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Gender issues infused the 2008 presidential campaign, particularly with regard to New York Senator Hillary Clinton’s historic near-miss as the first woman to occupy the White House. And race was certainly an issue for the eventual winner, President Barack Obama, demonstrating that ethnic origin, no less than gender, remains substantially intertwined in the creation of American political identities. But lessons in gender and politics may also be derived from the surprise nomination of Governor Sarah Palin for the second spot on the 2008 GOP ticket.
 
Palin’s selection by the Republican presidential nominee, Senator John McCain, proved more controversial than other choices might have been.
 A relatively new and inexperienced Governor of Alaska, she was an unknown on the national stage, and her apparent oratorical talents contrasted sharply with her nonsensical prolixity in the rare media interviews she granted.  As one scholar put it in October, “We have seen more parodies of Palin than we have seen the actual Palin.”
 Writing in the Wall Street Journal following election day, Mark Lilla, former editor of The Public Interest, expressed the widespread derision of Palin found in mediated and public discourse. “The Palin farce is already the stuff of legend,” he proclaimed. “For a generation at least it is sure to keep presidential historians and late-night comedians in gainful employment, which is no small thing.”
 In fact, the controversy over Palin continued for some weeks following election day, as she made high-profile appearances at political gatherings, campaigned on behalf of the Republican senatorial candidate in a run-off election in Georgia, and gave a glib pre-Thanksgiving television interview backed by a graphic turkey slaughter. Palin did not shuffle off into obscurity after the resounding defeat of the GOP ticket.  Indeed, demonstrating an indefatigable taste for campaigning and what The Washington Post described as “manic good cheer,”
 she has indicated her ambition for a political future well beyond the remote confines of the 49th state.  Whether or not that future materializes, however, Palin’s position in the 2008 race was instructive. 

Palin’s selection for the second spot on the Republican ticket was viewed through a gendered lens from the moment that McCain announced his decision.  Those in the press and in academe suggested that Palin’s selection was a calculated risk; a tactical move designed to attract the votes of women who may have been disaffected, first by Hillary Clinton’s loss of the presidential nomination and, secondly, by her exclusion from the Obama ticket. It was a tactic that ultimately failed to find traction, for although Palin was popular at many Republican campaign rallies, her candidacy failed to resonate with Clinton supporters or even with certain significant segments of the GOP’s female base. Yet the response to her candidacy highlighted Palin’s identity as a woman in other ways. Politics is full of symbolic overtones, and Palin’s selection as the first woman on a Republican presidential ticket heightened her perception as a “symbolic woman.” Drawing on Murray Edelman’s emphasis on the symbolic aspects of political communication,
 Virginia Shapiro identifies symbolic womanhood as a phenomenon that stems from women’s relatively novel position in American politics (as with Palin’s status as a “first”). As Shapiro observes, women “are interpreted through a narrow set of culturally embedded symbols”
 which are attached to political women. “When we analyze the meaning of women in politics,” Shapiro instructs, “we would be wise to understand that in an important sense we are not talking about real women at all, but symbolic women, representatives of their gender as well as many other things.”
 While many scholars make the case that the cultural expectations associated with masculinity temper the public interpretations of men who aspire to political leadership, that effect is heightened for women, because the applications of a cultural frame of gender is more pronounced and far more evident for women than for men.  Masculinity in political campaigns, by comparison, “hides right in front of us.”
 In Palin’s case, her persona was filtered through a typical set of gendered stereotypes, even as she stubbornly resisted characterization by certain others. 


