Are black women gaining leadership 

positions in state legislatures at comparable rates to their white counterparts?  One 

possible explanation has been that black women do not have seniority in legislatures as 

they are newer participants in the process; however, it is unclear as to what explains this 

possible difference between black and white women’s ability to reach formal leadership 

positions in state legislatures.   

Scholars have examined differences in the prevalence of leadership roles between 

men and women (Eagly and Johannesen-Schmidt, 2001; Ridgeway, 2001; Lips, Little, 

Dunn, and Deen, 2001; Jewell and Whicker, 1994), the sexism that permeates both the 

election cycle and governing institutions (Diamond, 1977; Kirkpatrick, 1974; Prestige, 

1977; Thomas, 1994; Rosenthal, 2000), and how black women are at a disadvantage 

politically, socially, and economically due to their race and sex, better known in the 
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literature as intersectionality (Dawson, 1994; Crenshaw, 1989; Bell-Hooks, 1984 ; 

McClain et.al, 2009).  The primary reason for conducting my research is to fill the hole 

present in the literature as it stands—the answers to which directly address my research 

question: Do black women attain leadership at different rates than other groups, and, if 

so, why? 

 There are a number of scholars who have examined and written literature that 

helps to forward this discussion, but to date, scholars have not explicitly explored 

leadership attainment between black and white women in state legislatures.  As a result, 

the literature reviewed in this chapter is dated; but this lack of more recent literature 

emphasizes that this area of research—black women, leadership, and state legislatures—

has been overlooked, and this work seeks to address this oversight.  Although dated, this 

literature builds the foundation for the theories I propose—linked fate and Heavy Lifter 

Theory—as well as the framework, or intersectionality, utilized in this research project.  

 

Differences in Leadership Between Men and Women 

 Although strides have been made in terms of leadership positions and equal 

gender representation, the literature provides evidence to suggest that female leaders are 

not viewed with the same level of legitimacy as their male counterparts (Ridgeway, 

2001).  Women are held to a higher standard once they become leaders (Rudman and 

Glick, 2001), and men and women behave differently in roles of leadership, largely due 

to the influence or constraints of socially prescribed gender roles (Eagly and Johannesen-

Schmidt, 2000; Vinkenburg et. al, 2011). 
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Generally, there are differences in the way men and women lead.  Much of the 

research suggests that the reason these differences exist is due to the perceived masculine 

nature of leadership (Boldry, Wood, and Kashy 2001; Heilman, 2001; Ridgeway, 2001; 

Schein, 2001; Hoyt, Simon, and Innella, 2011), and as a result, the organizations that they 

lead are gendered (Rosenthal, 2000).  Stivers (1993) states that “the prevailing image of 

leadership privileges masculine qualities over feminine ones and supports a distribution 

of labor in which people who are not white professional male are at a disadvantage.”  

Eagley et al. (2000) discuss the differences between agentic and communal attributes.  

Agentic attributes present as assertiveness, control, and confidence—traits more often 

associated with men—while communal attributes such as affection, helpfulness, 

kindness, and sympathy, are more often associated with women.  These attributes coded 

as masculine or feminine characteristics spill over into organizations (Gutek and 

Morasch, 1982).  Attributes shape how people are perceived in the workplace, and 

Ridgeway (1997, p.231) argues that they “provide an implicit, background identity in the 

workplace.”  The implicit bias that exists in organizations regarding the implied and 

gendered characteristics is problematic in a number of ways. 

When assessing the implications of gendered traits, a woman’s expected 

communal characteristics are incongruous with what is expected of leadership.  Eagly 

and Karau (2002) argue that the perceived incompatibility between the societal female 

gender role and the typical leader role tends to create prejudice toward both existing and 

potential female leaders.  This prejudice can take two forms: Women receive less 

favorable evaluations regarding their perceived potential to lead, and once they become 
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leaders, their evaluations are more negative in comparison to those of male leaders.  

These evaluations are often a result of the uneasy marriage of the perceived communal 

attributes of women with the masculine nature of leadership.  If women are in fact 

effective leaders, it is believed that they are going against prescribed gender roles, and the 

bias (in the form of negative evaluations) is a reflection of their inability to behave as a 

woman should. 

In this situation, female leaders face a double bind.  If they decide to conform to 

their socially constructed gender roles, they risk being seen as a weak or ineffective 

leader; conversely, if they choose to adhere to the requirements of what is deemed a 

strong or effective leader, they risk being identified as masculine or a “bad” woman.  

Huddy and Terkildsen (1993) performed an experiment in which they tested the political 

impact of stereotypes by analyzing the important typical “male” and “female” personality 

traits—gendered characteristics informed by the different ways males and females are 

socialized.  The authors conducted a survey based on a hypothetical candidate and 

attributed different types of gender traits to this candidate.   

 What Huddy and Terkildsen found was that when a candidate is described as 

warm, gentle, kind, and passive—traits typically attributed to women—respondents were 

less likely to rate them as “good” political candidates, while describing the candidate as 

tough, assertive, and aggressive—typical male traits—respondents were more likely to 

rate this individual as a “good” political candidate.  Furthermore, respondents rated the 

candidates with predominantly male-like characteristics more likely to be successful in a 

higher office.  As these stereotypes stem from the way in which men and women are 
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socialized, the gender of the respondent did not affect the way in which they viewed a 

“good” candidate.  Female respondents did not significantly differ from males in 

preferring personality traits perceived as masculine over those perceived as feminine.  

The authors’ findings provide that the bias in gender stereotypes closely held by voters 

have potentially negative implications for female candidates, especially when running for 

higher office.   

 This dilemma of adhering to socially constructed gender roles while attempting 

to lead was captured in the 2016 presidential race.  Hillary Clinton was often restricted by 

her prescribed gender role which conflicted with her need to portray herself as a strong 

and effective leader.  This often resulted in critiques about her “coldness”—a critique that 

is often reserved for women, due to the perception of women's communal characteristics 

that include warmth, empathy, and compassion.  In an interview with Humans of New 

York on September 8, 2016, Clinton stated: “I know that I can be perceived as aloof or 

cold or unemotional.  But I had to learn as a young woman to control my emotions.  And 

that’s a hard path to walk.  Because you need to protect yourself, you need to keep 

steady, but at the same time, you don’t want to seem ‘walled off.’”  Coming as a shock to 

most of the United States and the world, Hillary Clinton, an experienced, well-qualified 

candidate for president, lost the election to a male candidate that was inexperienced and 

had less qualifications for office than she did.  This comes as no surprise to scholars who 

are familiar with this literature. 

 Ridgeway (2001) argues that the lack of legitimacy for female leaders can make 

the exercise of power and dominance more difficult for them than their male 



18 
 

counterparts.  Female leaders encounter large resistance to their authority.  Additionally, 

this resistance is increased when they take charge in an authoritative or autocratic way 

(Carli 2001; Carly and Eagly 1999; Rudman and Glick 2001).  In order to be President of 

the United States—and, in essence, the leader of the free world—Clinton would have to 

lead in an authoritative manner.  This demeanor is expected of leadership, which is 

synonymous with being male or masculine.  

 

Sexism in Institutions and the Electorate 

The gender bias regarding leadership pervades a multitude of institutions and 

organizations.  Boldry, Wood, and Kashy (2001) found gender bias against women in the 

military.  Heilman (2001) found people devalued the work of female managers in 

corporations.  Kenney (1996) found that legislatures are institutions where gender still 

matters, and embedded within these government institutions are societal gender roles that 

can both implicitly and explicitly support the belief that men, not women, should hold 

powerful institutional roles. 

This gender bias is not just espoused and upheld by men.  Biegman and Fuegen 

(2001) found that females set harsher standards for hiring females than male applicants, 

and they were less likely to hire females.  Moreover, Schein (2001) found that gender 

biases against women hold across cultures.  Cross-culturally, men are more often 

perceived to be more qualified for positions of leadership.  Much of this literature’s 

discussion of gender bias assumes white women gender bias.  The surveys and various 

methods employed in these studies capture white women’s experiences with sexism in 
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the United States.  A point overlooked even in the explanation of what characteristics are 

deemed feminine (communal) and masculine (agentic) is if these characteristics are 

evenly applied to all women and men, and, more specifically, if these feminine 

characteristics are evenly applied to black women   

There is evidence to suggest that black women in the United States are not viewed 

as overtly feminine or held to these measures of femininity due to the history of their 

existence in this country (Truth 1864; Crenshaw 1989; Bell-Hooks 1984); therefore, it is 

unclear how black women fit into this dichotomy of feminine and masculine traits and 

what expectations they are held to with regards to leadership roles and the social 

construct of gender.  Pratt and Espinoza (2001) conducted two empirical studies on how 

the interaction of race and gender affects discrimination in hiring and found that study 

participants preferred to hire white male applicants over white female applicants but did 

not prefer black and Latino male applicants over black and Latina women for those same 

jobs.  Their findings suggest differences in the ideal male leader when it is further 

examined by race effects.  If leadership is deemed a masculine endeavor by most, it 

would be expected that, regardless of race, males are preferred in positions of leadership.  

This is not always the case.   

Pratto and Espinoza (2001) found that blacks and Latinos were more often chosen 

for jobs that emphasized a group-based hierarchy model.  In other words, they were hired 

for jobs that did not have a strict hierarchical model where the black or Latino male 

would act as the sole leader in that position.  This study reveals that there are differences 

in expectations for leadership between white males and males of color, but it is unclear 
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what these expectations are and if they differ for women of color—in particular, black 

women.  What this research does suggest is that blacks and Latinos not only have an 

uphill battle in hiring, but once hired, they face strong opposition for positions of 

leadership.  

 

Sexism and State Legislatures 

Scholars studying women in state legislatures have come to similar conclusions, 

finding that female legislators face discrimination based on their gender (Ridgeway, 

2001), women are held to different standards than their male counterparts (Rudman and 

Glick, 2001), and female legislators behave differently than male legislators (Eagly and 

Johannesen-Schmidt, 2001).  Ironically, embedded within the understanding of leadership 

is an ideology of masculinity that tends to be in direct contrast to the progressive 

ideology of the women elected to office:  

“Masculinism…has defined leadership and governance.  As a result, women and 

feminism have been and remain particularly disadvantaged in these crucial 

domains of public life.  One of the obvious disadvantages is that women have 

been forced to understand—even master—masculinism and its values if they are 

to move successfully into positions of public leadership.  The converse for men is 

not true” (Duerst-Lahti and Kelly, 199,1995). 

 
 It is under these circumstances that women are attempting to achieve leadership 

positions in the overwhelmingly male political landscape, and it is interesting that men 

and women expect to lead in roles conducive to their gender (Lips, 2001).  The 
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experiences of women in the home inform and shape their opportunities outside of the 

home; therefore, women take different routes to political office than men (Johnson and 

Carroll 1998; Prestage 1977; Werner 1968, Reingold 2006).  Female legislators also lead 

differently, and they pursue more cooperative legislative strategies than male legislators 

(Thomas, 1994).   

In the mid-20th century, female legislators came to office in a less direct route 

than their male counterparts (Cammisa and Reingold, 2004).  Prior to being elected into 

office, they often raised families, volunteered, and worked for the party (Johnson and 

Carroll 1978; Kirkpatrick 1974; Prestage 1977; Werner 1968).  As a result, they were 

usually older than their freshman male colleagues and had different educational 

backgrounds (CAWP 2001; Diamond 1977; Dolan and Ford 1998).  These differences 

are related largely in part to the role of women in the private sphere: “It was more 

difficult for women to maintain a demanding professional career at the same time they 

fulfilled the role of wife. It was apparently even harder to maintain careers as well as the 

responsibilities for children” (Thomas, 32, 1994).  These differences in how women 

became legislators affects both how both their peers and the electorate view them as 

leaders.  

How do fellow legislators view their female peers?  The simple answer is that 

they do not view them as leaders.  Male legislators actively block women from leadership 

(Darcy, 1996).  Considine and Deutchman (1996) observed that there are two ways 

women entering into legislatures are being socialized; either the women are normalized, 

meaning their presence is accepted and they are treated as legislators, or they are 
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specified, meaning they are treated as different or outside of the norm.  The authors found 

instances of both types of socialization; however, the latter treatment resulted in women 

being confined to work on what male legislators deemed “women's issues” and male 

legislators actively preventing them from holding leadership positions while being rude 

and patronizing to them (Darcy, 1996).  Scholars (Rosenthal, 2000; Thomas, 1994) point 

to the masculine nature of legislatures that creates an environment where this type of 

socialization for women is acceptable.  Darcy (1996) notes this specified treatment is 

especially the case in the years when women had minimal representation in legislatures.  

Comparatively, other scholars have supported this sentiment of specified treatment 

through their work on descriptive and substantive representation (Beckwith 2007; 

Franceschert 2011), tokenism (Kanthak and Krause 2010), and gender quotas (Walsh 

2012; Miguel 2012, Murray 2010).  

Kirkpatrick (1974) categorizes this male behavior toward female legislators and 

notes that their behavior could range from being overly accommodating to “putting 

women in their place.”  Consequently, women legislators had to fight to get prestigious 

committee positions within legislatures, coupled with these man-made obstacles.  Even 

once women gained senior positions within legislatures, their seniority was often 

overlooked when assigning powerful positions (Diamond 1977; Kirkpatrick 1974; 

Thomas 1994).  Notably, these studies were conducted when women were novelties 

within legislatures.  More recently, there has been an increase in female legislators, and 

scholars have discussed whether a “critical mass” of women affects their behavior within 

legislatures. 
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Figure 2.1: Percentage of Women in State Legislatures 

 

 

 

Critical mass theory suggests that when diverse representation reaches 15% of an 

organization’s membership, the representation shifts from “tokenism” to substantive 

representation (Kanter 1977).  Kanter (1977) suggests that in skewed groups, “tokens are 

often treated as representatives of their category, as symbols rather than individuals” (Pg. 

966).  As a result of this token status, Kanter (1977) argues that women will try to 

minimize the differences between them and their male counterparts, blending into the 

dominant male culture.  

There are a number of political scientists that have applied Kanter’s (1977) 

critical mass theory to the political setting.  These scholars broadly forward that in 

skewed legislative settings where women make up less than 15% of the state legislature, 
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gender differences in the legislative agenda-setting will be less distinct than in male-

dominated legislatures (Saint-Germain 1989; Thomas 1991, 1994; Bratton 2005); in other 

words, they believe when women are fewer in number, they will behave as tokens and try 

to blend in with their male counterparts.  Others believe due to the vast differences 

between corporations and government bodies, the critical mass theory does not hold in 

politics; a major difference between these two particular organizational structures is the 

electoral component.  Vega and Firestone (1995) suggest that the critical mass theory is 

wrong in explaining the relationship between the number of female legislators and their 

behavior.  The authors argue that as more women make up legislatures and pass the 

critical mass threshold, the fewer differences you see in policy interests and behaviors 

between men and women.  

Equally important to the way in which female legislators are treated by their peers 

is the way women behave once elected.  Scholars have found that male and female 

legislators in general behave differently (Beck 2001; Carroll 2001; and Sapiro 1986).  

Kirpatrick (1974) writes that women’s private sphere role made them different from male 

legislators but that this difference is not a liability.  In many ways, their gendered 

socialization dictates the types of committees on which they serve and the approach they 

take to legislating.  Reingold (2000) argues that this difference in legislative interests is 

because female legislators are expected to care more about women’s issues.  Diamond 

(1977), who conducted a study of a New England state legislature, notes that “women 

had different attitudes on issues of daycare, protectionist labor laws, and abortion” 

(Bratton, 2005, Pg. 99).  Not only do female legislators propose more legislation 
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regarding women’s issues, but they also are more progressive on gun control, social 

welfare issues, civil rights, environmental protection, and public health and safety 

(Barrett 1995; Carey, Niemi, and Powell 1998; Diamond 1977; and Dodson and Carroll 

1991; Swers 2002)—issues that are deemed to overwhelmingly affect children and their 

futures. 

 By the same token, constituents have different expectations of their female 

legislators than they do of male legislators.  Female legislators are supposed to be more 

available (Diamond, 1977), more egalitarian in their leadership (Reingold, 2000), and 

spend more time than male legislators in constituency outreach (Carey, Niemi, and 

Powell, 1998).  The authors discussed are studying women in legislatures, but this 

overwhelmingly means white women; the literature on black women in legislatures 

supports that black women face these same obstacles in legislatures due to their gender, 

but that this treatment of being “specified,” being treated as different or outside the norm, 

is increased for black women due to race. 

 

The State of Black Women in the Research 

Although black women had been constitutionally granted the right to vote with 

the passage of the 19th Amendment, many southern states restricted their access to the 

ballot box.  Their acts of suppression resulted in widespread voting by black women not 

occurring until the 1960s.  In comparison, white women enjoyed full inclusion in the 

polity much earlier than black women with no regional restrictions as early as the passing 

of the 19th Amendment in 1920.  
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As a result, only two generations of black women have previously been included 

in the polity.  Because recorded evidence of their participation is new, gathering 

significant data on this group of voters has been difficult.  Despite this difficulty, many 

prominent scholars have chosen to address this void in the literature and have expanded 

our knowledge of black women and their political behavior.  To this point, Crenshaw and 

others discuss the value of intersectionality; Crenshaw (1989) forwards that, “Because the 

intersectional experience is greater than the sum of racism and sexism, any analysis that 

does not take intersectionality into account cannot sufficiently address the particular 

manner in which black women are subordinated.”  Crenshaw (1989) highlights an 

important aspect of the black woman’s existence that must be considered when 

addressing any sort of study on black women: intersectionality.  Travis, Shaw, DeSipio, 

and Pinderhughes (2015) define intersectionality as “a framework or scholarly lens 

through which to examine how various factors have interacted with race to determine the 

political experience or status of all groups, but especially subordinate and intermediate 

racial groups” (pg. 395).  Gender and race taken separately are inefficient at best in 

attempts to understand the role and space black women occupy in American society; 

intersectionality is required for the entire picture to be seen and seen clearly.   

The literature discussed in this section treats black women as a monolithic group, 

captured in the understanding of “women,” often missing the nuances of race and gender 

together due in large part to the absence of black women in surveys and observations.  

Yet studies show that when race is examined independently of gender, like in the case of 

Pratto and Espinoza’s work, it becomes clear that without the examination of race and 
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gender together, important findings are missed.  “As opposed to examining gender, race, 

class, and nation as separate systems of oppression, intersectionality explores how these 

systems mutually construct one another…across multiple systems of oppression and 

serve as focal points or privileged social locations for these intersecting systems” (Hill-

Collins, 1998).  The reasons seem to be two-fold.  For one, black women have been 

historically excluded from the political, social, and economic markets in the United States 

through law.  Morris (1984) writes that by the beginning of World War I, a “tripartite 

system of domination” existed in America.  This system is described as the “brutal 

pattern of political disenfranchisement, social segregation, and economic subjugation of 

African-Americans” (1984, 49).  Because of this, studies that have concerned themselves 

with the political representation and behavior of women have been limited to white 

women because black women have been systematically excluded from politics—and you 

cannot study a subject that does not exist.  

Secondly, as laws have become more inclusive and black women have been able 

to enter the political, social, and economic marketplaces of the U.S., scholars struggle 

with formulating and applying appropriate theories to better understand the actions and 

behaviors of black women.  More recently, there have been a number of political science 

scholars (Brown 2014; Philip and Walton 2007; Smooth 2006; Stokes-Brown and Dolan 

2010) who have applied intersectionality to the study of political behavior and actions of 

black women.  Their work has informed my approach to the study of black women 

legislators and leadership.  
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Stereotypes and Racial Resentment of Black Women 

Distinct to black women is their duality of existence, being both black and female.  

In the next chapter, I suggest how this dual identity coupled with racism manifests itself 

in state legislatures and contributes to black female legislators’ difficulty in gaining a 

solid foothold in legislative leadership.  Critical mass suggests that as the number of 

women increases in a particular area they become “normalized.”  However, black women 

have a unique history in this country that complicates or even restricts “normalization” 

from occurring.  In the theory chapter, I attribute differences in ideology and perceptions 

of black women as reasons for possible variation in leadership attainment.  There is an 

entire literature on stereotypes of black women.  In the next section, I will review the 

literature’s findings on the three primary stereotypes of black women and their 

connection to public opinion and policy.  