Deliberative research on Palin will surely be forthcoming. But I suggest that even an initial examination of America’s self-styled “pit bull with lipstick” provides three provocative lessons of interest to scholars of gender and political communication, lessons that function as snapshots of current cultural expectations for female political candidates. 
Lesson One: Some Things Still Haven’t Changed

Early research suggests that media and other voices responded to Palin much as they have responded to other women in American electoral politics. One scholar summarized the usual elements of stereotyped discourse: “When we talk of Palin we cannot seem to stop talking about her gender—her procreative abilities, her reproduction choices, her mothering, her children, and, of course, her appearance.”
 The questions raised about Palin’s ability to assume the role of Vice President while caring for a young family, including an infant with a disability and an unmarried, pregnant teen daughter, echo scholarship which shows that the media focus on family issues as relevant to women candidates far more than they do with respect to men candidates.
  Research on media treatments of female politicians’ procreative abilities—particularly relating to pregnancy and childbirth--suggests that stereotypical beliefs about women’s domestic roles as fundamentally antithetical to their political acumen remain surprisingly resilient.  Femininity, especially when it involves motherhood, functions as a culturally-sanctioned impediment to an active political life; a restriction which continues to be salient in American society nearly a decade into the 21st century.  Family issues may provoke legitimate questions, to be sure, but they become stereotypical when these concerns are applied to women and not to men in similar circumstances.  

Physical appearance and clothing is another area of critique commonly applied to women, but uncommonly to men.
 The issue of Palin’s clothing was complicated by the news that a Republican Party operative underwrote an extensive shopping spree for an updated campaign wardrobe for Palin.
 The ensuing controversy over such stagecraft focused attention away from the content of the candidate’s stump speeches toward far less cerebral discussions of her new duds and the popularity of her designer glasses.  But Palin’s appearance was dissected in another respect. As a former beauty queen, Palin was described not merely as attractive, but as a forty-four-year-old “hottie,” an image that became repeatedly entangled with her political appeal in the remarks of voters, media, and other commentators. As one scholar put it, “Intoxicatingly presented, persuasively offered as saying something important about female accomplishment, her image is embedded in…dominant norms defining the feminine self, her body (slender, attractive, youthful—and not forgetting that trademark smile)…. Never mind those lurid headlines, or that she cannot help but polarize the U.S. electorate with her political beliefs, she looks perfect.”
  The sexualization of Palin’s persona was further complicated by her own behaviors in a variety of campaign contexts.  From her broad winks to the television camera during the vice presidential debate, to her hands-on-hips stance during public rallies, Palin projected an image that, consciously or otherwise, encouraged such biased, gender-based scrutiny.                                                                                                                                            
Perhaps more surprising, given the issues of experience and motive that surrounded McCain’s selection of Palin, press response to the Alaska governor bore striking similarities to the response engendered by Representative Geraldine Ferraro’s vice presidential candidacy twenty-four years earlier. In a comparative study of media frames in the two elections, Ohl identified three frames consistently applied to both candidates, despite their ideological differences, the quarter-century time gap, and the disparity of circumstances between their campaigns.
  Ohl found three thematic frames:  each woman was critiqued for a lack of experience, her selection was perceived as a political stunt or tactic, and each candidacy represented a political gamble. Although some of these comparisons may appear to be based on concrete similarities, Ohl demonstrated their specific links to gender in media coverage of these two candidates.  
Lesson Two: Palin Redefined the Symbolic Woman

As the first lesson shows, Palin’s status, and frequently her behavior, as a woman invited continued usage of the stereotypical frames commonly applied to female political candidates and leaders. But Palin was also a different sort of woman, one who sometimes embraced the term feminist, but one who did not embody feminism in its more common liberal iterations. To be sure, not all women who have been presidential candidates, much less candidates for other elected positions, have been “liberals,” particularly on core “women’s” issues, such as abortion rights. Senators Elizabeth Dole and Margaret Chase Smith are two Republicans who were celebrated as iconic women in the pantheon of political diversity, perhaps because they were more liberal in many ways than the hard conservative wing of their party. Surely, women such as Maine Senators Olympia Snowe and Susan Collins, two other possible picks for the 2008 Republican ticket, might be seen as similarly moderate. Even Barbara Bush, the wife of one Republican president and mother of another, has indicated her pro-choice sympathies. Palin, by contrast, is unapologetically conservative, particularly on abortion and birth control. Her embodiment of these political positions, through her proud declarations of her “choice” to proceed with a Down Syndrome pregnancy and her daughter’s “choice” to give birth out 
of wedlock, contrasted with the prevailing liberal narrative on “women’s issues” as a rationale for moving women into elected political office.  Seemingly overnight, the political scenario changed from a pro-woman stance--as a feminist counterpoint to the male-dominated political hierarchy--to a more complex mix where aspiring political women might also stand in contrast to feminist ideals--thus promoting a conservative backlash against the ideology of liberal feminism.