 

Stereotypes 

The dual existence of black women is a difficult reality to bear, made challenging 

as a result of the history of discrimination and racism in the United States.  Melissa 

Harris-Perry (2011) writes that the “internal psychological, emotional, and personal 

experiences of black women are inherently political.”  This is because black women are 

up against derogatory assumptions about their character and identity that often informs 

policy and is embedded in the very fabric of American discourse.  Harris-Perry stated: 

“These assumptions shape the social world that black women must accommodate or resist 
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in an effort to preserve their authentic selves and to secure recognition as citizens” 

(Harris-Perry, 5, 2011).  

There are three prominent stereotypes that plague the black woman in American 

culture: the jezebel, the mammy, and the sapphire.  Each stereotype serves a specific 

purpose in American history that objectifies and legitimizes the unequal and harsh 

treatment of black women: “Portraying African-American women as stereotypical 

mammies, matriarchs, welfare recipients, and hot mommas helps justify U.S. Black 

women’s oppression” (Hill-Colins, 2000 ).  I argue that stereotypes may play a role in 

black women’s ability to gain leadership positions in state legislatures.  The three 

prominent stereotypes listed above are the primary stereotypes that I will discuss.  

Historically, the jezebel was in stark contrast to the Victorian ideal of womanhood that 

required adherence to a code of piety, purity, submissiveness, and domesticity (Harris-

Perry, 55, 2011)—all characteristics that are synonymous with white women.  Men of the 

time believed in a moral code that placed women as subservient due to their “fragility,” 

but black women were forced to be nude during slave auctions, labored in the fields 

under harsh conditions, and were frequently raped and sexually assaulted by their white 

male owners.  In addition, black women were banned from legal marriage. 

 In what turns out to be a successful attempt at reconciling the brutal treatment of 

black women and the Victorian moral codes of the time, the stereotype of the 

hypersexualized black woman was created, often referred to as the “jezebel.”  “In this 

case, sexual lasciviousness was a deliberate characterization that excused both profit-

driven and causal sexual exploitation of black women” (Harris-Perry, 2011).  A direct 
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line can be drawn from this stereotype of the jezebel to white America’s opposition to 

social welfare.  Gilens (1995) shows that white Americans oppose welfare due to the 

belief that black women are sexually irresponsible, having sex with many men and 

conceiving large numbers of children they cannot afford to raise, and forcing the 

taxpayers to in turn care for their children.  This belief is rooted in the jezebel stereotype, 

and black female legislators who mostly focus their policies on the needs of the black 

community—all while being marginalized within state legislatures—may suffer as a 

result of these stereotypes.  As black women are generally stereotyped as the jezebel, 

black female legislators may consequently also be viewed through this lens.  Under these 

circumstances, a black female legislator proposing welfare policy may be viewed as self-

serving in a way that is also deemed unearned, in large part due to this stereotype 

regarding their perceived sexual promiscuity.  

In opposition to the jezebel stereotype, there is the mammy: “African-American 

women as mammies served to challenge critics who argued that slavery was harsh and 

demeaning.  After all, mammies were presented as being happy and content with their 

duties as servants” (McElya, 2007).  This stereotype entered the American conscience 

around the Jim Crow era (Harris-Perry 2011) and is in direct contrast to the jezebel by 

being depicted as asexual.  As such, she is depicted as physically unattractive, 

overweight, docile, dark-skinned, and unfeminine.  Mammy represents in American 

culture what acceptable black womanhood looks like; she is “loyal, docile, but fiercely 

protective of her white folks, she exalted in her servitude” (Euell, 1997).  The mammy 

stereotype serves as an obstacle for black women, as black women are dynamic human 
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beings with a full range of human characteristics and personalities, yet this caricature has 

been effective in portraying black women as one-dimensional.  Ivy Kennelly did a study 

of employer stereotypes of black women and finds that white employers base their labor 

decisions on the premise of stereotypes regarding black women.  These employers voiced 

concerns about childcare making black women unreliable employers, and they feared 

their perceived aggression.  A 1997 study by the Center for Women Policy Studies found 

that 42% of black women try to hide concerns about race while at work.  These studies 

support the idea that these harmful stereotypes have lasting consequences for black 

women, specifically in the workplace. 

Finally, there is the stereotype of the sapphire, or the angry black woman.  This 

myth of the angry black woman has its roots in the 1930s, specifically, with the Amos ‘n’ 

Andy radio show (Harris-Perry, 88, 2011).  In 1965, Moynihan produced a report on the 

black family and identified the black matriarch as the reason why black communities and 

black people were unable to gain equality in the United States.  This report affected 

policy for two generations (Harris-Perry, 2011).  The stereotype of the angry black 

woman is quite damaging as it does not acknowledge the real racial and gendered 

discrimination that black women face; instead, “it holds black women responsible for 

power they do not possess, power that is, in fact, being utilized in very real ways by 

members of other social groups who can claim emotional innocence as they hide behind 

and persecute the ‘Black Bitches’ of our cultural imagination” (Morgan and Bennett, 499, 

2006). 
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This unequal treatment due to these three stereotypes is not limited to members 

outside of the black community.  Wallace (1978) suggests that black male political 

leaders have used the angry black woman stereotype to block feminist influences in black 

political organizations and prohibit black women from becoming leaders in these 

organizations, citing their unnatural aggressiveness and independence.  

The stereotypes of the jezebel, the mammy, and the sapphire, have been cultivated 

and continued by the U.S. Government and its policies.  President Ronald Reagan’s 

campaign against the “welfare queen” Linda Brown, a black woman who committed 

welfare fraud, continues to influence and inform policies regarding welfare.  For 

example, President Bill Clinton’s “work to welfare” reform was constructed under the 

premise that most people on welfare remain there because they refuse to work, leading 

the tenets of the bill to force recipients off welfare after five years.  This, in theory, would 

be the incentive to push recipients to find full-time work within their five-year limit.  In 

reality, most recipients of welfare did not make enough in wages at the jobs they had to 

get off of welfare, and for most, particularly mothers with children, the welfare program 

offered healthcare that was not available through their employer.  Most Americans 

perceive poor black women as relying on welfare and taking advantage of the system; in 

reality, white women overwhelmingly benefit from the welfare system.  In 2016, 43% of 

Medicaid recipients were white, 30% identified as Hispanic, and 18% were black.  In 

terms of the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), 36.2% of the recipients 

in 2016 were white, 25.6% were black, and 17.2% identified as Hispanic.  But as Gilens’s 
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(1995) work has shown, most Americans believe that black women are the primary 

recipients of government-funded welfare aid.  

These stereotypes are embedded into the very fabric of American society and 

government institutions.  They are harmful to black women and remain salient.  

Therefore, I expect to find that negative perceptions of black women informed by 

stereotypes affect the way their peers within the state legislature perceive them.  

Stereotypes and discrimination will not be specifically tested in this model; however, the 

differences in ideology and the test of the effect of intersectionality on leadership 

attainment lends itself to this discussion.  

 

Ideology and the Black Community 

 Political scientists have worked to define ideology in an attempt to capture its 

purpose and how it operates in society.  Huntington (1957) defined ideology as “a system 

of ideas concerned with the distribution of political and social values and acquiesced in 

by a significant social group” (pg. 454).  Similarly, Sartori (1969) addressed ideology for 

the political scientist as a cluster concept associated with complex phenomena and argued 

that the term is useful only if it does not become conceptually overloaded.  Speaking to 

this caveat, Putnam (1974) forwards an understanding of ideology that includes a table of 

14 characteristics of individual political actions.  It is suggested that a person’s 

understanding of ideology consists of their choosing a combination of these 14 

characteristics.  In doing so, this is to be interpreted as their understanding of ideology.  

As more measures were developed to examine ideology, an understanding that ideology 
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moves on a liberal-conservative continuum became included in the definition of ideology.  

Jacoby (1995) highlights this emphasis, stating that ideological thinking should be 

considered with regard to gradations along a spectrum in terms of the capacity to respond 

to political stimuli.  As the continuum is concerned, Knight (2006) suggests that although 

ideology moves along this line, individuals’ ideologies are a “coherent and relatively 

stable set of beliefs and values” (pg. 6245).  Lee (2009) expounds further, suggesting the 

political beliefs, values, and policy positions are interrelated.  Finally, the definition of 

ideology used in this research is presented by Abramowitz and Saunders (2006) and 

suggests that “political scientists generally view an ideology as a set of beliefs about the 

role of government that shapes responses to a wide range of specific policy issues” (pg. 

177).   

 In general, this is a useful way to think about ideology, specifically the point 

regarding beliefs affecting how an individual views this role of government that shapes 

responses to policy; however, this definition does not tell us much about how these 

beliefs are formed.  I suggest that the specific experience and history of black women in 

America have helped to cultivate their beliefs, affecting how they view the role of 

government in society.  The dual-identity perspective of the black American female, 

developed through lived and learned experiences that greatly differ from that of their 

white counterparts, shapes how black women view government policy.  

In the case of black female legislators, this perspective influences the types of 

policies they propose in state legislatures.  Although their peers may not share in their 

experience, they are aware that their experience is different.  They assume black female 
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legislators’ ideologies will be more liberal than their own, as their well-known history 

with racism, sexism, and discrimination would prompt them to propose policies that 

attempt to combat these issues.  The literature supports this argument; DuBois points out 

“that there are differences between the white and black races are certain, but just what 

these differences are is known to none with an approach to accuracy” (1986, 597-98).  

Scholars since DuBois have studied these differences more systematically and cite one 

major difference: the communal approach to politics that continues to influence African 

American political life.  Dawson (2001) states “the ways in which ideologies shape 

political action is determined by historical context as are the meanings of the concepts 

and principles themselves, which are shaped within history.”  As stated in the discussion 

on linked fate, this communal approach is in large part due to the shared experience of 

racism and discrimination that blacks face in the U.S.   

 Additionally, there are a number of empirical voting studies which provide 

evidence that racial concerns shape both political perceptions and attitudes as well as 

candidate choice and voter participation (Campbell et. al 1960; Dawson 1994; Tate 

1993).  The understanding that history and experience forms ideology gives weight to the 

view that blacks and whites come to their ideology differently and helps to explain the 

differences between differing ideologies of black and white Americans.  Yet this 

understanding of ideological development does not rationalize the sociopolitical 

differences between black women and black men.  “The experience of black women is 

apparently assumed, though never explicitly stated, to be synonymous with that of either 

black males or white females; and since the experiences of both are equivalent, a 
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discussion of black women is superfluous” (King, 1988).  Black womanhood has its own 

unique experience apart from the black experience.  This existence has been explored in 

the above section titled: Stereotypes and Racial Resentment of Black Women.  To revisit 

the main point of this section, distinct to black women is their duality of existence being 

both black and female.  King (1988) states “the commonalities that we share with all 

women, as well as the bonds that connect us to the men of our race.  We have also 

realized that the interactive oppressions that circumscribe our lives provide a distinctive 

context for black womanhood” (p. 42).  This distinction between black females and black 

males results in different ideological perspectives; therefore, black women are perceived 

to be much more liberal than their peers, and this perception could inform the way they 

are treated by their peers within state legislatures.  

From the literature review above, it is clear scholars have studied both sexism and 

leadership; however, the literature up to this point has been remiss in examining black 

women and leadership in state legislatures.  While this important work gives us some 

insights into some of the obstacles black women face in their attempts to gain leadership 

positions in state legislatures, without considering the effects of both race and gender 

simultaneously, the story it offers is incomplete.  As scholars begin to ask important 

questions about people of color in leadership, it is vital that we use a theoretical 

framework that is appropriate in addressing the roles both gender and race may play; the 

application of intersectionality provides the tools to do just that.  Including 

intersectionality in research will provide a more accurate view of how, or if, the concepts 

of gender and race factor into the attainment of leadership in state legislatures.   
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In the next section, I will discuss the theory.  The theory is composed of three 

important parts: leadership selection, black women and linked fate, and the relationship 

between black women and the labor market in the United States.  I use intersectionality as 

a framework to suggest that black women are unique in that they consider both their race 

and gender as they legislate, but the framework is just a point of departure.  

Intersectionality itself does not help to explain why black women and black men are 

different from each other ideologically, and this is key to understanding why black 

women may not be attaining leadership positions in state legislatures at the same rate as 

their male counterparts.  For this reason, I present the Heavy Lifter Theory.  This theory 

suggests that the identity of black women, with an implicit connection to the labor 

market, differs from the identity of black men.  It also contends black women embody an 

identity that creates a stronger tie to the black community—an enduring connection that 

black men do not share.  With this theory, I suggest that the linked fate between black 

women and the communities they represent strongly influences the legislative actions of 

black women.  The positions on policies taken by black female legislators may be to their 

detriment when seeking leadership positions due to the potential that their fellow 

legislators will want to appoint a person who is ideologically more moderate and closer to 

the party median. 
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Chapter 3: Heavy Lifter Theory 

 
 

“Historically, African American resistance to racial oppression could not have 

occurred without an accompanying struggle for group survival.  Without this key 

part of black women’s activism, struggles to transform American educational, 

economic, and political institutions could not have been sustained.” 

—Patricia Collins, 1990 
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Introduction 

This chapter presents a three-part argument to discuss possible reasons as to why 

black women may attain leadership at different rates than other groups.  Specifically, my 

argument is that legislative leaders have power, and because of the strong potential for 

black female legislators to be perceived by their fellow legislators as being more 

ideologically extreme they are not elected to these powerful positions.  The perception 

that they are ideologically more extreme is caused by a concept called linked fate 

(Dawson 1994), which is the idea that what happens to one member of the community 

affects the whole community.  It is this strong relationship between black women and 

their community that explains why they are perceived as, or actually more, ideologically 

extreme than other groups.  Moreover, linked fate is different for black men and black 

women because of the historically different roles they played in their communities due to 

government labor policies.  These two ideas together have led to a novel theoretical 

concept, the Heavy Lifter Theory, that I present at the end of this chapter.  

Importantly, the Heavy Lifter Theory implies that black women have extreme 

ideology as a result of linked fate, and their sociopolitical ideology can harm their 

potential for leadership attainment in state legislatures.  The second point, which I make 

by reviewing the existing literature on the labor market and the black family and the Civil 

War and Reconstruction, is that the very existence of black women has been shaped by 

their oppression.  Racial oppression forced women to become the inherent leaders of their 

communities, which can be an asset over black men when it comes to leadership 

attainment.  It presents an interesting and dynamic theory by which to understand 
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differences in leadership attainment outcomes for both black women and black men.  

This theory is presented through the framework of intersectionality, which suggests that 

scholars must consider the effects of both race and gender when addressing a research 

question.  

If we assume that legislators are rational actors who care about reelection, they 

will want to select leaders who increase their ability to secure their seat—not a leader 

who will serve as an obstacle to their goal of reelection, but a leader who is more 

ideologically similar to the median of the party which makes attaining or retaining power 

a much more manageable task.   

I argue that because black women are more progressive than white women and 

are less likely to be situated near their party’s median, they are less likely to be chosen for 

leadership.  Therefore, fellow legislators perceive black female leaders as more of a 

threat to their own reelection.  I suggest that this perception regarding black women is 

rooted in stereotypes and prejudice.  

Barrett (1995) has forwarded that black women are homogenous in their policy 

agendas across states due to their shared interests regarding policy that has strong 

implications for African Americans.  I expound on Barrett’s theory by suggesting that 

this occurrence of shared interests is due to linked fate (Dawson, 1994), notably, black 

women’s strong ties to the black community.  Linked fate may help to reinforce the 

perceptions held by fellow legislators that black women will be more progressive in 

policy than white women and tend to be more politically liberal.  I also present a different 

theory, the Heavy Lifter Theory, that identifies the relationship between the labor market 
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and black women in the United States to explain the differences in legislative behavior 

between black women and black men.  This additional bond with the black community 

may explain why black women may be expected to outperform black men in leadership 

attainment.  Finally, I consider institutional differences that may explain the differences 

in leadership attainment between black and white women, such as demographic 

differences in states and districts.  

The chapter proceeds as follows: Theoretical Model of Leadership Selection—is 

based on three assumptions mentioned earlier: state chamber leaders are elected by their 

fellow legislators, legislators consider the impact the legislation they vote on will have on 

their reelection, and legislative leadership largely determines the legislation upon which 

members must vote.  Perceptions of Black Women—the perception of how liberal and 

progressive black women are and how those perceptions may be informed by racial 

stereotypes.  Black Women and Linked Fate—the phenomenon of linked fate has a 

distinctive application in the black community; it is assumed that black women have a 

strong connection to their community, and their actions while serving in state legislatures 

are to serve this community.  Heavy Lifter Theory—the identity of black women, with its 

connection to the labor market, is different than the connections of black men, creating a 

stronger tie to the black community that black men do not share.  Institutional Effects—I 

expect my perceptions about how legislatures work and the effect that ideology may have 

on the ability for black women to gain leadership may be varied due to the demographics 

of a state and the district and the differing institutional structures of legislatures across 

states.  
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Theoretical Model of Leadership Selection  

This section is based on a parsimonious model of leadership selection structured 

by three assumptions.  These assumptions are grounded in descriptive accounts of state 

legislatures.4  It is assumed for this study that: first, state chamber leaders are elected by 

their fellow legislators; second, legislators consider the impact the legislation they vote 

on will have on their reelection; and third, legislative leaders largely determine the 

legislation upon which members must vote.  Additionally, this theory requires the 

assumption that black and white women are rational actors and institutional features, 

specifically seniority and majority party membership, are a significant influence on their 

behavior.   

With these assumptions in mind, I argue that the differences in black and white 

women’s ideology may explain much of the differences in their leadership attainment in 

state legislatures.  The understanding for ideology that I will use is one provided by 

Abramowitz and Saunders (2008), who cite other scholars within their definition of 

ideology: “While the concept of ideology has been defined in many different ways 

(Gerring 1997) political scientists generally view an ideology as a set of beliefs about the 

role of government that shapes response to a wide range of specific policy issues 

(Converse 1964, Peffley and Hurwitz 1985).”  I expect that black women are, on average, 

more ideologically progressive than white women by comparison, which may account for 

some of the leadership differences.  But I predict a residual difference will still remain, 

 
4 Generally, these descriptions hold across states; although, I do recognize that there may be state 
legislatures that have unique characteristics that do not adhere to the three assumptions I present here. 



43 
 

even after I examine ideological differences.  I suggest that this residual difference is a 

result of the perceptions by other legislators that black women are more liberal than they 

actually are to the extreme—even when compared to their racial likeness, black men, and 

their gender likeness, white women.   

Due to this perception informed by racial stereotypes, fellow legislators assume 

that any policy black women propose will primarily address the needs of the black 

community.  Linked fate may be a strength for black women in terms of being elected, 

but it may serve as a weakness when being considered for leadership positions within 

state legislatures due to fellow members being aware of these strong ties and the 

implications for the policy black women will bring to the table.  As a result, this link to 

the black community, by simply existing as a perception, reinforces the idea that black 

women only aim to serve the black community’s needs.  This is an issue for members 

who would prefer to elect moderate members to serve as leaders.  Institutionally 

speaking, there may be some established structural features that affect black women and 

their opportunities for leadership—specifically, seniority and majority party membership.  

Given these points, my theory is best understood as three parts that need to be 

taken together in order to appropriately begin to examine if black women attain 

leadership at different rates than other groups, specifically white women, in state 

legislatures.  The first part of my theory is a generally accepted theory of leadership 

selection that emphasizes how important and powerful leadership positions are and the 

motivations behind legislators’ choices for their leadership.  The second part is the story 

about ideological differences between black and white women, the perceptions of these 
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differences by members in the legislature, and how racial stereotypes may play a role in 

preventing black women from being selected as leaders.  The final piece of the theory is 

defined by the unique relationship black women have with labor markets in the United 

States, a relationship that makes them different from black male legislators.  It is aptly 

named the Heavy Lifter Theory.   

Taken together, these theories offer a unique approach to the research question: 

Do black women attain leadership at different rates than other groups, and, if so, why? 

This question has yet to be explored. 

 

Power and Institutional Tools 

This section is to establish that leadership is a powerful position that carries with 

it specific abilities for actors to influence and alter the behavior of their fellow legislators 

while simultaneously affecting their party brand.  Critical to my theory is the power 

actors have at their disposal through institutional tools in formal positions of leadership in 

state legislatures.  I define institutional tools as a feature that someone controls by virtue 

of the position he or she holds in the institution.  The vast arsenal of tools available for 

leaders in state legislatures varies by state, but for the purpose of this study I am focusing 

on three overarching tools: committee control, agenda control (both negative and 

positive), and procedural and informational advantages.  These tools may not be available 

to all leaders at all times, but a general understanding of power, leadership, and the tools 

within state legislatures is sufficient for understanding my theory of how state legislatures 

work and if this affects leadership attainment for black female legislators.  
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First Assumption: State Leaders 

For this study, I assume that leaders are selected by their fellow legislators.  In 

other words, the exact method of selection may vary, but members of the chamber elect 

their leaders.  These coveted positions have mostly been held by men; in more recent 

years we have seen women successfully obtaining these positions, but they are few in 

number (CAWP, 2018)5, and the majority of those positions are held by white women.   

Moreover, it is difficult to pin down a comprehensive definition of what and who 

leaders are in state legislatures because of the differences that exist from state to state.  In 

this study, I define formal leadership as party leadership positions, committee chairs, and 

ranking minority chairs.  Formal leadership positions are those that carry the weight of 

leadership due to the tasks associated with the position.  I use this understanding of 

leadership throughout my dissertation.  However, I recognize that even in identifying 

formal leadership positions in state legislatures, that variation exists throughout the states 

of the number, types, and titles of formal leadership positions that are found within these 

institutions.  To illustrate this point, I reviewed the myriad configurations that states have 

for their formal party leadership positions and committee chairs.  There are a number of 

states with four formal leadership positions in both the lower and upper chamber, several 

states with seven or more formal leadership positions, and one state, Nebraska, that has 

only two formal leadership positions because it is a unicameral legislature.  States also 

vary on the title of the leaders.  There are more familiar titles such as speaker, majority 

leader, minority leader, majority whip, minority whip, majority caucus chair, and 

 
5 Center for American Women and Politics: cawp.rutgers.edu 
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minority caucus chair.  But also used are unfamiliar titles like dean of the Senate, 

parliamentarian to minority caucus, minority program development chair, and 1st deputy 

majority leader.6  Variation across states is not the only issue that complicates defining 

state leadership.  The existence of both formal and informal leadership positions can 

complicate the definition.  Informal leadership positions are difficult to identify—

Rosenthal (1998) writes that “leadership in a legislature is not restricted to one or two or 

three or four persons.  Anyone can exercise leadership” (1998, 246).  For the purpose of 

my study, I will only measure the differences in leadership attainment as it relates to 

formal leadership positions.  

Just as positions of leadership vary among state legislatures, the ways in which 

legislators are chosen to fill these leadership positions also vary.  For example, in 

Louisiana, there is an informal process by which the Governor selects the chamber 

leaders.7  In contrast, Nebraska has a unicameral nonpartisan legislature wherein the full 

chamber votes by secret ballot for the chamber leadership.8  In other states, individuals 

seeking the speakership or the presidency of the Senate have to promise fellow members 

chairmanships to secure votes.  In some states, like Arkansas and Virginia, the legislature 

 
6 http://www.ncsl.org/legislators-staff/legislators/legislative-leaders/leadership-positions-in-state-
legislatures 
 
7 http://ncsl.typepad.com/the_thicket/2011/10/legislators-who-have-served-as-speaker-and-top-senate-
leader.html 
 
8 http://legislative.ncsa.org/sites/default/files/media/Legislative-PDF/Legis_Process.pdf 
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tends to award seats based on seniority9, thus altering the informal process surrounding 

the selection of chamber leaders (Jewell and Whicker 1994, pg. 95).   

 It is clear that state legislatures are varied, their institutional organizations are 

diverse, and the names and number of the positions within state legislatures differ; but the 

importance of leadership and the power associated with it holds across state legislatures: 

“Members who occupy leadership positions…possess the greatest potential for influence 

in the chamber.  Some may not be able to capitalize on the potential.  On the other hand, 

few members of the House become very influential without first occupying a formal 

leadership position” (Fenno, 1973, p.64).  If we assume that leaders are rational actors 

with a primary concern of remaining an elected official, there are a number of ways that 

they are able to accomplish this primary goal.  Leaders have at their disposal committee 

control and agenda control—which includes both negative and positive agenda control—

as well as procedural and informational control over members.  

Further, I focus on the power that majority chamber leaders, minority leaders, and 

committee chairs have within state legislatures.  The current evidence is overwhelmingly 

from Congressional scholars; this is appropriate, as Squire (2012) states, “the first 

American legislatures morphed almost directly into the original state legislatures. In turn, 

the original state legislatures became the unattributed models for the Congress created by 

the Constitution.”  In other words, the structure of Congress is based on the structure of 

state legislatures.  

 
9 Seniority advantages  men who have been in legislatures longer. Jewell, Malcolm 2015 
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Majority chamber leaders are extremely powerful.  There are usually explicit rules 

within the House that give majority chamber leaders agenda-setting power (Cooper and 

Brady, 1981).  This allows the majority party to create the procedures for selecting the 

members of the agenda-setting offices.  These members lead in principle as well as in 

practice (Cox and McCubbins, 2005).  According to Cox and McCubbins, the main 

objective is to protect the members of the party, and this is done through negative agenda 

control.  

 

Majority Party Leaders 

Cox and McCubbins (2005) understand agenda power as any special ability to 

determine which bills are considered on the floor and under what procedures, and 

members in leadership roles have a disproportionate effect on this process.  The dominant 

partisan theories of agenda power in the U.S. House (Rohde 1991; Cox and McCubbins 

1993, 2005) presume that mechanisms of agenda control are used mostly at the pre-floor 

stage (Richman, 2015).  In contrast, Krehbiel (1999) claims parties do not have an effect 

on agenda power, while Aldrich and Rohde (2001) offer that parties have a “conditional” 

effect on agenda power.  I agree with Cox and McCubbins (2005) who suggest that 

parties matter and party leaders dictate the agenda in order to prop up the party. 

Cox and McCubbins’ cartel theory suggests that the majority party members work 

together, and the party empowers its leaders to facilitate the passage of legislation.  This 

creates a positive record of partisan legislative achievement that members can run on in 

the next election cycle.  In order to accomplish these partisan legislative achievements, 
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leadership selection is done strategically by party members.  Cox and McCubbins state 

that no dimension (j) on which the status quo (SQj) is preferred to the floor median (Fj) 

by a majority of the majority party is ever considered for floor consideration (2005, 47).  

Parties try to ensure this by choosing leaders who are ideologically similar to the party 

median.  If a party selects a leader that is too far from the median of the party, party 

members may see bills proposed that are unfavorable to them.  This is not ideal in terms 

of reelection, nor is it beneficial in supporting party brand.  Morehouse and Jewell (2004) 

explain that members look to their leadership to pass legislation that will help their party.  

Cox and McCubbins state that majority leaders enact as much of the party’s program as 

possible in an attempt to move public policy closer to the party median.  As a result, one 

party’s legislative successes are another party’s losses and vice versa. 

Richman (2015) describes four major types of agenda-setting tools and a 

description of what they look like when employed.  Rolls are opposing a proposal that 

then passes; however, if a majority party is powerful, there should be a minimal amount 

of rolls used or none at all.  Richman states that if a majority party is successful in 

exercising negative agenda control, there should be no direct evidence of this when 

observing floor actions.  Gailmard and Jenkins (2007) echo Richman’s sentiment and say 

that if a majority leader is good at his or her job, we are forced to look for “fingerprints” 

of partisan agenda control because there will not be overt signals of this control. 

Blocks are opposing a proposal that successfully passes.  Successes are supporting 

a proposal that ends up passing, and disappointments are supporting a proposal that is 

then defeated.  These are examples of both negative and positive agenda control.  



50 
 

Regardless of the type of agenda control exercised, party leaders are able to determine 

what makes it to the House floor by controlling committees, special rules, and scheduling 

discretion.  This process likely generalizes to state legislatures.  In this way, the majority 

party can keep proposals that they view as unfavorable from reaching a vote by the whole 

chamber.  

 

Minority Party Leaders 

Primarily, minority leaders are tasked with the responsibility of negotiating with 

the majority party.  This can be done most effectively through the procedural and 

informational advantages that leaders experience.  Leaders can use the information 

advantage as leverage to encourage members to act in a certain way.  Information is a 

source of power that legislative leaders rely on to influence the legislative process (Curry, 

2015).  Groseclose and King (2010) state that committees are deferred to, and that 

deference is due to the information advantage legislative leaders maintain.  Within 

legislatures, there exists an asymmetrical relationship between rank and file members and 

information and legislative leaders and information.  Legislative leaders have more time 

and resources to devote to the gathering and digesting of information than the rank and 

file members.  Before any member can act on a piece of legislation, whether they are 

acting in support of or opposition to the legislation, or if they are planning to amend or 

cast a vote on the legislation, they have to know why they are taking one of the above-

stated actions and what the implications of that actions may be.   
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The more information legislators have about a bill, the better the prospects that 

they will make a sound decision about what their action should be; but it is also more 

likely they can be involved in that bill’s development, which allows members the ability 

to claim credit during the election cycle.  Legislative leaders can leverage their staff 

resources to gather the information necessary to take action and to become involved in 

the bill's development.  This unequal relationship between accessibility of information 

and the ability of legislative leaders to obtain this information creates an environment 

where rank and file members are dependent on leadership to inform them about bills so 

they can make a decision.  Curry (2015) states “the control leaders have over information 

allows leaders to exploit lawmakers' predispositions toward partisanship, ambiguous 

policy preferences, and limited ability to control or check the decisions and actions of 

their leaders” (23).  It is clear why minority leaders benefit from this procedural and 

informational advantage.  This varying relationship to information makes the point clear 

that leaders have different goals and partisan priorities in mind than the rank and file 

members.  Legislative leaders tend to have the bigger picture in mind: protecting 

members of their party.  And the informational advantage allows them to accomplish this 

primary goal. 

 

Committee Chairs 

“In the United States, Congress, as well as in most state legislatures, there is a 

regular, expected procedure that a bill must go through before it becomes a law” (Shepsle 

and Weingast, 1987).  Understood at its most basic level, a bill must pass through the two 
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chambers, the House and the Senate, followed by a signature from the President, as in the 

case of the U.S. Congress, or the governor, in the case of state legislatures.  What may be 

missed in this simplified understanding is what it takes for a bill to pass through the two 

chambers.  This is where the power of committees comes into play.  The simplified 

understanding of a bill passage assumes that the House and Senate are agreeing and then 

passing a bill that is exactly the same.  Agreement on everything in a bill in both houses 

is uncommon; this is often why scholars of legislatures refer to the committees as the 

place where the real work is done (Woodrow Wilson, 1885).10 

We know that bills originate in committees, and power comes with the ability to 

create bills, but how do committees exercise that power?  Shepsle and Weingast (1987) 

offer an explanation of committee power that is embedded in the rules governing the path 

a bill must take: the sequence of proposing, amending, and vetoing that occurs in the 

legislative process.  The actors within this process must work within the boundaries of 

the institution in order to exercise this power.  

Shepsle and Weingast (1987) argue that the gatekeeping and proposal power of 

the committee is its most potent tools because it is both a defensive and offensive move, 

but also because of where in the process of bill proposal these two actions can take place.  

Strategically, using the tools of gatekeeping and proposal power allows leaders to protect 

the status quo and in turn protect members of their party. 

 

 

 
10 “Congressional Government” quoted in the JCOC Final Report 
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Second Assumption: Ideological Tone of Policy and Reelection 

My second assumption is that legislators consider the impact the legislation they 

vote on will have on their reelection.  Members want leaders who will not serve as an 

obstacle to reelection, and differences in ideology can result in policy that legislators may 

not view as favorable to their party; but ideological disparities can also be viewed as 

unfavorable with regards to their ability to be reelected.  V.O. Key Jr. states: “Politicians 

prefer to be sure that if they act, they will not find themselves far out on a limb” (424, 

1961).  Additionally, party members do not want to support policy goals that make them 

vulnerable (Aldrich and Rohde, 2001).  I suggest that leaders are selected based on their 

ideological position on policy, and the rank and file members look for colleagues who 

closely align with the majority of their party and can be expected to aid in the reelection 

of their fellow partisans.  There is evidence to suggest that successful members can 

balance this tension between party leadership and reelection by selecting leaders who 

share similar ideology about policy.   

Aldrich (2011) speaks to the balancing act successful members of the legislature 

perform that illuminates the integral connection between the party and the voters.  

Aldrich offers the explanation that there are two forces that pull (centrifugal) and push 

(centripetal) members toward or away from the center.  According to Aldrich's theory, 

the more extreme the candidate, the easier the center is to capture by an opponent less 

extreme on the other side.  Aldrich’s theory refers to elections, but it is applicable in 

highlighting the risk extreme legislators present to members of their party during election 

time.  In other words, the more extreme a legislator may be perceived, the easier it is for a 
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legislator of the opposing side to be perceived as more moderate.  This pattern of centrist 

endorsement is why legislative leaders are generally moderate when placed on the liberal-

conservative continuum (Polser and Rohde, 1997).  

As a result, most legislators balance these two forces with moderate divergence, 

weighing the costs and/or rewards of their actions with both their party and the electorate 

that they represent.  This is important to my theory about the difference between black 

and white women, because if black women are ideologically different from white women, 

this may help to explain differences in leadership attainment.  Party members may see 

black women's ideology on certain policy issues as an obstacle to overcome and threaten 

their chances of being reelected.  This is possible because leaders have the ability to set 

the agenda.  On the other hand, if white women are more closely aligned ideologically 

with the majority of the party, they would be the more appealing choice for leadership.   

 

Third Assumption: Leaders Determine Ideological Tone of Policy  

 My third assumption is that leaders largely determine the legislation that members 

must vote on.  The closer the leader is to the member’s own ideological preferences, the 

safer the prospects of the member’s policy being favored.  Leaders are able to determine 

the legislation that members vote on in large part due to the power of agenda setting.  

Several scholars present institutional theories about Congress (Shepsle and Weingast 

1987; Krehbiel 1999; Cox and McCubbins 2005; Aldrich 2011) that explain how this 

assumption is plausible and can be applied to an understanding of state legislatures.  I 

have already explained how committees possess agenda-setting powers through negative 
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and positive agenda control.  This ability to "gatekeep" dictates the type of policy that 

makes it to the floor.  Leaders, as well as rank and file members, would prefer policies 

presented on the floor to align with their party's and its members’ needs—a policy that 

ideologically aligns with the members of the committee and appeals to their constituency.  

Another theory regarding how committees and their leaders determine the 

ideological tone of policy is the argument forwarded by Shepsle and Weingast (1987).  

This theory proposes committees are composed of members with extreme preferences for 

policies because they represent a specific policy interest.  For example, a member of the 

education committee may have a more extreme preference regarding education policy 

which is an issue important to their constituency.  Shepsle and Weingast consider these 

types of committees "preference outliers.”  They contain members with preferences that 

may be different from the majority of the House.  In this theoretical understanding of 

committee make-up, the legislative tools at the leaders' disposal will determine how much 

of an ideological effect they will have on policy.    

 Krehbiel (1999), in contrast, sees committees as a division of labor and 

specialization of expertise designed for efficiency.11  His theory has two critical points: 

members already have an idea of the outcome they would like to achieve and the 

committee does have some understanding of what Congress as a whole wants.  This relies 

on the idea that committee members are selected based on how closely they reflect the 

House as a whole, not preference outliers as Shepsle and Weingast (1987) suggest.  This 

closeness is gauged by ideology.  Committee leaders, in Krehbiel's view, would not hold 

 
11 Aldrich (2011) Why Parties? A Second Look pp.214 
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preferences far away from the median of the House.  This results in leaders of those 

committees being granted the power to shape and determine the ideological tone of 

policy.  

Finally, Cox and McCubbins (2005) offer a partisan theory that argues that 

committee membership will reflect the majority party caucus.  The authors posit that 

although partisans may share policy preferences, they may not see it in their own self-

interest to vote or act on those shared interests.  Cox and McCubbins argue the way to 

solve this collective action problem is for leaders to identify the party's collective action 

as their own; “They argue that there are three components to the preferences of leaders: 

reelection, benefits from being a party leader, and benefits from being a leader of the 

majority rather than minority party” (Aldrich, 2011, 218).  This is why Kiewiet and 

McCubbins offer that committee leaders generally tend to be moderates in their parties 

(1991, 52, 53).   

Regardless of the institutional theory presented here, a theme becomes apparent 

when reviewing each one: Whatever the motivation of the leader, whether it be reelection 

or party interests, leaders have the ability to determine the legislation that members must 

vote on.  

 Critical to my theory is that there is evidence of measurable differences between 

black and white women’s ideology.  Scholars have not presently studied these ideological 

differences between white and black women in state legislatures, but a number of 

scholars (Barrett, 1995; and Bratton, Haynie, and Reingold 2008) have framed this 

discussion by way of differences in policy issues between the two.  Barrett (1995) states 
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that black women are similar to non-black women in their strong support for pro-

women's policy issues, and they are like black men in their solid support for minority-

targeted policies.  Yet these women in their dual identities are unlike other groups.  As a 

whole, black women are nearly unanimous in agreement on the policies that are most 

important to them and the ones they are most likely to pursue while in office.  Barrett 

speaks to the homogeneity among black women across states in that they prioritize 

education, healthcare, and economic development, as well as employment policy.  This 

policy focus may reflect differences in ideology between black and white women.  

Bratton, Haynie, and Reingold (2008) echo Barrett’s findings in that black women do 

respond to both the interests of women and the black community but adds that due to the 

unique identity of black women, their choices are largely influenced by the institutional 

context in which they work.   

 

Perceptions of Black Women 

The second part of this theory has to do with the perception of how liberal and 

progressive black women are and how those perceptions may be informed by racial 

stereotypes.  I argue that these perceptions negatively affect the ability of black women to 

gain leadership positions in state legislatures.  

In considering my second and third assumptions that legislators consider the 

impact ideological tones of policy will have on their ability to be reelected and that 

leaders determine the ideological tone of policy, black women have an uphill battle in 

convincing their fellow members that they are both moderate enough to be considered for 
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leadership and once selected their policy proposals will not create obstacles during 

election cycles.   

One reason I suggest that differences in leadership attainment exists between 

black women and white women is due to their ideology.  This theory suggests that there 

is a measurable and meaningful difference between white women's ideology and black 

women's ideology that makes black women less attractive for the selection of leadership 

than their white counterparts.  This assumption is reasonable and follows that if we 

assume legislators are rational actors and are concerned with reelection and party brand, 

then selecting a leader who is more ideologically similar to the party makes sound logic.  

The differences in leadership attainment would be explained by the unique duality of 

existence that black women experience as both a racial and gender minority.  I expect that 

even after variation in ideology are examined, there will be a residual gap that is not 

explained away by ideology.   

The major visible differences between black women and white women within 

legislatures are their race coupled with their gender.  White women do not experience this 

dual existence in the same way as black women.  Race is not as salient to whites as it is to 

blacks (Junn, 2009); they are not subject to the same perceptions regarding black women 

that are rooted in prejudice and racism.  If this is the case, why are black men not 

hampered by these same sorts of perceptions?  In some ways, they are.  When black men 

are compared to black women in terms of holding leadership positions in state 

legislatures, they do not fare much better.  When looking at the top 4 positions in both the 

state House and the Senate across all states, black men only hold 5 leadership positions 
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(NCSL.org).  But historically, black men have been able to ascend to higher elected 

positions in state legislatures.  By 1877, at the end of Reconstruction, it is estimated that 

around 2,000 black men held some official positions in state legislatures (Foner, 2000).  