Indeed, the motive for Palin’s selection was often rationalized as an effort to energize the conservative Republican base, and energize it she did, with particularly derisive and divisive rhetoric.   Communication scholars have traditionally paid scant attention to the influence of politically conservative voices on gender issues, but Palin’s vice presidential candidacy will surely temper the paucity of research in this area.  Even if Palin is unsuccessful in advancing her particular political fortunes, and even if liberalism assumes ascendancy over conservatism in the current political milieu, her appeal to many voters who would not ordinarily be considered a ready audience for the rhetoric of gender inclusion must be taken as a signal that the terrain of gendered politics is more complex than it has been previously assumed to be.  Although the second wave feminist movement has pushed for greater female inclusion in politics and in governmental institutions, it is clear that liberal feminism does not “own” the agenda of women in national politics.


Ironically, although Palin may have embodied opposition to the pro-choice agenda--long identified with political women--her mix of consistency and inconsistency with regard to the prevailing interpretations of symbolic womanhood may be at the root of her contestation of the liberal feminist narrative of women in politics. Anderson and Sheeler
 have identified a series of metaphors that function as governing codes which inscribe political identity for women: Pioneer, Puppet, Hostess/Beauty Queen, and Unruly Woman. They illustrate each metaphor using four separate case studies of prominent women in politics.  Examinations
 of Palin through these metaphoric clusters shows that, unsurprisingly, her representation and self-presentation are consistent with each. But the unique way in which she embodies them suggests her differences with the case studies Anderson and Sheeler observe. For example, Palin was an actual beauty contest winner, but that fact about her personal past is given new currency in public and media commentary about her sexuality and physical attractiveness. Her embodiment of the “unruly woman” trope transcends the “reversal” of ideal femininity that Anderson and Sheeler attribute to the operation of this metaphor.  Instead, Palin unapologetically capitalizes on her looks and her enactment of traditional domestic roles (her childbirthing and parenting choices) while also presenting a self that is unabashedly “unruly” in terms of liberal political correctness. Most prominently, she encouraged and embraced the image of a beauty queen who could also kill and field-dress a moose, and she invited discussion of her involvement in activities infused with machismo, such as hunting animals from small aircraft. 
Thus, Palin embodies some aspects of the “unruly woman:” she creates a spectacle of herself, she tries to dominate men (specifically McCain), she makes jokes/laughs at herself, and is associated with taboos
 (while rejecting others), and she is not “excessive” in appearance. In fact, her greatest unruliness may be that she has the audacity to simultaneously conform to and challenge both traditional and feminist standards for femininity. Palin’s persona combines the extremes of femininity (pretty, fertile, and youthful) with the extremes of masculinity (macho, fearless hunter, self-sufficient).  Her half-flirtatious, half-defiant style thus radically renovates the prevailing idea of what it means to be an iconic woman attempting to “break the glass ceiling.”  If it is true of populist and fundamentalist movements that they “appropriate symbols and signifiers from oppositional ideologies and articulate them to their own discourse”
 Palin’s masterful efforts suggest a third lesson.  
Lesson Three: Gender Works in Concert with Other Factors
As Lilla and others have observed, McCain’s choice of a vice-presidential running mate “was not a fluke, or a senior moment, or an act of desperation.  It was the result of a long campaign by influential conservative intellectuals to find a young populist leader to whom they might hitch their wagons in the future”
  The problem is that their choice came up lame, very lame.  Palin’s empty pronouncements against “Washington insiders” functioned as a substitute for sound argument and distracted the electorate in a time of national uncertainty, if not outright crisis.
Palin herself could not possibly have known that in 1976 Irving Kristol worried that “populist paranoia” was “subverting the very institutions and authorities that the democratic republic laboriously creates for the purpose of orderly self government.”
  Quite the opposite.  Palin likely did not know that traditional conservatives were nearly always suspicious of populism.  But no more.  Palin’s populist demagoguery during the campaign embodied nearly everything that older conservative thinkers once decried:  it was anti-intellectual, angry, and uniformly disdainful of the educated classes.  It was Sarah-of-Wasilla, beauty queen/huntress from the last frontier, hockey mom barracuda with the come-hither sailor wink, who apparently did not understand world geography, much less world politics.