Black women have never experienced that kind of representation in elected offices.  

Black women were barred from running for office and serving in state legislatures during 

Reconstruction.  This was a result of sexist policies and laws that prohibited women from 

serving in any official capacity.   

Sexism is not just a problem for white America; sexism is a problem within the 

black community as well.  Even the Black Panthers were well known for their sexist 

creed and systematically keeping black women out of leadership roles within the civil 

rights organization.  According to Pearson (1994), one of the key issues within the Black 

Panther Party was “wanton disrespect for women by many male party members who just 

couldn’t rid themselves of bad personal habits no matter how much they claimed 

allegiance to the revolution” (pg. 176).  This is not to suggest that every chapter of the 

Black Panther Party was sexist, but there is evidence to suggest that sexism plagued this 

black organization, showing that there is a history of sexism in the black community.  My 

expectation is that even if black men also have a difficult time obtaining leadership 

positions within state legislatures, they are still more likely to select a white man or a 

black man over either a white or black woman.  Although similar racially, black men will 

not experience the same obstacles black women will in their efforts to gain leadership.  

White women, on the other hand, do experience some of the same obstacles as black 

women due to their gender, and that is why they are the comparison group.  
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I argue that perceptions of black women rooted in prejudice and racism are what 

explains the residual gap in leadership that may not be explained by ideology.  

Perceptions are not difficult to measure, and a number of scholars (Gilens 1998, 1999; 

Sears, Sidanius and Bobo 2000; Fox and Lawless 2004; Morin, Sanchez, and Barreto 

2011; Wallsten, Nteta, et. al. 2017) have conducted research using surveys to gather 

information about people’s perceptions of black Americans in the U.S.  One way scholars 

have measured these perceptions in regards to black Americans is to ask questions 

concerning social policies to determine whites’ racial attitudes about policies that are 

viewed as race-specific.  Welfare is one program borne of social policy that appears on a 

number of surveys in order to measure these attitudes.  Gilens (1995), Sears and Citrin 

(1985), and Smith (1987) all found racial views to be important predictors of Americans’ 

attitudes toward welfare (Gilens 1995).  

It is the case that blacks make up a large share of the poor in the U.S. with 22% of 

the black American population living in poverty in comparison to 9% of white Americans 

living at the same poverty level12.  But when the public is asked in a survey, the median 

response is that people think black people make up 51% of the poor population (Race and 

Politics Study 1991).  As a result, even when policies around poverty are framed as 

“race-neutral,” the majority of the American population interprets or understands that 

policy to be directly helping black people, even if this is not the case.  The perception that 

51% of the poor population is comprised of black people serves as a problem for black 

women who are perceived as very liberal in their policies in addition to primarily fighting 

 
12 Henry J. Kaiser Family Foundation, 2016 
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for minority causes.  Wilson (1987) writes: "Many white Americans have turned, not 

against blacks, but against a strategy that emphasizes programs perceived to benefit only 

racial minorities.”  Consequently, even when black women propose policies that may 

seem race-neutral, if it is perceived by their fellow white members, which there is a 

majority of in every single state legislature in this country, as specifically benefitting the 

black community, the proposal will most likely never reach the floor.  In addition, the 

reputation of black women proposing "black issue bills" (Barrett, 1995) will decrease 

their likelihood of being selected for leadership.  

Black issue bills are understood as giving black people preferential treatment.  

White legislators do not want to take these types of policy “wins” to their constituents 

when reelection time rolls around.  In order to prevent this from happening, they do not 

select black women as leaders.  These perceptions of black women, informed by 

stereotypes and prejudice, are reinforced by linked fate.  

 

Black Women and Linked Fate 

Identity politics and the strength of group consciousness can play an important 

role in a legislator’s relationship to their constituency and to the policies they advocate.  

The phenomenon of linked fate has a distinctive application in the black community.  It is 

assumed that black women have a strong connection to their community and that their 

actions while serving in state legislatures are to serve this community.  Moreover, I argue 

that linked fate adds to the differences in the perceptions of the variations in ideology 

between white and black women.  I forward here that linked fate leads to policy cohesion 
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among black women legislators.  Linked fate can be understood as an explanation for 

policy cohesion among black women but also a signal to white male legislators that black 

women’s policies are wholly concerned with the black community. 

Within the electorate, identity politics has become a divisive term as of late, but 

among scholars of political behavior in the United States, there is evidence to suggest that 

there is a positive relationship between group membership and political participation 

(Junn, 2009).  In other words, a strong group identity can actually mobilize individuals.  

Wolfinger (1965) suggests that ethnic voting occurs when immigrant groups come to the 

United States and share political interests while maintaining a similar economic class.  As 

in the case he examines, first generation Italians and Irish immigrants are a strong voting 

bloc in New Haven, CT.  But as they assimilate into American culture, with Wolfinger’s 

use of transition into the middle class as a sign of assimilation, the traditional 

understanding of ethnic voting suggests that these Italian and Irish immigrants should no 

longer vote as a bloc.  However, Wolfinger shows that this assimilation theory for Italian 

immigrants in New Haven does not hold.  He comes to call this new cohesion of voting 

“Ethnic voting” (896, 1965).  Wolfinger’s case study highlights that regardless of 

generational differences between immigrant groups that “national origins continue to be a 

salient dimension in many people’s perceptions of themselves and others” (896, 1965).  

Wolfinger goes on to explain that the treatment of Italian and Irish immigrants as an 

outgroup in New Haven solidified their shared political interests even though they 

became economically diverse.  This is the key to understanding the persistence of ethnic 



63 
 

voting—a history of a constant and continual emphasis on ethnic differences that 

continues to be a major organizing principle in any social or political structure.  

 Almost thirty years later, Michael Dawson expands on this theory of ethnic 

voting, and he aptly applies it to the black community.  Dawson’s (1994) theory is similar 

to Wolfinger’s in that the explanation for the cohesion of voting has to do with the shared 

history of oppression blacks have faced since the United States was founded.  Despite the 

legal strides made in the 19th and 20th centuries, blacks have been in a constant struggle to 

overcome the barriers of race within the social, economic, and political spheres in 

America.  This group struggle has been defined as black consciousness, or more 

specifically, "the awareness among blacks of their shared status as an unjustly deprived 

and oppressed group" (Verba and Nie, 1972, 160-61).  Although individually blacks 

experience this subordination in varied ways, the basis for this treatment is race.  

In contrast to the experiences of most other Americans, the relationship between 

political, social, and economic environments of blacks is very intermingled (Dawson, 

48).  This relationship came about through the historical experiences of African 

Americans in the United States.  This history begins with slavery and is reinforced by the 

post-Civil War era and Reconstruction.  These historical events ensured that both the 

social and economic component of black group interests would be attached to black 

politics.  

 These historical experiences of the black community are key to understanding 

what black consciousness is, how it affects political participation in the black community, 

and why this mechanism in the black community is quite different from group 
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mechanisms in other minority and immigrant communities in the United States.  The 

period of Reconstruction was the first time blacks in the South were able to enter the 

political system.  By the end of this period, the political backlash that occurred took away 

most of the rights blacks had enjoyed during the earlier part of the period.  Blacks quickly 

learned that when they were deprived of political rights, they also lost social and 

economic rights.  As such, it was “during these five decades that blacks became a nation 

within a nation” (Zafar, 1998).  

Black consciousness has an obvious effect on the political behavior of blacks 

versus other groups, and “earlier research trying to explain the racial differences that exist 

in political behavior pointed to blacks’ lower average levels of education, occupational 

status, and income” (Matthews and Pronthro 1966; Orum 1966).  This approach is 

commonly referred to as the standard socioeconomic model (Verba and Nie 1972).  This 

model became obsolete because it was constantly confounded by the fact that once 

controls for socioeconomic status were included in the model, blacks actually participated 

at higher rates than whites.  Two theories have been proposed to explain this 

phenomenon.  The first suggests that “blacks join organizations and become politically 

active to an exaggerated degree in order to overcome the exclusion and feelings of 

inferiority forced on them by a hostile white society” (Babchuk and Thompson 1962; 

Myrdal 1944; Orum 1966).  

 The second theory, the one that speaks mostly to black consciousness, is the idea 

that membership in disadvantaged minority communities causes people to develop strong 

feelings of group attachment and group consciousness (Bobo and Gilliam, 378, 1990).  
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Black consciousness is directly related to the feelings of linked fate within the black 

community.  

The theory of linked fate is two-fold.  Dawson states that the reason linked fate is 

useful in the case of African Americans versus whites is “the historical experiences of 

African Americans have resulted in a situation in which group interests have served as a 

useful proxy for self-interest” (Dawson, 77, 1994).  This is otherwise known as the black 

utility heuristic, or simply put, if it is good for all blacks, it is good for me.   

 The second part of Dawson’s (1994) theory is that in order for the black utility 

heuristic to work, “a significant number of African Americans must believe that what 

happens to the group as a whole, affects their own lives” (77, 1994).  Many scholars have 

reexamined the utility of linked fate and its ability to mobilize black voters (McClain et 

al., 2009; Lee, 2005; Gay 2004) and have found that even with economic diversification 

in the black community, feelings of linked fate and its ability to mobilize black voters 

persists.  This is in direct contrast to Wolfinger’s idea that economic progress results in 

assimilation.  These scholars (McClain et al. 2009; Lee 2005; Gay 2004; Wolfinger 1965) 

seem to be missing two major points.  First, they ignore the relationship between the 

political, social, and economic environment of African Americans being highly 

connected.  Second, physically, the members of the black community can never fully 

assimilate into American society regardless of the generation or class status of the group.  

This is a key distinction between the experience of blacks and some other immigrant 

groups in America, such as those studied by Wolfinger.  For this reason, black 
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consciousness is different from the bonds of other groups, and it is this strong bond that 

feeds the notion of linked fate within the black community.   

 I am suggesting that it is this persistence and strength of linked fate in the black 

community that shapes and affects the legislative behavior of black women.  In the 

previous literature on linked fate, scholars (Brooks 2012; Dawson 1994; Simien 2005; 

Valdez 2011) have narrowly applied this theory to explain voter behavior but have not 

applied it to help explain the behavior of legislators.  Junn (2009) writes that the more 

identified and linked individuals feel with racial and ethnic groups, the more likely they 

are to be active in politics.  Scholars have narrowly defined this activity as voting but 

running for office is also understood as being politically active.  Black women are 

running for office in record numbers.  In Alabama alone, at least 70 black women have 

launched electoral campaigns13; it is not a stretch to suggest that their strength of ethnic 

identity and sense of linked fate not only pushed them to run for office but once elected 

uniquely shapes their policy agenda. 

Linked fate has been measured through a survey conducted by Knowledge 

Networks of Menlo Park, CA.  This Ethnic Politics Survey asks specific questions about 

linked fate, and the dataset created from these responses can compare political attitudes 

across racial minority groups.  Out of the ethnic groups surveyed (blacks, whites, Latinos, 

and Asian Americans) in 2004, blacks are significantly more likely to identify with 

blacks than are individuals in the three other racial groups identified (Junn, 2009).  

Additionally, a new question on racial political identity appeared in the 2004 survey 

 
13 https://www.glamour.com/story/black-women-running-alabama-midterms 
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asking respondents to express how important the race they identify is when thinking 

about their ideas regarding politics.  Nearly half of all blacks surveyed said being black 

was very important to their political identity compared to only 3% of whites who 

answered in the same way.   

 

      Table 3.1 Racial Group Identification Measures 

 

     Source: Ethnic Politics Pre-Election Study14 
 

14 Table was taken from Jane Junn’s paper entitled “Testing the Identity-to-Politics Link: Racial and Ethnic 
Identity and Political Participation in the U.S.” 2009. 
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Examining these differences in the strength of ethnic identity measured by linked fate 

between blacks and whites may help to explain Barrett’s (1995) findings of the 

cohesiveness of black female legislators' behavior across states.  For the purpose of this 

dissertation, linked fate helps to explain why black women may be perceived as 

ideologically more liberal than white women and, moreover, perceived to only care about 

the black community and propose “black issue” bills.  White women do not share this 

sense of cohesiveness with their community and may be more likely to behave like 

mainstream partisans.  Meanwhile, black women have to constantly consider their 

community and their reason for running, which is heavily tied to their identity as a black 

woman.  The pull of the black community can be at odds with the party resulting in 

tension for black female legislators.  This is reflected in their policy agenda, as the 

ideologies of white and black women are perceived as different due to the persistence of 

ethnic identity and links to the black community.  These markers should be understood 

differently than simply a legislator reflecting the needs of their constituents; the tie or link 

to the black community is stronger than that, and fellow legislators perceive it as 

something powerfully different.  Their link to the black community is what also 

differentiates black female legislators from black male legislators.  Black women and 

their relationship to labor in the United States is key to understanding why the link to the 

black community is different for black men and black women.  I call this the Heavy 

 
 



69 
 

Lifter Theory, and the unique relationship black women have with labor is why they 

possess a much stronger tie to the black community—a bond which is evident when 

examining the ways black men and black women legislate.  

Heavy Lifter Theory 

Thus far, the application of linked fate distinguishes black women from white 

women and white men.  This link to the black community ties both black women and 

black men to issues important to the black community.  This explains the differences in 

legislative preferences of black legislators in comparison to their white counterparts.  

Intersectionality, the intersection of both race and gender, endows black women with 

more liberal preferences on issues than their male counterparts, in part by black women 

focusing more on “women’s” issues that elicit more liberal stances.  Accordingly, black 

women have different preferences than black men.  

The identity of black women is tied to labor and the fiscal health of the black 

community as a whole.  Their connection to the labor market is different than that of 

black men, creating a stronger tie to the black community that black men do not share.  

Given these points, I present the Heavy Lifter Theory, where due to this identity tied to 

labor, black women are the heavy lifters of the black community.  When black women 

are elected to office, they take their fiscal responsibilities and their loyalty to the black 

community with them.  King (1988) writes that historically black women had to assume 

both economically productive roles as well as domestic ones: “Labor, whether unpaid or 

coerced (slavery) or paid has been a distinctive characteristic of black women’s social 

roles” (1988, p. 49-50).  I conducted interviews with two black female delegates from 
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Virginia who shared that they feel a sense of responsibility to their community to propose 

policy that reflects their needs; this includes fiscal policy.   

 

The Labor Market and the Formation of the Black Family 

It is impossible to begin the discussion of the labor market and the formation of 

the black family without a brief statement on the devasting effects of chattel slavery in 

the South.  Much has been written and documented on the brutal treatment of the 

enslaved African population through the 19th century.  The founding document of the 

United States government, the Constitution, recognizes slaves as being only 3/5ths of a 

person, and that compromise was a result of tax concerns.  The 3/5ths Compromise 

reflects the primacy of the economic consideration given to the institution of slavery, but 

it is clear that the humanity surrounding the practice of chattel slavery came as an 

afterthought and is reflected in the many years between the enactment of the 3/5ths 

Compromise and the 13th Amendment that legally ended slavery.  Seventy-eight years 

passed before the United States government considered the humanity of enslaved 

Africans—and even that is debatable.  It was not the atrocities that enslaved Africans 

faced at the hands of the South that finally ended slavery; historians point to Lincoln’s 

attempt to keep the Union together that prompted his Emancipation Proclamation.  

Pierson (2000) specifies that political processes are “path dependent” and conceptualizes 

this as a social process rooted in a network of “increasing returns.”  These increasing 

returns can be understood as a number of things but relating to the institution of chattel 

slavery and the government's reluctance to intervene, Pierson's focus is on economic 
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returns.  He suggests that processes that result in increasing returns are more likely to be 

prevalent.  The institution of slavery reaped economic returns that arguably set the 

foundation for American industry and catapulted America to an economic powerhouse.  

The policies put in place during the late 18th to early 19th centuries reflect the occurrence 

of policies that yielded increasing returns and states’ unwillingness to shift from this 

policy path, resulting in the Civil War.  Importantly, Pierson’s (2000) theory of path 

dependence underlines that once particular courses of action are taken, they are nearly 

impossible to reverse.   

As political development is articulated by critical moments that shape the 

configuration of our societal structures, Heavy Lifter Theory operates from Pierson’s 

argument that policy is path dependent due to increasing returns which shapes the basic 

structure of social life.  In the United States, the black family and its precarious economic 

situation is a result of the institution of slavery.  Additionally, the continued policies 

passed by both state and federal governments that forced black women into unfair and 

discriminatory labor markets while simultaneously barring black men from entry into 

labor markets during Reconstruction has had lasting effects on the black family.  This 

practice of unfair employment policies and wage disparities experienced by black men, 

coupled with the societal expectation that black women should work, constructed and 

continues to shape the economic, social, and political underpinnings of the black 

community.  It is these policies that have forced black women to undertake the financial 

health of their communities when black men were unable to do so due to unfair labor 

policies.  Notably, the exclusion of black men from labor unions made it nearly 
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impossible for black men to gain well-paying and stable employment. One of the largest 

labor organizations, the American Federation of Labor (AFL) designed unions as 

exclusionary, racist organizations that focused on protecting white male labor (Glenn, 

2002). This was in large part due to the role powerful Southern Congressmen had in the 

formation and regulations of labor unions.  Specifically, these congressmen included a 

provision that excluded agricultural and domestic work from being considered in the 

National Labor Relations Act (Katznelson, Geiger, and Kryder, 1993). Primarily, the only 

type of work that black men were able to get in the South. By the time the act was signed 

into law, in 1935, less than 1% of all union members were black (Frymer, 2008).  It is 

this differing experience with the labor market that forms distinctive ties to the black 

community for black women and black men.  

 

 

The Civil War and Reconstruction 

The years during the Civil War and the beginning of Reconstruction with the 

creation of the Freedmen’s Bureau is when blacks’ first enter into the labor market after 

slavery.  It is here when black women are forced to work and support their communities 

due to the conscription of black men into the Confederate Army (Jones, 1985), followed 

by the subsequent restricted access black men faced when attempting to enter into the 

labor market.  

During the Civil War, the war effort created a bigger hole in the already fragile 

ties of the black family.  It became even more difficult for blacks to maintain ties across 
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plantations.  This was due, in large part, to the heightened fears of the slave owners.  The 

Civil War efforts left many enslaved blacks in dangerous positions; they were not 

completely free but were not completely enslaved.  Under these circumstances, slave 

owners found that blacks were not completely loyal to them nor completely rebellious 

(Jones, 1985).  Many blacks defected and joined the Union Army, while the blacks that 

remained on plantations were punished more harshly for what plantation owners 

interpreted as insubordination.  One of the many punishments was the restricted access to 

neighboring plantations that made it difficult for blacks to maintain ties with their 

kinfolk.  Restriction from engaging with their relations would have a rippling effect as 

the Confederacy passed a slave impressment policy that forced enslaved black men to 

join the Confederate war effort (Jones, 1985).  Forced conscription into the army was 

called “refugeeing” and involved taking highly valued male slaves, which tended to be 

the healthiest and strongest, from plantations—and essentially from their families—and 

placing them on the front lines.  Enslaved women and children were then left vulnerable 

on plantations.  This coupled with visitation restrictions left black families with no way to 

know where their family members ended up.  What endured from this practice were 

single black mothers responsible for the safety and well-being of their children, the 

elderly, and the sick that were left behind.  

As the war dragged on and plantations became a casualty of war, the black 

women left behind had a choice to make: They could either stay on the deserted 

plantations with little in the way of supplies and other items needed for survival or leave 

the plantation.  It became a common sight to see single black mothers traveling with a 
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number of children in tow in an attempt to seek freedom behind Union lines.  Even when 

“freedom” was reached this did not secure black women’s safety and economic well-

being.  More than 93,000 black men from the Confederate states fought for the Union 

Army (Jones, 49, 1985), and their main source of anxiety was the well-being of their 

family (Jones, 50, 1985).  A Missouri slave woman wrote to her husband, “They are 

treating me worse and worse every day.  Our child cries for you, but do not fret too much 

for me for it won’t be long before I will be free and then all we make will be ours.”15  

Black soldiers demanded protection for their families back home, but the 

government was slow to respond to their demands.  Black Confederate soldiers, who 

were enslaved Africans, were not respected in the military.  They were not paid for their 

war efforts, and when killed, their families were not compensated for their service.  In 

comparison, Black Union soldiers, who volunteered to join the war efforts, were not paid 

the same wages as their white counterparts.  While black men faced unequal or no pay at 

all and worried about the safety of their families, black women were expected to work to 

support family members that had been left behind.  Even as they fled plantations with 

children, the elderly, and the ill in tow, the financial well-being of their community fell to 

them, due to the unfair employment practices and wage disparities black men suffered at 

the hands of both the Union and Confederate governments.  These policies set the 

foundation for what I present here, the Heavy Lifter Theory, and continued into 

Reconstruction.  

 
15 Johnson and Campbell. 1981. Black Migration, pg. 71-89. 
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Not able to find refuge through the institutional arrangements of the U.S. 

government—specifically, the Freedmen's Bureau—black women created their own 

arrangements that allowed for safety and a version of freedom in the antebellum south.  

The war efforts left many black women without husbands or a way to communicate with 

their husbands where they were; they would gather with their children and work in the 

fields to provide food for their families.   

This community, made up of mostly black women who worked and cared for their 

families, is the antithesis of white America and the expected role of women: “As a group, 

black women were distinguished from their white neighbors primarily by their lower 

socio-economic status and by the greater reliance of their families on the work they did 

outside the realm of traditional domestic responsibilities.”16 Yet, black families still 

echoed the gendered example of white America when it came to heads of household, and 

the U.S. government policies showed a preference towards black families that imitated 

white America’s patriarchal family structure with men being heads of household—even 

with the labor restrictions placed upon black men.  

 When the Freedmen’s Bureau was created in 1865 Congress stated its main 

purpose was to economically and politically empower freed people after the Civil War; 

this included both freed slaves and poor whites.  However, the Freedmen’s Bureau did 

not take into consideration the systematic breakdown that occurred to the black family 

and applied a system of rewards and programs based on the traditional white American 

 
16 Analysis based on a sample of 338 black households in the 27 counties in 8 states that formed the basis 
for Ransom and Sutch’s study of the postbellum South economy. Jones, 1985.  



76 
 

family (Jones, 1985).  The Freedmen’s Bureau successfully reinforced patriarchal values 

on the black family while maintaining the expectation that black women work outside the 

home.  These policies ranged from “employers” agreeing to give food and provisions to 

only those wives and children who worked on their farm to holding the spouse 

responsible for a woman's refusal to work.  On top of this, the Freedmen’s Bureau’s wage 

guidelines mandated that black women and men receive unequal compensation based on 

their gender rather than their productivity output (Jones,1985).  Black families were also 

punished by the Bureau for families that had women head of households, which was 

common due to the conscription of black men into the Civil War.  Agents would give less 

land to these families, making it more difficult for single black women to provide.  

 The sexual division of labor that existed within the black family was exacerbated 

after emancipation (Jones, 63, 1985), and this division was manufactured in large part by 

the federal government through the Freedmen’s Bureau.  In 1870, more than 40% of 

black married women listed their jobs as field laborers; in stark contrast, 98.4% of 

married white women said their primary job was “keeping house.”  Black women were 

unable to stay at home and “keep house” because of unequal and unfair employment 

practices in addition to the social expectation that black women should work.  In order to 

make ends meet, this required both black men and black women to work outside the 

home.  Often, this work occurred side by side in the fields, reminiscent of slavery and 

policies that recognized enslaved Africans as 3/5ths of a person with no distinction by 

gender.  This labor market constructed by the federal government meant that black 

families, including children, had to work together to survive.  The interest of the family 
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came before individual interests.  Jones (1985) argues that the obligations of black 

women probably assumed greater significance in the 19th century in comparison to 

immigrant or poor white communities because blacks possessed “a distinctive low 

economic status, a condition that denied them the advantage of extensive associational 

life beyond the kin group and the advantages and disadvantages resulting from mobility 

opportunities.” 

These obligations, such as nurturing their children and social welfare that black 

women undertook for their entire communities, have been explained by scholars as a 

historical “ethos of mutuality” that was developed during slavery (Gutman, 1977).  This 

“ethos of mutuality” embedded in black women the necessity to take care of their 

community members, even if it put a strain on their own economic resources.  This is 

attributed to the widespread physical suffering that blacks experienced together through 

the 1860s and 1870s at the hands of slaveowners.   

    Dawson (1994) points to the shared experience of black community members as 

the reason linked fate exists so strongly in the black community.  The brutal treatment of 

enslavement is unique to the black American experience.  White Americans have never 

experienced this type of widespread physical suffering, and therefore, the “ethos of 

mutuality" does not apply. Instead, whites have focused their attention on the individual 

and getting ahead economically.  In fact, individualism is a key ingredient in American 

Political Culture.  Consequently, the same institutions that inflicted this widespread pain 

and suffering to blacks and their families inadvertently created an environment where the 

“ethos of mutuality” would develop.  These institutions also created policies that 
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rewarded individualism and painted communal and family support as an enemy to the 

American spirit.   

According to Freedmen’s Bureau agent, John DeForest, “too many blacks felt 

obliged to look after a horde of lazy relatives and neighbors, thus losing a precious 

opportunity to get ahead on their own”17.  Jones (1985) writes that these acts of 

selflessness posed a serious threat to the South’s recently developed economic structure 

based on, in DeForest’s view, individual effort and ambition.  

 During Reconstruction, the highest numbers of black officeholders served in the 

South Carolina and Louisiana legislature.  Two-hundred and sixty-five blacks served, 

more than 100 had been born into slavery18, all of whom were men.   These black men 

fought for policies that were particular to the black community: preservation and physical 

welfare of their families.  Black women who served as the literal foundation for the black 

community were unable to serve as delegates.  This is another example of government 

institutions applying a gendered understanding to the black community that did not align 

with their way of life.  This preferential treatment of black men over black women was 

unintentionally successful in creating a dichotomy between the two that persists today.  I 

hypothesize that this difference is reflected in the policy preferences black men hold that 

are less progressive than those of black women.  

 A point that is often overlooked is the years of oppression black men suffered at 

the hands of white slave owners that barred black men from protecting their families, 

 
17 Jones (1985)—Union Officer  
18 Black Leaders During Reconstruction- www.history.com/topics/American-Civil-War/black-lead 
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especially their women.  Coupled with the spirit of patriarchy, a seed of both resentment 

and ambition was created for the black man.  In many ways, black men resented the fact 

that black women were left to ultimately do the job that patriarchy suggests men should 

be doing—taking care of both the financial and physical security of their families.  Black 

men were not able to do either, primarily due to the policies surrounding the labor market 

passed by the government, ambition, a drive to obtain the kind of power held by white 

men that allows men to behave and act like men, and to be able to provide both the 

physical and economic protection of their families.  

Indeed, government institutions have never allowed this to occur and the early 

discriminatory policies that set the foundation for blacks’ gendered experience with the 

labor market explains the varying strength with which black men and black women 

undertake the economic and physical health of the black community.  Significantly, with 

regards to gender and white male power, Jones (1985) suggest that black women have 

traditionally been less deferential toward white male authority and more aware of the 

potentially progressive role the federal government can have in effecting social change.  

In 2017, black families were more reliant on women's income than other families 

were, since 80% of black mothers are the breadwinners of their families (Banks, 2019).  

In comparison to white, Asian, and Latinx mothers, black mothers work more often 

(Banks, 2019).  Black women have had the longest participation in the labor market when 

compared to every other group of women in the United States. Not surprisingly, with the 

history of unfair and discriminatory labor policies, black women's median income is 21% 
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lower than that of white women (Banks, 2019), reflecting the continued effects of an 

unfair labor market for black women and the community they support. 

 This evidence of continued discriminatory policies that result in unequal 

outcomes for black women and their communities, as black women make up a large 

portion of breadwinners in their families, supports the Heavy Lifter Theory.  This theory 

provides for why differences in black female and black male legislators exist.  

 

 

 

Institutional Effects 

Beyond the socioeconomic and historic institutional aspects that form the identity 

of black women and their link to their communities, there are two institutional effects in 

the political sphere that I will consider in this study: seniority and majority party 

influences.  

 

Seniority 

 The literature suggests that seniority matters in who gains leadership positions in 

state legislatures.  Hamm, Harmel, and Thompson (1983) write that “more senior 

members are more familiar with the legislative process and are more likely to be 

recognized for their expertise and to hold leadership positions.”  Seniority is often 

connected to legislative success and power.  The author of this dissertation conducted a 

survey sample of black female elected officials that included this question: Is there 
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something particular about your party that affects who gets formal leadership positions?  

A number of respondents answered: Seniority.  The model presented in Chapter 4 

controls for seniority as there are expectations that seniority strongly predicts leadership 

in state legislatures.  

 

Majority Party  

 Similar to seniority, majority membership is thought to be a strong determinant of 

who gets leadership positions.  “The political advantages and rewards that accrue to the 

majority party and its greater responsibility for policy development are expected to 

contribute to a majority member’s success both in terms of institutional leadership and 

bill passage” (Ellickson and Whistler, 80, 2000).  Members of the majority party 

experience more opportunities to the path of leadership.  For this reason, majority party 

members are often more successful than minority party members (Moore and Thomas 

1991).  Due to these benefits associated with majority party membership and its 

relationship to leadership, the model in Chapter 4 controls for majority party 

membership.  

To conclude, this chapter presents a theoretical understanding of leadership and 

its power in state legislatures as it pertains to my three assumptions.  First, chamber 

leaders are elected by their fellow legislators; second, legislators consider the impact that 

legislation they vote on will have on their reelection; third, legislative leaders largely 

determine the legislation that members must vote on.  I argue that because of these three 

assumptions about leadership and the differences in ideology between black and white 
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women, black women may attain leadership at a different rate than their white female 

counterpart.  Furthermore, I suggest that even once ideology is examined, there will still 

be a residual gap that persists.  In other words, the gap will not be completely explained 

by ideology.  This possible residual gap may be due to the perception of black women 

being more progressive and liberal than white women in the eyes of their fellow members 

and that these perceptions are rooted in stereotypes and racism.  It could also be the case 

that the ideological distance is real, and legislators are protecting their own self-interests 

by not selecting black female legislators as leaders.  Finally, I present the Heavy Lifter 

Theory that explains why there is a difference in the legislative behavior of black women 

and black men.  The following chapter will discuss the methods that I use to test my 

hypotheses.  
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Chapter 4: Methods 

 

“Black Women, whose experience is unique, are seldom recognized as a 

particular social-cultural entity and are seldom thought to be important enough for 

serious scholarly consideration.” 

—Barbara Smith 
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Introduction 

The chapter introduces the research methodology for this quantitative study.  This 

quantitative approach enables the testing of variation in ideology as the possible causal 

mechanism and for consideration of the role of intersectionality in the state legislative 

process of selecting leaders.  The primary components of this chapter are the research 

question, hypotheses, methodology, methods, data set, and data analysis.  

 

Research Question 

This study sought to answer the following research question: Do black women 

attain leadership at different rates than other groups, and, if so, why?   

 

Hypotheses 

In this section, I present six hypotheses testing the effect of the differences in 

ideology, race, gender, and intersectionality on leadership attainment between black and 

non-black legislators.  

Ideology 

H1: When the ideological distance between the party median and the party member is 

closer, the party member is more likely to gain a leadership position in state legislatures.   

 In Chapter 3, I laid out the importance of ideology in considering an explanation 

for the different rates of leadership attainment between black and white women.  I 

forward that the differences in ideology between black and non-black women account for 

the differences in attainment of leadership positions in state legislatures.  I understand 
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ideology to mean a set of beliefs with regards to who government should work for and 

that these beliefs shape people’s policy preferences.  In terms of leadership, party 

members want leaders who are going to reflect and work toward the goals of the party.  

One measure of how well party members do this is through ideology.  Cox and 

McCubbins (2005) state that majority leaders enact as much of the party’s program as 

possible in an attempt to move public policy closer to the party median.  This task is 

entrusted to a like-minded individual.  Ideology is an effective measure of this 

compatibility.  

 Scholars have found that white and black women’s ideology does differ (Baxter 

and Lansing 1981; Barrett 1995; Hardy-Fanta 2011); however, there is much common 

ground in terms of policy issues.  Women tend to have different attitudes from men on 

issues of daycare, protectionist labor laws, and abortion (Bratton, 2005, pg.99) and are 

also more progressive on gun control, social welfare issues, civil rights, environmental 

protections, and public health and safety (Barrett 1995; Carey, Niemi, and Powell 1998; 

Diamond 1977; Dodson and Carroll 1991).  Essentially, female legislators are concerned 

with issues that directly or indirectly affect children and their welfare.  Consequently, if 

we just look through the lens of ideological differences based on gender, the racial 

ideological differences may not be as apparent.  In other words, there are differences in 

ideology by both gender and race.  This variation in ideology is displayed in Figure 4. 1.  

Many scholars have identified some of the differences between white women and 

black women.  Most unique to black women is their near-unanimous agreement on the 

policies that are most important to them and the ones they are most likely to pursue while 
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in office (Barrett, 1995).  Bratton, Haynie, and Reingold (2008) come to a similar 

conclusion about the differences in black women’s ideology but add that due to the 

unique identity of black women, their stances are also largely influenced by the 

institution in which they find themselves.  I understand this to mean that unlike white 

female legislators, black women have to consider the state in which they won and the 

district that they represent when legislating—this is different than primary concerns of 

reelection like it may be for white female legislators.  

The heavy-lifter theory I presented in the theory chapter speaks to this argument 

forwarded by Bratton, Haynie and Reingold (2008): It may be that black women are 

largely elected from black districts, and their commitment to serve their constituents and 

their strong link to the needs of the black community shapes their behavior.  But as black 

women attempt to meet the needs of the black communities they represent as they begin 

to navigate their state legislatures, the institution and its procedure change or shape the 

behavior of these black women.  This is not to suggest that the institution only changes 

black female legislators, but it is to suggest that the changed behavior for black women is 

different due to their identity.  Assessing the differences in ideology scores between black 

and non-black legislators will be an assessment of one of my core assumptions about the 

different rates of attainment in leadership between white and black female legislators.  

This leads me to my hypothesis concerning the race of legislators.  
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Race 

H2: Non-black legislators are more likely than black legislators to hold leadership 

positions in state legislatures. 

 The history of racism in the United States is systematic and ongoing.  

Specifically, the founding documents begin with the unequal treatment of enslaved 

Africans, designating them as 3/5th of a person, and continues with the need for a 13th, 

14th, and 15th Amendment, followed by the 1964 Civil Rights Act and 1965 Voting 

Rights Act—all an attempt to create equity for African Americans in the United States.  

As a result of this history of discriminatory practices and racism in the United States, 

blacks have been prohibited and then stalled from entry into both the labor market and 

political arena of the U.S.  I view these two areas of society as inextricably linked.  The 

inability to fully participate in the labor market has consequences in the political arena, 

ultimately making it difficult for blacks to be elected and serve in leadership positions.  

Essentially, constraints the black community faces when trying to secure higher paying 

jobs makes it difficult to run campaigns and devote the time necessary to run for office.  

 In looking at general trends of unemployment rates from 2010-2019, Brookings 

(2019) reports that the average annual unemployment rate for black workers was 16% 

compared to 12.5% for Hispanics and 8.7% for whites.  
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        Figure 4.1 National Unemployment Rate 

 
 

This unemployment rate is one way to understand the lasting consequences of 

unequal treatment of blacks in the labor market and sets the foundation for the lack of 

blacks found in leadership positions in all sectors of the labor market—including 

leadership in state legislatures.  Specifically, with regards to government positions, the 

difficulty blacks have had in entering the labor market and gaining positions of power can 

be applied to the difficulty in entering the political arena as well.  Predominantly in the 

South, blacks were not allowed to run for office or vote even after the 14th Amendment 

was passed.  States found a way to circumvent the Constitution through poll taxes, 

literacy tests, and intimidation that kept blacks from voting well into the 1950s, and 

arguably much later in the South.  It was not until the 1965 Voting Rights Act prohibited 

states from using these discriminatory methods that there was an increase in voting by the 
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black community.  The inability to access the vote is directly related to blacks not being 

elected to political office, thus making it difficult for elected black officials to achieve 

leadership positions in government.  

 

Gender 

H3: Female legislators are less likely than male legislators to hold leadership positions in 

state legislatures.  

 In Chapter 2, the literature review, I laid out the differences in leadership between 

men and women (Eagly and Johannesen-Schmidt 2001; Ridgeway 2001; Lips, Little,, 

Dunn, and Deen 2001; Jewell and Whicker 1994), the sexism that permeates both the 

election cycle and governing institutions (Diamond 1977; Kirkpatrick 1974; Prestage 

1977; Thomas 1994; and Rosenthal 2000), and how these occurrences have served as 

obstacles for women running and serving in office.  These difficulties are evident when 

looking at the percentage of women serving in state legislatures, especially when it comes 

to positions of leadership. 
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19 
         Figure 4.2 Women in State Government Leadership 
 
 
 

 
19 Posted 2:38PM on Saturday 26th January 2019: Women make big gains in state capitols, but men still 
rule–Associated Press. 
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There has been an obvious increase of women serving, and as of 2018, 1,875 

(25.4%) of the 7,383 state legislators in the United States are women (CAWP, 2018).  To 

put this in perspective, for women to reach parity, or equal representation to men, they 

would need to hold approximately 3,691 (50%) of the seats in state legislatures.  

 Although women have quintupled their representation since 1971, if one looks at 

leadership positions in all fifty states, there are currently only 13 women who serve as 

presidents of senates or presidents pro tempore and 6 women who serve as speakers 

(CAWP 2018).  For the purposes of this research, I examine leadership positions and use 

panel data which allows me to look across years (2007-2014).  This panel data on 

leadership in state legislatures emphasizes the disparity of representation between men 

and women.  If overall representation of women has increased in state legislatures, why is 

this growth not reflected in the most important leadership roles?  It would seem sexism, 

in both institutions and the electorate, still serves as a severe obstacle for women in being 

elected to leadership positions.  I refer to this variable as the gender variable, by which I 

mean the biological sex of the legislator.  I understand that gender can be fluid, 

continuous, and determined by the individual (Diamond, 2002)—I am not attempting 

here to assign a gender.  For the purposes of this study, I identify the sex of the legislator 

to be understood as male or female.  This variable is a dichotomous variable, 0 for male 

legislators and 1 for female legislators. 
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Intersectionality 

H4: Non-black men are more likely than non-black women to hold leadership positions in 

state legislatures.  

H5: Non-black women are more likely than black men to hold leadership positions in 

state legislatures.  

H6: Black men are more likely than black women to hold leadership positions in state 

legislatures.  

 One of the key contributions of this research is that the differences in leadership 

attainment between black and white women possibly exists because of differences in 

ideology, this emphasis on ideology highlights that black women and black men seem to 

have variation in this area, but it is unclear as to why this may be the case.  The 

assumption is that race has a similar effect on black female legislators’ ability to gain 

leadership in the same way it would for black male legislators.  As there is even less 

literature on black men and leadership in state legislatures, so it is unclear how and why 

black female and black male legislators differ, with respects to ideology.  I forward the 

heavy-lifter theory, which holds that the black woman’s experience in the labor market is 

vastly different from the black man’s experience.  Black women are more liberal and 

more focused on black issues than black men.  Thus, I argue the difference between black 

female and male legislators is due to the heavy-lifter theory explained in Chapter 3.  The 

lens of intersectionality considers both race and gender, which is why I aptly apply it here 

to examine if there are differences in rates of leadership between black and white women, 
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but it does not help to explain black men’s rates of leadership attainment or the 

differences in their leadership attainment when compared to black women’s rates.    

With this difference in mind, the set of hypotheses I present here are hierarchical 

in nature.  I expect that non-black male legislators will be more likely to hold leadership 

positions more so than non-black female legislators (H4), non-black female legislators 

will be more likely to hold leadership positions more so than black male legislators (H5), 

and black male legislators will be more likely to hold leadership positions, compared to 

black female legislators (H6).   

 It could be that the Heavy Lifter Theory acts as an advantage for black women 

and leadership in state legislatures.  As the heavy-lifter theory is a novel concept, it is 

possible that it increases black women’s probability of becoming leaders instead of 

decreasing their chances of leadership. There is a theory that supports the idea that the 

Heavy Lifter Theory acts as an advantage for black women in state legislatures. Scholar, 

Cheryl Woods-Giscombe, identifies a superwoman schema that is distinctly applied to 

black women and their ability to overcome racism, race and gender based oppression, 

limited resources, and disenfranchisement. Woods-Giscombe (2010) conducted a focus 

group of black women and found that black women feel the need to live up to a 

superwoman role. Participants reported that there were both advantages to this— 

 preservation of self, family, and the community. As well as disadvantages— 

 relationship strain, stress related health issues, and the burden of carrying the entire 

community. Woods-Giscombe states that this superwoman schema partially comes from 
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black women’s attempt to overcome negative stereotypical characteristics of the black 

woman, specifically the mammy, the jezebel, and the sapphire. 

 Mullings (2006) suggest that the superwoman schema has been a necessity for 

survival. In other words, it is a survival mechanism for the black woman and her 

community. Black women have been noted for their strength and perseverance in the face 

of adversity. The popular hashtag of 2019, #blackgirlmagic, is an ode to this survival 

mechanism. Woods-Giscombe (2010) goes as far to state that without this survival 

mechanism Blacks might not have endured the tremendous historical hardships they were 

faced with.  

With this is mind, black women are most likely elected from a majority-minority 

district.  Therefore, their constituents would value and understand black women’s 

important role as the heavy lifter in the community, rewarding them with reelection.  In 

comparison, black men who run and win may not experience this strong, continued 

constituent support from the black community because they are not viewed in the same 

way as black women are in the black community.  

 

Methodology 

A quantitative approach is appropriate for this research question because I am 

examining directly comparable items (Gerring 2017).  Specifically, I am comparing 

whether individual legislators earn leadership positions or not.  In addition, a quantitative 

approach is appropriate for testing theories (Gerring, 2004).  I theorize that the difference 

in leadership attainment between black and white women is due to ideological 
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differences, possibly racial biases, and misperceptions about black women legislators.  

Figure 1.1. shows that black women’s ideologies are more liberal than those of black 

men, non-black women, and non-black men.  I forward that this difference in ideology 

may result in variation in leadership attainment.  

 

Specific Methods 

For this quantitative study I use one model and three different statistical 

techniques.  The basic model is: 

Logit (Yi )= 𝛼 +	𝛽!		𝐼𝑑𝑒𝑜𝑙𝑜𝑔𝑖𝑐𝑎𝑙	𝐷𝑖𝑠𝑡𝑎𝑛𝑐𝑒 + 𝛽#	𝐹𝑒𝑚𝑎𝑙𝑒 + 𝛽$	𝐵𝑙𝑎𝑐𝑘 +	𝛽%	𝐵𝑙𝑎𝑐𝑘 ∗
	𝐹𝑒𝑚𝑎𝑙𝑒 + 𝛽&	𝑆𝑒𝑛𝑖𝑜𝑟𝑖𝑡𝑦	𝑇𝑒𝑟𝑚𝑠 + 𝛽'	𝑀𝑎𝑗𝑜𝑟𝑖𝑡𝑦	𝑀𝑒𝑚𝑏𝑒𝑟 + 𝐸𝑓𝑓𝑒𝑐𝑡𝑠 

 
 

The dependent variable in this study is a dichotomous variable coded as 1 if the member 

holds a leadership position at the time, and 0 if they do not.  The independent variables 

included in this model are Female (coded 1 for female and 0 for male); Race (1 for black 

and 0 for non-black); and Black*Female (coded as black women =1 and all else =0), 

representing Intersectionality.  Ideological distance was calculated as the distance 

between the individual members’ ideology score (Poole and McCarthy) and the median 

of their party.  I also included two control variables: seniority, which is often a feature of 

the institutional rules which influence who earns leadership positions, and whether the 

legislator is a member of the majority party, since the party in control of the legislature 

often has more leadership positions to award. 

 The three techniques I will use are:  pooled logit, district fixed effects, state fixed 

effects, and a quantity of interest- predicted probabilities.  I will discuss each of these 
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techniques in turn.  However, it is important to recognize that the pooled logit has a 

different conceptualization of the dependent variable than the other techniques.  The 

pooled logit treats each legislator in the dataset as an individual observation.   In this way 

the pooled logit is an observation study which some might call a correlation study 

(Kellstedt and Whitten 2013).  In contrast, the remaining techniques are best 

conceptualized as focusing on the legislative seat and how the race and gender of the 

individual holding the seat changes over time and what effect these changes have on 

earning a leadership position.  The dependent variable conceptualized in this way allows 

the fixed effects to be considered a natural experiment ( Kellstedt and Whitten 2013).  

 

Pooled Logit 

The model I use here is a pooled logit due to how I conceptualize the dependent 

variable.  The treatment of the data in a pooled logit raises the likelihood that the 

independent observations (Xi) and the error term (ei) are independent but not identically 

distributed (Wooldridge, 448, 2013).  For this reason, a pooled logit model will make 

valid statistical inference about the population parameters possible.   

In the case of the data on legislators, it is difficult to believe that legislators 

elected from the same district are truly independent of each other, but the pooled process 

treats them as such.  One can imagine that a district with its similar characteristics: 

education, economic interests, demographics, and ideology will most likely produce 

candidates who run similar campaigns because their constituents are similar.  The pooled 

logit model will act as my base model for comparison purposes. 
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Fixed Effects 

The idea that members from the same state or district may not be entirely 

independent observations is exactly why the fixed effects techniques are applied.  While 

the pooled logit treats individual legislator as their own observation, the Fixed effects 

(FE) approach groups the data to account for differing relationships within the state and 

district groups.  In the fixed effect models, the unobserved effect is understood to be 

constant across the model.  Vaisey and Miles (2007) offer that fixed effects models, as it 

applies to panel data or multi-level analysis is often preferable, if not the “gold standard” 

of models (Shurer and Yong 2012).  Primarily, FE models aim to account for clustering 

in a dataset, which I have notated by groups.  The state FE model clusters by states and 

the district FE model clusters by districts.   

The FE model also accounts for differing relationship within clusters.  For my 

purposes, I am interested in the within effects.  The independent variables I have included 

in the model—ideology, gender, race, intersectionality, seniority terms and majority 

member—include both stable and changing variables.  FE models can handle stable 

characteristics whether they are measured or not, such as race, sex, and ethnicity (Allison, 

2009).  

To explain more clearly as it relates to the question I examine here—Do black 

women attain leadership at different rates than other groups, and, if so, why?—the state 
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effects model examines leadership changes within each state, and the district effects 

model examines leadership changes within each district.  

As the focus of my question is the effects of race and gender on leadership, it may 

seem contradictory to apply FE to this equation.  To revisit the earlier point about FE 

models, FE models consider only variation within in legislative seat’s record and discard 

any information about differences between legislative seats.  Thus, enabling a pre- and 

post-natural experiment examining the effect of race and gender changes on the 

attainment of leadership positions.  Essentially, in including race and gender, I am able to 

discard any states or districts that have never had a non-black to black or a male to female 

change in their legislators.  

 As my question is concerned with these within individual differences, the FE 

model offers a unique advantage in the case of this question.  Generally, omitted cases 

are not what a researcher aims for, but the FE model presented here offers the ability to 

explicitly hold constant constituency characteristics to estimate a “treatment effect” for 

race and gender switches both within states and within districts. Equally important, fixed 

effects helps to control for omitted variable bias by having groups serve as their own 

control (Allison, 2009).  The ability to do this appropriately addresses my substantive 

question about the differences in rates of leadership attainment.  

 

Predicted Probabilities  

Predicted probabilities provide a sense of substantive effect of leadership 

attainment for each of the four types of legislators (black female, black male, non-black 
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female, and non-black male) key to this study.  I predict that non-black males will have 

the highest probability of leadership, followed by non-black females, black males, and 

then black females.  Predicted probabilities test whether this is the case.  Once these 

probabilities are calculated, t-test have to be run in order to discuss whether these 

probabilities are statistically different from one group to the next.  

 

Dataset 

In developing the materials for this study, I began with McGrath and Ryan’s 

(2019) data set which provided three of the independent variables.  I had to hand-code the 

leadership variable and the race variables for all the legislators and have included four 

control variables.  In total, my data set includes over 13,000 individual legislators across 

all fifty states during a seven-year period between 2007 and 2014.  

 

Dependent Variable 

My dependent variables are, in part, the legislator/year, spans seven years from 

2007-2014, and whether they earned a leadership position or not.  The leadership data 

was collected by going through the State Yellow Book20 for each year and each state to 

compile formal leadership positions for each of the 13,147 legislators in the dataset.  

Leadership positions that are considered in this measure are Speaker of the House, 

President Pro Tempore of the Senate, Majority and Minority Leaders of the Senate and 

 
20 State Yellow Book: Who’s Who in the Executive and Legislative Branches of the 50 State Governments 
2007-2014 
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the House, and majority chairs and ranking minority members of the committees.  If any 

member holds any of these positions, they are assigned a 1; if no leadership position is 

held, the member is assigned a 0.  For some years, the ranking minority member was not 

recorded, I accounted for those missing years by creating an indicator variable and 

running a model with the indicator variable.  The model can be found in the appendix. 

 

Independent Variables 

The independent variables included in McGrath and Ryan’s (2019) dataset 

include gender, the median ideological position for each party, and the individual’s 

ideology score of each member.  These ideological measures are Shor and McCarty’s 

(2011) ideology scores.  First, I created a median ideology score by including state, party, 

year, chamber, and individual score in the calculation for the party median.  I then 

subtracted the individual’s ideological score from their party’s median, and I was able to 

calculate the ideological distance for each member from their party’s median.  

 

Hand-Coding Race 

 In order to obtain the race data on individual legislators, I looked up the 13,14721 

units of observation (member-years) that comprise my dataset and coded them as either 

black or non-black.  I did this for every state legislature.  I chose this dichotomy because 

my research is concerned with the legislative behavior of black women, and this 

 
21 Some legislators repeated in subsequent years if they won reelection, meaning there are not 13,147 
unique individuals.  
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dichotomy reflects this research emphasis.  Indeed, in hand-coding race, I recognize that 

errors in identification can occur.  I looked up each member’s photo on their state’s 

legislative page.  If a photo was unavailable on their legislative page, I searched 

Ballotopedia.com, LinkedIn, Facebook, and Google images.  I was able to find a photo of 

each legislator included in this dataset.  Phenotypically, it is easier to determine if a 

member is black or not versus determining if a member is black or white, as white can 

include Asians, Latinx, and American Indian members. 

 It is important to note here several issues with the race variable that I have 

considered in its compilation.  First, race or ethnicity is deeply personal, and just because 

I have identified a legislator as black or non-black, that does not mean the individual self-

identifies as black or non-black.  The best way to identify someone’s race is to ask them.  

At this time, asking each legislator their race was not feasible, and the added 

politicization of race may dissuade some legislators from identifying themselves; 

however, there are a number of organizations22 that have records of the race and ethnicity 

of legislators, but their lists were not comprehensive for the seven years (2007-2014) 

encompassing my dataset spans.  With this being said, hand-coding race at this time was 

the best option and allows me to appropriately address my research question.  The unit of 

analysis is legislator-years; black legislators are coded as 1, and non-black legislators are 

coded as 0.  Black female legislators are represented by an interactive term created using 

female*black. 

 
22 National Roster of Black Elected Officials, Joint Center for Economic and Political Studies, National Black 
Caucus of State Legislatures, and the National Conference of State Legislatures  
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Of the 13,147 members in this dataset, 311 are black female legislators, 373 are 

black male legislators, 9,146 are non-black male legislators, and 3,317 are non-black 

female legislators.  These numbers are close, proportionally, to representative of the 

population of non-black legislators.  In terms of black legislators, my sample represents a 

slightly smaller percentage than the percentage of black legislators in states from 2007-

2014.  Black legislators represented around 9%23 of all state legislators, and in my 

sample, they represent about 5% of all state legislators.  Despite the percentage 

difference, the measurements are similar when compared to other scholars’24 work on 

black legislators.  But as this is a first look at this population in leadership positions in 

state legislatures, the hope is that as more black women win elections and then gain 

leadership positions that future research will yield more robust results.  

 

Four Control Variables  

 There are alternative explanations as to why differences in leadership rates may 

exists between white female legislators and black female legislators.  The most 

persuasive explanations—seniority, majority party membership, state and district fixed 

effects—will act as controls in the model I present in the next chapter.  Black legislators 

are overwhelmingly members of the Democratic Party.  This graph reproduced from 

Hicks, Klarner, McKee and Smith (2017) shows the steady increase of state legislators 

who are black Democrats.  

 
23 National Black Caucus of State Legislatures and the National Conference of State Legislatures  
24 Hardy-Fanta, Sierra, Lien, Pinderhughes, and Davis (2005) Hicks, Klarner, and McKee (2017) 
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     Figure 4.3 Increase of Democratic Black Legislators 

 

 

 

Black female legislators represent 305 Democrats and 6 Republicans.  In comparison, the 

partisan breakdown of non-black women is 2,018 Democrats and 1,299 Republicans.  In 

the following section, I present the hypotheses I test.  

 

Alternative Explanations 
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 Naturally, there are alternative explanations to what I suggest here.  I discuss 

these in Chapter 3.  The three most convincing with regards to obtainment of leadership 

in state legislatures are: seniority, majority party membership, and state effects.  There 

are a number of scholars (Shepsle and Weingast 1987; Krehbiel 1999; Polser and Rhodes 

1997; Jewell and Whicker 1994) that emphasize the importance the role of seniority plays 

in gaining leadership positions in legislatures.  To summarize, the senior-most members 

are more likely to be chosen for leadership positions or have direct involvement in 

choosing leadership.  For this reason, seniority will act as a control in my model, 

measured as seniority terms.  

 This is a particularly important control, as seniority is likely correlated with the 

race and gender variables.  Members in state legislatures are overwhelmingly white and 

male,25which results in the members serving the longest and enjoying leadership 

positions at the highest rates being legislators who are white males.  As such, seniority is 

likely going to be correlated with both the race and gender variables.  At this point, it is 

necessary to note that I have not discussed party differences or expectations for the effect 

party will have on leadership obtainment.  This exclusion of party from this research is 

deliberate.  Black legislators are significantly more likely to be Democrats than 

Republicans (Hicks, Klarner, and McKee, 2017).  Between 2003 and 2005, 14 of the 

5,978 legislators who were elected were black Republicans, and between 2013 and 2015, 

21 of the 6,259 legislators who were elected were black Republicans.  As for their 

 
25 http://www.ncsl.org/research/about-state-legislatures/who-we-elect.aspx 
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electorate, between 2013 and 2015 more than 60% of black legislators elected were 

Democrats.  (Hicks, Klarner, and McKee 2017).  Due to the lack of variation in the 

Republican Party coupled with this research’s specific focus on black women, party was 

intentionally excluded from the model.   

 Next, majority party members will be more likely to hold leadership positions 

when compared to minority party members, as majority party members have more 

leadership opportunities available to them as the dominant party in a legislature.  Due to 

more positions of leadership available to those members, the expectation is that majority 

party members will hold more leadership positions than minority party members.  

 Finally, district and state fixed effects were included as a control in the model.  

One of the advantages of conducting research at the state level is that fifty states offer a 

tremendous amount of variation.  The amount of variation is also a limitation of this kind 

of research as it makes it difficult to compare states.  The fixed effect technique reduces 

the occurrence of endogeneity in the results.  Specifically, the demographics, the 

education level, the socio-economic status, the ideology of the state or district could 

cause endogeneity in the results. 

Conversely, as this is a unique question about black women, I will run one model 

and apply three techniques to the model: a pooled logit, state level fixed effects, district 

level fixed effects, and a quantity of interest-predicted probabilities.  I assume that some 

of the variation that the fixed effects are controlling for may actually be explanatory in 

nature, but at this point, those explanatory variables are difficult to parse out.  As more 

research is done about the legislative behavior of black female and black male legislators, 
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one goal will be to more clearly identify explanatory variables that are currently 

concealed in the state and district fixed effects variable.  In the next chapter, I will present 

my models, test the six hypotheses, and report the results.  

Data Analysis 

In the following chapter I will conduct data analysis on the model I present here.  

As I am running a logistical model, I will interpret the directionality of the coefficients 

and the p-value for statistical significance.  The statistical threshold I have set is p<.05.  I 

expect to find support for hypothesis 1 and for the results to be positive and statistically 

significant.  I also expect to find support for Hypothesis 2, 3, 4, 5, and 6.  However, I am 

not certain if hypothesis 6 will yield statistically significant results as there is little known 

about black men and leadership in state legislatures when compared to black women and 

leadership.  
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Chapter 5: Results and Discussion 

 
 

 
“The political apparatus has woken up to see the real value of Black women.  We 

just want you to hire us, give us resources, let us lead, and get out of our way.” 

—Symone D. Sanders 
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Introduction 

This research seeks to examine the differences in leadership attainment between 

black women, black men, non-black men, and non-black women in state legislatures.  I 

argue that the disparities in leadership attainment are due to differences in ideology, 

measured as ideological distance from the legislator to the median of their party.  Even 

once ideology is accounted for, I suggest that a residual gap will remain and that 

differences in leadership attainment may be due to a disparity that is not explained away 

by ideology.  I suggest that this residual difference exists due to the combination of the 

racism and sexism black women experience in state legislatures.  The discrimination that 

they experience is strongly rooted in stereotypes about black women and the black 

community, thus further marginalizing black female legislators.  

The unit of analysis is at the individual level—individual legislators are nested in 

chambers and in years.  The measures of leadership I use to examine this question are the 

speaker of the house, president pro tempore of the Senate, majority and minority leaders 

of the Senate and the House, and both majority committee chairs and ranking minority 

committee members.  These leadership positions cover both chamber- and committee-

level leadership positions. 

 In this chapter, I present the results of several hypothesis tests.  My first three 

hypotheses are examined using a single model and three different statistical techniques 

for comparison purposes.  Specifically, I used a pooled logit, a state fixed effects model, 

and a district fixed effects model, with a democrats-only model located in the appendix.  

My last three hypotheses are examined using predicted probabilities and t-tests to 
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determine if the predicted probabilities are statistically different from each other for the 

four groups studied.  

I use a pooled logistic regression because my dependent variable is dichotomous, 

coded as leadership with 0 meaning no leadership position and 1 meaning the legislator 

had a leadership position in a given year.  I use the state and district fixed effects 

techniques because I want to use the panel structure to better control for unobserved 

confounders.  Panel data offers a specific advantage as it relates to the research question.  

The research question I pose here examines a population—black female legislators—that 

lacks an abundance of information.  Nerlove (2002) states that panel data allows for a 

greater capacity for capturing the complexity of human behavior, uncovering dynamic 

relationships.  As the theory chapters suggest, black females are unique and their 

experience in state legislatures is distinctive, and panel data allows me to examine this 

subject more accurately while controlling the impact of omitted variables (Hsaio, 2007).  

The ability of panel data to pool this data versus generating predictions of individual 

outcomes makes it possible to use the data of other individuals in the dataset to obtain a 

more accurate description of the individuals I am interested in examining (Hsaio et. al, 

1989, 1993).  This is an advantage in using this method with state legislators as the 

pooled data is being utilized as a pre and post natural experiment, observing the same 

legislative seat over time and observing the effect of race and sex changes on leadership 

attainment.  I include the democrats-only model because of the lack of variation in the 

Republican Party.   
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Lastly, I use predicted probabilities to evaluate my final three hypotheses because 

they allow me to scrutinize the probability of leadership attainment for each of the four 

types of legislators —black-female, black-male, non-black female and non-black male—

while controlling for other factors central to this study.  I examine the statistical 

significance of the differences in these predicated probabilities using a two-sample t-test 

with equal variance because these probabilities are not independent of one another.   

 

Measurement 

The primary variables that I examine in this model are Ideological Distance, 

Female, Black, and Female*Black.  The interaction term is best understood as a measure 

of intersectionality.  Ideological distance is the distance each member is from their 

party’s ideological median on a political ideology continuum.  Female is coded 1 

(female) and 0 (male) and black is coded 1(black) and 0 (non-black).  There are two 

control variables: The first is seniority, which is often a feature of the institutional rules 

which influence who earns leadership positions, and the second is whether the legislator 

is a member of the majority party since the party in control of the legislature often has 

more leadership positions to award.  Seniority is measured in years (from 1-23 years), 

and majority member is dichotomous, coded 1 if the legislator is a member of the 

majority party and 0 if the legislator is not a member of the majority party. 

The basic logistic regression equation I used for all four of my models is as 

follows: 

Logit (Yi )= 𝛼 +	𝛽!		𝐼𝑑𝑒𝑜𝑙𝑜𝑔𝑖𝑐𝑎𝑙	𝐷𝑖𝑠𝑡𝑎𝑛𝑐𝑒 + 𝛽#	𝐹𝑒𝑚𝑎𝑙𝑒 + 𝛽$	𝐵𝑙𝑎𝑐𝑘 +	𝛽%	𝐵𝑙𝑎𝑐𝑘 ∗
𝐹𝑒𝑚𝑎𝑙𝑒 + 𝛽&	𝑆𝑒𝑛𝑖𝑜𝑟𝑖𝑡𝑦	𝑇𝑒𝑟𝑚𝑠 + 𝛽'	𝑀𝑎𝑗𝑜𝑟𝑖𝑡𝑦	𝑀𝑒𝑚𝑏𝑒𝑟 + 𝐸𝑓𝑓𝑒𝑐𝑡𝑠 
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The First Three Hypotheses 

 

H1: When the ideological distance between the party median and the party member is 

closer, the party member is more likely to gain a leadership position in state legislatures.   

 

H2: Non-black legislators are more likely than black legislators to hold leadership 

positions in state legislatures. 

 

H3: Female legislators are less likely than male legislators to hold leadership positions in 

state legislatures.  

 

The first model I ran is a pooled logit.  The model acts as the base model for 

comparison purposes.  The expectation is that the pooled logit will produce robust 

standard errors and make valid statistical inferences about the population parameters.  By 

applying robust standard errors, the model accounts for unobserved heterogeneity that 

may be present in the model.  In the pooled logit model, each legislator is considered a 

different observation, but importantly, it does not account for the variation across time or 

state.  This is a useful model to examine leadership across all state legislatures while 

accounting for unobserved heterogeneity.  The results of this model are in Table 5.1.  
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Table 5.1 Pooled Logit 

 

 

 

The primary variables that I suggest explain differences in leadership attainment are 

Ideological Distance and Black*Female (intersectionality).  The pooled logit model does 

not support these hypotheses.  Specifically, only Female, Black, Seniority, and Majority 

Member are statistically significant in the model.  Female and Black are both negative (-

0.191) and (-0.298) respectively, while Seniority (0.162) and Majority Member (0.582) 

are positive.  These specific results lend support to the second hypothesis, positing that 

non-black legislators are more likely than black legislators to hold leadership positions in 

state legislatures, and my third hypothesis, which suggests female legislators are less 

  
VARIABLES Pooled Logit 
  
Ideological Distance -0.0919 
 (0.0881) 
Female -0.191*** 
 (0.0440) 
Black -0.298** 
 (0.119) 
Black*Female 0.137 
 (0.180) 
Seniority 0.162*** 
 (0.00670) 
Majority Member 0.582*** 
 (0.0405) 
Constant -1.538*** 
 (0.0507) 
  
Observations 13,147 

Robust standard errors in parentheses 
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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likely than male legislators to hold leadership positions in state legislatures.  To provide 

further statistical support of these findings, Figure 5.1 and Figure 5.2 are predictive 

margins with a 95% confidence interval.  Figure 5.1 is the predicted margins of Female 

and Figure 5.2 is the predicted margins of Black.   

 

 

 

                Figure 5.1 Predictive Margins of Sex 
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         Figure 5.2 Predictive Margins of Race 

 

 

 

Ideological Distance is most likely not statistically significant in this model 

because states are not considered in this test.  Individual legislator’s ideologies are in 

large part dictated by the state legislature in the state the legislator represents, 

constituents in that state have ideological expectations of their legislators that determine 

how conservative or liberal they are in their policy.  What takes one legislator to get 

elected compared to another legislator varies from state to state; therefore, this 

ideological expectation affects who gets leadership.  The pooled logit model does not 
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account for these state distinctions.  That is to say, this model does not control for the fact 

that party heterogeneity differs across states.  Additionally, with Black*Female 

(intersectionality) the pooled logit does not consider the changes in observations, so it is 

difficult to assess the effect of Black*Female in this model.  

Due to the pooled logit model ignoring variation across time and state, a different 

model should be used to examine differences in leadership attainment.  The pooled logit 

is incapable of assessing the difference as it is understood as the change or difference 

from male to female legislator and non-black to black legislator.  As explained above, it 

is important to consider state factors.  But as legislators represent districts, it is also 

important to consider district factors. Therefore, I ran two fixed effects models, a state 

fixed effects and a district fixed effects.  The state fixed effects model compares within 

states and the district fixed effect model compares within districts.  The fixed effects 

models are observing the same legislative seat over time and examining the effect race 

and biological sex of the legislators has on the attainment of leadership positions as the 

seat changes over, basically allowing a pre and post natural experiment.  The pooled logit 

model cannot do this.  The results are displayed in Table 5.2.  It is necessary to note that 

the State Yellow Books26 had some missing years, and as such, my data is incomplete for 

certain years.  I ran a model with an indicator variable for those missing years and the 

results of that table can be found in the appendix. 

 

 
26 State Yellow Book: Who’s Who in the Executive and Legislative Branches of the 50 State Governments 
2007-2014  
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Table 5.2 Fixed Effects Model 

Standard errors in parentheses 
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 

 

 

 

 

The district fixed effect model does not support any of the hypotheses.  It is 

necessary to note that seniority and majority member are all positive and statistically 

significant in every model.  The literature suggests that both seniority and majority party 

membership play a large role in who is selected for leadership.  The results of the district 

fixed effect model suggest that within districts there is little that can explain variation in 

 (1) (2) 
VARIABLES District Fixed Effects State Fixed 

Effects 
   
Ideological Distance -0.318 -0.260** 
 (0.202) (0.105) 
Female -0.0661 -0.193*** 
 (0.0965) (0.0495) 
Black 0.429 -0.308** 
 (0.426) (0.137) 
Black*Female -0.236 0.115 
 (0.563) (0.199) 
Seniority 0.287*** 0.241*** 
 (0.0151) (0.00790) 
Majority Member 0.840*** 0.761*** 
 (0.0815) (0.0456) 
   
Observations 6,574 13,147 
Number of districtfe 1,752  
District FE YES  
Number of statefe  98 
State FE  YES 
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leadership.  At the district level, the observed legislative seats are not providing examples 

of sex and race affecting a legislator in that seat as it pertains to securing leadership 

positions.  While this shows sex and race as being statistically insignificant within 

districts, the state fixed effects model provides supports for Hypothesis 1, Hypothesis 2, 

and Hypothesis 3.  These results suggest: the further away a legislator is from their party 

median, the less likely they will gain leadership, female legislators are less likely than 

male legislators to gain leadership, and blacks are less likely than non-blacks to gain 

leadership in state legislatures.  The state fixed effect model provides evidence that there 

is more variation in leadership shifts within states.  It is important to recognize that black 

female legislators are overwhelmingly Democrats, and due to this lack of partisan 

variation among black female legislators, I ran a pooled logit Democrat Only Model 

which can be found in the appendix.  Briefly, the model only finds Seniority and Majority 

Member to be positive and statistically significant.  This is what I would expect, as party 

members want leaders who are going to protect them and their interests.  Party leadership 

is often the most senior members of the party, and as black female legislators are not 

most senior, this seniority advantage does not assist them in the same way as their peers.  

In other words, whether black female legislators are Republican or Democrats, they are 

not the most senior members in state legislatures and most likely would not hold 

leadership positions. 

One key takeaway from this research as it relates to hypothesis 2 and hypothesis 3 

is that even if institutional procedures are addressed, race and sex will still play a role in 

who we see chosen as leaders in state legislatures.  This data strongly suggests that black 
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men and non-black women will continue to fight an uphill battle in trying to attain 

leadership in state legislatures. 

 

 

The Second Three Hypotheses 

 

H4: Non-black women are more likely than black women to hold leadership positions in 

state legislatures.  

 

H5: Non-black men are more likely than black men to hold leadership positions in state 

legislatures.  

 

H6: Black men are more likely than black women to hold leadership positions in state 

legislatures. 

In this section, I use predicted probabilities to evaluate the next three hypotheses.  

Predicted probabilities provide a sense of substantive effect of leadership attainment for 

each of the four types of legislators (black female, black male, non-black female, non-

black male) central to this study.  I examine the statistical significance of the differences 

in these predicted probabilities using a two-sample t-test with equal variances because 

these probabilities are not independent of each other. 
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Table 5.3 Predicted Probability of Leadership 

Legislator Type Predicted Probability 
of Leadership  

Black Female 0.3052 
Black Male 0.3167 
Non-Black Female 0.3405 
Non-Black Male 0.3845 

 

 

 

H4: Non-black women are more likely than black women to hold leadership positions in 

state legislatures.  

 

The predicted probabilities seem to offer support for Hypothesis 4, with non-black 

women having a probability of .3405 for leadership and black women having a 

probability of .3052 for leadership.  Despite a statistical disparity, it is unclear if these 

values represent a meaningful difference, thus I run a t-test comparing non-black women 

and black women.  The t-test result (p<.286) is not statistically significant, and therefore I 

find no support for this hypothesis.  This hypothesis addresses the primary focus of my 

research question.  The gap in the literature on black women and leadership also 

supported the premise of this research question as I posited that the lack of information 

and literature surrounding black women and leadership was in large part due to the 

absence of black women in leadership, and therefore an explanation as to why this gap 

exists had not been explored.   
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In this dataset, non-black women hold 1,146 formal positions of leadership (34%), 

while black women hold only 98 formal positions of leadership (32%).  In assessing the 

proportion, there is no difference in rates of leadership attainment between black women 

and non-black women, which goes against conventional wisdom.  From the literature, or 

lack thereof, and the news media covering the surge of black female legislators in recent 

years, it would seem as though black women had been lagging behind white women in 

running and winning elected office and then gaining leadership once there.  Yet even 

when I control for potential cofounders there is no difference in leadership attainment 

between black female legislators and non-black female legislators.  This is an important 

finding, as it still seems to support the Heavy Lifter Theory, that black female legislators 

are indeed the heavy lifters of their community and have been successful at using their 

marginalized status to challenge the status quo in state legislatures.  

These results, although not what I expected, are not surprising given the results of 

both Hypothesis 2 (race) and Hypothesis 3 (sex).  The results provide evidence that both 

race and sex have a negative and statistically significant effect on leadership.  Therefore, 

it comes as no surprise that women—both black and non-black—have difficulty gaining 

leadership in legislatures.  Furthermore, scholars (Kanthak and Krause 2010; Ridgeway 

2001; Rudman and Glick 2001) have emphasized the obstacles women face in securing 

leadership positions, and this difficulty is not limited to state legislatures.  But in many 

industries, women hit a “glass ceiling” when it comes to attaining leadership positions.  

While the disparities women face in attaining roles of leadership in their field is 
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predictable, what is surprising is that there are no statistical differences between black 

and non-black women as it pertains to leadership in state legislatures.  

There are two important takeaways from this result.  First, if there is no 

statistically significant difference between black women and non-black women, the 

literature's suggestion that there is a lack of data or information about black women 

seems to be more about the unwillingness of scholars to treat black women as a nuanced 

and different group from white women and disinclination to seek data that would increase 

our understanding of the experience of black women in state legislatures.  In employing a 

variety of methods, scholars would be able to capture and study the experiences of black 

women in state legislatures and leadership expanding this important and overlooked area 

of literature.  Secondly, this result raises the question of why non-black women have not 

been able to achieve more.  Non-black women have a much longer history of serving in 

state legislatures when compared to black women, and yet there is no statistical 

difference between them and black women.  This finding suggests that sexism is 

detrimental to a woman’s ability to gain leadership in state legislatures.  The existing 

literature on women and state legislatures highlight the significance of sexism, but this 

result suggests that it continues to play a role in leadership.  Further, even with high 

achieving women (Anzia and Berry 2011), women continue to experience inequality in 

leadership when compared to their male counterparts.  

Importantly, the finding of statistical insignificance should not be interpreted as 

parity in leadership existing between black women and non-black women, and there is 

nothing further to examine; this could not be further from the truth.  It would be a mistake 



122 
 

to continue to assume the experiences of women in legislatures is the case for all women.  

It may be that non-black women hold more chamber leadership positions while black 

women hold more committee-level leadership positions.  Black women may also more 

often fall into the minority party, as white women have more variation in partisanship.  It 

is clear from the literature that chamber party leadership and being a majority party 

member offers much more power and positive agenda control compared to a legislator 

who may be a ranking minority committee member.  These are important differences that 

should be tested.  

 

H5: Non-black men are more likely than black men to hold leadership positions in state 

legislatures.  

 Non-black men have a predicted probability for earning a leadership position in 

state legislatures of .3845, while black men have .3167, suggesting support for this 

hypothesis.  However, the t-test is necessary to determine if these results are statistically 

significant.  The t-test results (p<.0027) suggest that results are statistically significant.  

Due to these findings, I reject the null hypothesis, as this result aligns with the literature 

that suggests that race matters with regards to representation.  This finding suggests that 

race also matters with regards to leadership attainment.  Similar to Hypothesis 4, race is 

found to play a role in who attains leadership.  The model presented here suggest race is 

both negative and statistically significant.  Black men do not experience parity in 

leadership in comparison to non-black men in state legislatures, and the literature rarely 
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explores this comparison between black men and non-black men as it relates to 

leadership in state legislatures. 

 

H6: Black men are more likely than black women to hold leadership positions in state 

legislatures. 

Black men appear to reach leadership positions at higher rates (.3167) than black 

women (.3052), but the t-test results indicate that the difference is not statistically 

significant (p <.9678).  Therefore, I find no support for this hypothesis.  Yes, black men 

and black women face obstacles to attaining leadership positions that are in large part due 

to their race, but the obstacles black women face are due to both their race and their 

gender.  This may be why black men have a slightly higher potential occurrence of 

leadership.  Black men may also have slightly more variation in their partisanship; 

however, I only posit this because Barrett (1995) states that black women are the only 

group that is cohesive across states.  The assumption can be made that this collective 

rapport does not hold for black men.  

 

Intersectionality (Black*Female) 

Curiously, my primary variable of interest after ideology, intersectionality, was 

not statistically significant in any of the models—it would seem the level of leadership 

matters.  This becomes apparent with the significance of ideology at the state level but 

not at the district or party level.  To explore this more thoroughly, I changed the 

dependent variable and ran the fixed effects models with chamber-level leadership only 
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(Speaker, President Pro Tempore of the Senate, and majority and minority leader of both 

houses) and committee-level leadership only (majority chairs and ranking minority 

members).  I do not run the pooled logit model as it does not account for variation across 

time or state.  The tables below reflect both committee level leadership and chamber level 

leadership.  

 

 

 

           Table 5.4: Committee Level Leadership 

   
VARIABLES State Fixed Effects District 

Fixed 
Effects 

   
Ideological Distance -0.115 -0.164 
 (0.105) (0.205) 
Female -0.127** -0.00497 
 (0.0501) (0.0990) 
Black -0.204 0.579 
 (0.139) (0.428) 
Black*Female 0.0102 -0.411 
 (0.201) (0.574) 
Seniority 0.223*** 0.283*** 
 (0.00779) (0.0153) 
Majority Member 0.871*** 0.976*** 
 (0.0467) (0.0838) 
   
Observations 13,146 6,430 
Number of statefe 98  
State FE YES YES 
Number of districtfe  1,699 
District FE  YES 

Standard errors in parentheses 
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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       Table 5.5: Chamber Level Leadership 

 
   
VARIABLES State Fixed Effects District Fixed 

Effects 
   
Ideological Distance -1.302*** -1.924*** 
 (0.262) (0.580) 
Female -0.438*** -0.568** 
 (0.111) (0.254) 
Black -0.879** -1.309 
 (0.382) (1.404) 
Black*Female 1.037** 3.092* 
 (0.507) (1.723) 
Seniority 0.184*** 0.166*** 
 (0.0132) (0.0325) 
Majority Member 0.00991 -0.332* 
 (0.0924) (0.181) 
   
Observations 13,090 1,784 
Number of statefe 94  
State FE YES YES 
Number of districtfe  351 
District FE  YES 

Standard errors in parentheses 
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 

 
 
 
 
 
 

In the state FE model, gender is statistically significant (p<.05) and negative at the 

committee level.  Seniority and majority member are statistically significant (p<.01) and 
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positive.  In the district FE model, only seniority and majority member are statistically 

significant (p<.01).  In looking at the coefficients in the state FE model, it is clear the 

larger coefficients are found in seniority (.223) and majority member (.871).  This result 

is supported in the literature.  Shepsle and Weingast (1987) posit that gatekeeping and 

proposal power of the committee is its most potent tools, as bills originate in committees, 

and the committee chairs wield the most power.  Institutionally, committee chairs are 

majority party members and oftentimes, the most senior members.  Ideology, race, and 

intersectionality play less of a role in who is selected for leadership at the committee 

level; however, this does have implications for black women.  At the state level, black 

women are less often a member of the majority party and are rarely the most senior 

member in their party.  In the years examined in this dataset, the Republican Party was 

the majority party in most states, and we know that black female legislators are 

overwhelmingly Democrats.  Therefore, it can be assumed that black female legislators 

were most often, in these cases, in the minority party.  But black women do serve as 

leaders.  These two points—black women being members of the minority party and 

serving less time in the state legislature when compared to their peers—suggest that black 

women most likely hold positions of leadership that do not carry as much agenda-control 

power as with ranking minority members. 

Committees and the chair of committees are powerful—they most often use 

negative agenda control to act as a stopping point for policy, prohibiting policy from ever 

making it to the floor.  I use committee chairs to define the dependent variable of 

leadership because it is a formal position in state legislatures, but more importantly, the 
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Heavy Lifter Theory I present in Chapter 3 implies that black female legislators, once 

elected, are expected to propose and pass policy that continues to ensure the vitality of 

the black community.  This power is found within chamber leadership, not committees.  

Majority chamber leaders are extremely powerful (Clucas, 2007)—this is where the true 

power lies.  These leaders have power over the calendar, selection of agenda-setting 

office members, and protection for other members of their party.  The research question 

posed here regarding the explanation of the differences in leadership attainment is a start, 

but the logical question that follows is this: What are the consequences of these 

differences?  Even though the data suggests that the rates of leadership attainment are the 

same for both black female legislators and non-black female legislators, this does not 

imply that there are not important disparities to consider in leadership and state 

legislatures as it relates to race, gender, and intersectionality. 

In examining results at the chamber level, I argue that the difference in leadership 

among black women, non-black women, non-black men, and black men is significant at 

this level.  It is especially significant when thinking about why black women are not able 

to get their policies on the floor and more diverse policies are not coming from state 

legislatures if black women and non-black women are achieving leadership at similar 

rates as seen in the data.  I recognize that this research question and this work does not 

specifically measure policy output or policy proposals; however, Fenno (1977) forwards 

that elected officials (he refers to Congress, but his sentiment is applicable here for state-

level elected officials) are primarily concerned with reelection, chamber influence, and 

good public policy.   
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As black women are often elected through grass-roots measures from minority-

majority districts and have a distinct connection to the black community in the form of 

linked fate, I argue that Fenno’s sentiment about a member’s concern with good policy is 

of particular importance to black female state legislators. The reasons why we do not see 

more diverse policy seems to lie in the results of the chamber leadership model.  At the 

chamber level is where ideology, gender, and intersectionality matter; it is where 

arguably most of the power in state legislatures is concentrated and where characteristics 

specific to black women serve as the largest obstacles to obtaining leadership.  The model 

on chamber level leadership suggests that at the state level, ideology is negative and 

statistically significant (p<.01).  Black female legislators are more progressive than all 

other groups as shown in Figure 4.1 

The further away a member is from their party median, the less likely they will gain 

leadership positions.  Being a woman or black are both negative and statistically 

significant (p<.01) and (p<.05), and as black women are both, intersectionality should 

also be statistically significant—which it is at the (p<.05)  But intersectionality is 

positive.  

As intersectionality is the combination of both race and gender, this suggests the 

experience of being a black woman—the heavy lifter—in many ways increases the 

probability of leadership.  This aligns with the theory I present in Chapter 3.  In 

summarizing the experience of black women in the United States, it has been and 

continues to be an existence full of obstacles, including legal, social constructs, and 

stereotypes.  Even with these obstacles, black women have had to maintain the well-
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being of the black community.  Black women have had to be innovative, smart, and 

persistent to meet the needs of their communities.  In being marginalized, they have 

learned how to community-build outside of the confines of mainstream society.  As a 

result, their very identity and all that it encompasses increases their probability of 

leadership. 

 And yet, this result should not be viewed as a positive.  This is not a story of 

equality, fairness, or tolerance; it paints a much bleaker picture, one that suggests black 

women face obstacles that their female and male counterparts in state legislatures do not 

have to face.  They are burdened with overcoming stereotypes and prejudice within state 

legislatures while trying to support and reflect the needs of a diverse and nuanced 

community.  They may be outperforming their peers, as we know women do at the 

congressional level (Anzia and Berry 2011) but do not reap the benefits in the form of 

leadership that would allow them to make real change.  More specifically, black female 

legislators are outperforming their black male counterparts in state legislatures.  This 

suggests that when leadership matters, black women outperform black men because they 

are the heavy lifters of the black community.  Despite this, these results provide evidence 

to suggest that black female legislators still do not achieve leadership levels in line with 

white male legislators, so in the aggregate, any policy gains they achieve may be 

symbolic.  This chamber level model reflects what I understand to be the differences in 

leadership and the effect it has on black female legislators.  In changing the dependent 

variable, one can see how the characteristics of the legislators influence their probability 
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of leadership at the committee and chamber level.  These results suggest that ideology 

and intersectionality matter when it comes to attaining leadership in state legislatures.  

 

Robustness and Controls 

The model I present here includes explanatory variables that scholars have 

suggested affect leadership attainment: seniority and majority party membership.  These 

variables serve as controls for these counterarguments.  Seniority and majority party 

membership are statistically significant in all four models.  Including these control-

variables increases the robustness of the model.  In the graph below I show the effects of 

seniority for each group in the model.  I calculate seniority to provide further evidence of 

the power of seniority in state legislatures.  Over time, the differences in the probability 

of leadership lessens between the four groups examined as a legislator approaches 20 

years of service.  I calculated this effect using the pooled logit model and estimating the 

predicted margins of legislative members (female*race) with seniority at 1, 5, 10, 15, and 

20 years.  
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Figure 5.3 Predictive Margins of Intersectionality 

 

 

 

What this shows is that seniority is a strong determinant of a legislator attaining 

leadership. 
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Conclusion 

These results confirm the idea that blacks and women earn leadership positions at 

a lower rate than non-blacks and men.  Although I did not find any statistically significant 

difference in leadership attainment among black female legislators and non-black female 

legislators, the reader should not walk away thinking my results suggest that parity in 

leadership exists among the groups.  This is not the case.  I have provided evidence that 

suggests that when the dependent variable is adjusted to account for different types of 

leadership, it becomes obvious that ideology, race, gender, and intersectionality become 

statistically significant.  

It should also be noted that I performed an additional t-test on the chamber only 

leadership and found that only differences in leadership attainment between non-black 

men and black men were statistically significant.  This finding emphasizes an interesting 

revelation of this research endeavor, that in examining the differences between black 

female legislators and black male legislators, the Heavy Lifter Theory can be 

alternatively read as a description of the persistent disenfranchisement of black men in 

American politics.  This is an area that urges further study. 

 Similar to the full model that includes all leadership, the difference in leadership 

attainment between black women and non-black women was not statistically significant.  

But as I discuss in this section, there are important implications surrounding these results 

that are beyond numerical significance.  Primarily, linked fate and intersectionality matter 

in reference to black women and how they understand their role as legislators that differs 

from non-black women.  The Heavy Lifter Theory emphasizes that difference and helps 
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to illuminate the experiences of black women and leadership in state legislatures.  The 

results provide an answer to the research question posed in this dissertation: Do black 

women attain leadership at different rates than other groups, and, if so, why?  In short, 

no.  Black women do not attain leadership at different rates than non-black women or 

black men, but they do attain leadership at different rates than white male legislators.  At 

the chamber level, it is race, gender, and intersectionality that helps to explain differences 

in the rates of leadership. At the committee level, seniority and majority member status 

help to explain the variation.  

The finding on sex and race align with current scholarship. We know that being a 

woman and being black serves specific obstacles to running and winning elected office. 

This research provides further evidence of these characteristics and their effect on 

leadership attainment. Legislators who are female and legislators who are black have less 

of a probability of leadership in state legislatures.  In terms of the findings of 

intersectionality, the results indicate an interesting juxtaposition. First, this study is 

unique in the way that intersectionality and its effects are measured in terms of 

leadership. Conventional approaches and the application of intersectionality has been to 

better understand and study marginalized groups. Therefore, there is a basic 

understanding that intersectionality has negative implications because of a group’s 

marginalized status. This is the interesting juxtaposition of my findings on 

intersectionality. The results indicate that intersectionality increases a legislators’ 

probability of leadership. This seems to go against conventional wisdom concerning a 

groups marginalized status. I posit that this result is in large part due to the Heavy Lifters 
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Theory that has forced black women to overcome obstacles in a way that is unique to 

their identity and experience with the U.S. labor market. Up to this point, scholars have 

identified the importance of considering intersectionality to discuss nuances in human 

behavior and this study provides a useful application of intersectionality in order to 

understand its effects on leadership attainment in state legislatures.  Finally, as these 

results reveal, there is much room for further examination of how race, gender, and 

intersectionality affect leadership attainment in state legislatures.  In the next chapter, I 

will discuss the implications of this research and areas for future research.  
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Chapter 6: Implications and Future Research 

 

The cause of freedom is not the cause of a race or a sect, a party or a class—it is 

the cause of humankind, the very birthright of humanity.  

—Anna Julia Cooper 
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Conclusion 

This conclusion will summarize each chapter, discuss the main contributions, and 

suggest future research in this area.  

To revisit, the author of this dissertation argues that the differences in black and 

white women’s ideologies partially explain differences in their attainment of leadership 

positions in state legislatures.  A residual disparity will remain in a variation related to 

race and gender that is not explained by ideology.  I suggest that this incongruence exists 

due to the combination of racism and sexism black women experience in state 

legislatures.  The discrimination that they experience is strongly rooted in stereotypes 

about black women and the black community, thus further marginalizing black female 

legislators.  I use panel data that enables me to test six hypotheses regarding differences 

in leadership attainment by examining important individual, state, and district-level 

characteristics of the legislators and the state legislatures in which they serve. 

 I found that there is no difference in leadership attainment between black women 

and non-black women.  There were, however, differences in the type of leadership black 

women gained.  Black women fared better at the committee level than the chamber level.  

Within this revelation, I found that intersectionality also matters.  These findings have 

implications for the type of power black women hold in state legislatures and their ability 

in the future to gain meaningful leadership positions.  Chamber leadership has much 

more power in comparison to committee leadership.  As a result, black female legislators, 

although gaining leadership proportionally to non-black women, are not experiencing 

equity in power.  This inequity can present obstacles to their ability to get policies 
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proposed and passed.  This specifically impacts the black community that black female 

legislators represent in state legislatures.  

 

Chapter Summaries 

Chapter 1 discussed descriptive versus substantive representation and notes that 

there has been an increase in diverse representation in state legislatures, yet this increase 

has not resulted in an increase in substantive representation measured in the form of 

leadership.  In this dissertation, formal leadership is understood as the speaker of the 

house, president pro tempore of the Senate, majority leader, minority leader, majority 

chair, and ranking minority member.  This leads to my research question: Do black 

women attain leadership at different rates than other groups, and, if so, why?  

 

Chapter 2 reviewed the important literature as it pertains to my subject and by 

doing so identifies existing gaps in the literature.  It is clear there has been much work on 

sexism and leadership in state legislatures, and this literature offers some insights as to 

some of the obstacles black women face as they try to attain leadership in state 

legislatures, but it is not sufficient.  Without considering both race and gender 

simultaneously (intersectionality), it is an incomplete story about the specific obstacles 

that black women face in achieving substantive representation.  This work addresses this 

gap in the literature.  I review the existing and pertinent work that lends itself to an 

understanding of black women and state legislatures and include a discussion of 

intersectionality and stereotypes that considers gender and race simultaneously.  In an 
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attempt to set the groundwork for future research to apply frameworks that are 

considerate of the subject’s identity. 

Chapter 3, the theory chapter, presented a three-part argument to explain why 

black women earn leadership positions at lower rates than other demographic groups, 

specifically white women and black men.  Unique to this dissertation is the introduction 

of a new theory called the Heavy Lifter Theory that suggests black women have a 

distinctive relationship with the U.S. labor market that is different from that of black 

men, making black women the “heavy lifters” of the black community. 

Chapter 4 presented the methods and six hypotheses that are tested using panel 

data that spans from 2007-2014.  This dissertation employs a quantitative approach and 

uses a logistic regression that measures leadership as the dependent variable.  The 

primary independent variables tested are ideology and intersectionality (female*race) and 

seniority and majority party membership are the controls.   

Chapter 5 reported the results of these tests.  The data shows that when the 

dependent variable is adjusted to account for different types of leadership, specifically 

committee level with chamber level leadership, ideology, race, gender, and 

intersectionality are statistically significant. 

 

Main Contributions 

This study finds support for existing theories utilizing ideology, race, and gender 

differences, but more importantly, it provides statistical evidence of the importance of 

intersectionality and offers a new theory for consideration, the Heavy Lifter Theory.  
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Theoretically, the idea that black women are deemed more ideologically extreme 

than their peers in state legislatures negatively affects their chances at leadership.  

Chapter 3 presents strong theoretical evidence with regards to this point, and the results 

in Chapter 5 supports this.  The more ideologically extreme a legislator is from their party 

median, the less likely they are to hold leadership positions; however, I argue that after 

ideology is accounted for that black women will still gain leadership positions at lower 

rates than non-black women.  The theoretical chapter presented here discussed how 

linked fate and intersectionality tie black women more strongly to their communities 

from which they are elected, and they are more likely than other groups to consider their 

identity when they legislate.  This sends a signal to their peers that they are more 

ideologically different than them.  I argued that this perception is firmly rooted in 

stereotypes and discrimination. This is a novel concept to this area of study and a clear 

addition to this body of literature, as ideology explains some differences in leadership 

attainment between black women and their peers, but it does not explain the differences 

completely. 

 As I considered a number of explanations, one key issue became apparent.  In 

considering both race and sex, black male legislators and their leadership rates were 

different from black women.  Specifically, as it pertains to this work, it was difficult to 

address black women’s leadership and identify an explanation as to why these disparities 

exist without addressing the elephant in the room.  On one hand, I forward that linked 

fate and intersectionality help explain black female legislators’ leadership attainment, and 

these are important theories to consider because of implications regarding race and 
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gender.  Linked fate emphasizes that blackness is key to tying or linking the community 

together because of the shared experience of the black community; this link seems to be 

different for black male legislators.   

 In order to propose why this difference exist between black female and black 

male legislators, I look at the Black history literature and Pierson’s path dependence 

(2000) to suggest that the separate experiences of black men and black women in relation 

to the U.S. labor market created a difference in their respective link or tie to the black 

community.  This dissimilarity helps to explain the differences in leadership attainment 

rates between black men and black women.  I create a new theory called the Heavy Lifter 

Theory that explains this contrast between black men and black women in their ties to the 

black community.  This includes the United States’ government enforced policies that 

both rewarded patriarchy (white male heads of households) and actively pursued policies 

that weakened black families.  These policies ranged from impressment into the Civil 

War to barring access to the labor market.  These policies were effective at weakening the 

black families’ financial, emotional, and mental well-being, and there is evidence to 

suggest that these effects are still felt in black communities today.  

 Due to these policies, black women found themselves carrying the load of the 

black community.  They became and remain the heavy lifters of their communities.  

Black women were the ones left behind as their men were forced to fight for a cause that 

was not their own.  They financially, emotionally, and mentally cared for the black 

community members left behind, often finding other black women and building 

communities together that were able to sustain a way of life.  This unique experience 
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created what I call the heavy lifter, the member of the community responsible for the 

survival of that community.  Their position was reinforced during Jim Crow as black men 

were actively restricted from the labor market.  By working in places such as the homes 

of white women, black women effectively created a niche in the labor market, an 

opportunity that was not available to black men.  This enabled black women to 

financially support their community.  Their experience as the heavy lifters of the black 

community is not shared by black men.   

In large part ,U.S. policy made it impossible for black men to be heavy lifters of 

the community. This unique black experience shaped not only the way in which black 

men and black women view their community but also the connection they feel regarding 

their community members.  Thus, the Heavy Lifter Theory explains why black female 

legislators and black male legislators have differences in leadership attainment in state 

legislatures.  It is an innovative addition to this area of literature and theoretical 

application of intersectionality. 

 

Intersectionality 

   Intersectionality is an important concept that forces scholars to consider group 

identities and the effect these intersecting identities have on the phenomenon which they 

study.  The Heavy Lifter Theory applies intersectionality and then explains why these 

identities are different for two groups who share a similar racial identity (black), but a 

different gender (female vs. male). 
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The further scholars can break these identities down the more can be learned and 

therefore explained by taking a closer look at what motivates the actions of the people we 

study.  It is vital we continue to consider intersectionality, but intersectionality alone is no 

longer enough. We have to consider what we mean when we say intersectional and 

examine how these identities or the intersections of these identities have illuminated a 

new understanding.  In the case of the heavy lifter, I initially thought that because black 

women have such strong ties to their community members that it caused them a 

disservice in office, that based on stereotypes and discrimination their white peers saw 

their link as a weakness; I believed the obvious role black women possess as a primary 

actor in the black community made them too ideologically different than their party to be 

selected for leadership.  As a result of this initial thought concerning their intersectional 

identity, I assumed that men, regardless of race would fare better in leadership 

attainment.  The results in Chapter 5 do not support this assumption.  I actually found no 

statistical difference between black women and black men in leadership attainment.  This 

is why it is important to break down intersectionality and think about the why.  

Throughout history, black women have been community building.  It may have 

begun out of survival, but as black women have had to rely on their own innovation and 

intelligence to maintain the survival of the black community, they have learned skills that 

make them good legislators.  Throughout the civil rights movement, black women were 

the backbone of organizing and mobilizing within the black community.  We know about 

women like Rosa Parks, Fannie Lou Hamer, Ruby Bridge, Angela Davis, and Coretta 

Scott King, but there are many unsung black women of the movement that made it 
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possible.  These same women passed this fight and aptitude for innovation to their 

daughters who in turn passed it on to the women who currently run for elected state 

office—and win.  

Black women have a long and successful history of community building which is 

why they outperform their peers and why my data shows they attain leadership at rates 

similar to both black men and non-black women.  Their strong tie or link may result in 

their ideological differences from their party, but it is also their strength.  It seems the 

strength of their community is quite powerful.  Imagine if black women were able to 

serve in state legislature without the burden of racism, stereotyping, and discrimination.  

The power of their communities may even push their leadership attainment higher than 

that of white women.  As shown in the graph on seniority, black women will gain more 

leadership than white women by the time they serve 20 years in state legislatures.  This is 

interesting and important work.  There is a large gap in the literature on diverse 

representation and state legislatures, specifically as it pertains to leadership.  This 

dissertation is an attempt to begin to address this gap.  Future research should consider 

black men’s intersectionality and the continued institutionalized policies (e.g. unfair 

justice system, police brutality, restricted access to the labor market, disenfranchisement)  

that prevent them from being a primary member of the black community and how this 

has affected their tie to that community.  It may begin to explain why the representation 

of black men in legislative bodies have stagnated and when elected they do not attain 

leadership in a comparable way to that of white men or black women.  
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Implications of the Research 

As governing bodies become more diverse, scholars continue to ask important 

questions about the nature of this diversity and what it means for democracy.  My 

research seeks to answer one of these important questions: Do black women attain 

leadership at different rates than other groups, and, if so, why?  In examining this 

question, I aim to fill a gap that exists in the literature.  Many scholars have researched 

black women and their differing policy agendas, and there are a number of scholars that 

have examined leadership positions and the power associated with them; but I am 

unaware of scholars that have combined the two studies to discuss the leadership 

attainment black women face in being appointed to leadership positions in state 

legislatures.  Although my research is specific to black women, it lends itself to a larger 

question about the substance of diverse representation.  It is not just enough to have 

governing bodies that look diverse; these diverse members need to be able to 

substantively contribute to the day to day processes of governing.  

As I completed this research it became obvious that there is little work done on 

black male legislators, and why they experience difficulty in gaining leadership positions.  

In this dataset, black male legislators held 177 leadership positions in comparison to 

3,574 leadership held by non-black males.  This difference in leadership was found to be 

statistically significant.  One can assume that some of the explanations provided here, 

specifically intersectionality and ideology, contribute to this difference.  But I have 

highlighted with my Heavy Lifter Theory that there are differences between black women 
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and black men.  If that is the case, what explains the inability of black men to gain parity 

in state legislatures?  This is an area for future research.   

Finally, as I looked through the State Yellow Books, I noticed many institutional 

differences from state to state that may contribute to opportunities, or the lack thereof, for 

leadership in a given state.  I found that states are overwhelming run by Republican 

legislatures, have variances in the number of leadership positions from state to state, and 

may not officially identify some formal leadership positions.  These institutional 

differences should be further explored to determine what, if any, effect they have on the 

ability of black legislators to gain leadership. 
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Appendix 
 
 
 
               Table A.1 Missing Years from Yellow Book 
 

  
VARIABLES Missing Years from Yellow Book 
  
Ideology -0.163 
 (0.166) 
Gender -0.204*** 
 (0.0658) 
Race -0.374 
 (0.282) 
Intersectionality 0.169 
 (0.242) 
Seniority 0.238*** 
 (0.0236) 
Majority Member 0.665*** 
 (0.173) 
  
  
Constant -1.472*** 
 (0.207) 
  
Observations 11,365 
Number of statefe 96 
  
 Robust standard errors in parentheses 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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                              Table A.2  Democrat Only Model 
   
 

 (3) 
VARIABLES Democrat Only 
  
Ideological Distance -0.0443 
 (0.326) 
Female -0.112 
 (0.146) 
Black 0.359 
 (0.673) 
Black*Female -0.498 
 (0.774) 
Seniority 0.280*** 
 (0.0215) 
Majority Member 1.228*** 
 (0.147) 
  
Observations 2,878 
Number of districtfe 723 
District FE  
Number of statefe  
State FE  

Standard errors in parentheses 
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 

 
Democrats only 

The model I present here includes explanatory variables for which scholars have 

suggested affect leadership attainment—seniority and majority party membership—but 

these institutional variables are controlled for.  For this model, I do not include members 

of the Republican party in the analysis because of the lack of variation.  I provide a 

Democrats only model to further evaluate the robustness of the pooled logit and FE 

models. The majority of black female legislators are Democrats, and as such, it is 

appropriate to examine a democrat only model.  It offers a more robust test of the pooled 

logit and the fixed effects model results.   
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