What are we to make of Palin’s brand of populism, or pseudo populism?  And what of its rhetorical dimensions?  For one thing, Palin’s populism often seemed to transcend issues related to her gender, at least among those who were attracted to her persona. The implicitly desirable objective of a genderless society (one where social constructions of gender are effaced and stereotypes eliminated, at least in terms of political viability) is advanced when issues overcome image, at least when the image is closely derived from a candidate’s sex. Even as gender remains a potent factor—as it clearly did in media coverage of Hillary Clinton’s campaign—it cannot be completely separated from the ideologies and political issues projected by a candidate. Neither Hillary’s political failures, nor Sarah Palin’s, can be wholly attributed to their identities as women. In a sense, Palin should not be viewed as primarily a female candidate, nor certainly as a feminist candidate, but as a nouveau populist candidate—an exemplar of populist chic. Therefore, I offer three concluding observations about Palin’s rhetoric and her brand of populism.  First, Palin’s speech is peppered with colloquialisms that reinforce her status as an outsider and a standard bearer for the non-intellectual, “regular” people.  As she asserted in her famously flat accent during the vice presidential debate, “I think we need a little bit of reality from Wasilla Main Street there, brought to Washington, D.C.” 
  Palin’s speech patterns violate nearly all the conventions of formal discourse. Again, in her vice-presidential debate performance, for example, we find phrases such as “Say it ain’t so, Joe” or, when speaking to both “Joe Sixpack” and Senator Joe Biden on her status as a maverick, we encounter Palin’s garbled assertion of 

constructed-for-the camera populism:  
“Oh, yeah, it’s so obvious I’m a Washington outsider.  And someone just not used 
to the way you guys operate.  Because here you voted for the war and now you 
oppose the war.  You’re one who says, as so many politicians do, I was for it 
before I was against it or vice-versa.  Americans are craving that straight talk and 
just want to know, hey, if you voted for it, tell us why you voted for it and it was a 
war resolution.”
    
My second point is perhaps less obvious.  Palin’s discourse follows and exaggerates a line of Republican populist rhetoric that flows down from Ronald Reagan to George Bush.  Her speech caricatures the populist tendency to substitute sincerity and earthiness for expertise and complexity of thought.  This caricaturist quality of Palin’s discourse was further underscored by her nonverbal communication—by her broad winks, by her sometimes exaggerated beehive hairdo, by her frequently moistened lips, by the beauty queen-in-high-heels persona of her stump style.  As she maintained in her debate remarks, her primary qualification to succeed John McCain was her grasp of how “the average working class family is viewing bureaucracy in the federal government and Congress, and the inaction of Congress.”
  Palin claimed that her greatest asset was her ability to articulate the thoughts of mainstream citizens:   
Just everyday, working-class Americans, saying, you  know, government, just get
out of my way.  If you’re going to do any harm and mandate more things on me 
and take more of my money and income tax and business taxes, you’re going to
have a choice in just a few weeks here on either supporting a ticket that wants to
create jobs and bolster our economy and win the war or you’re going to be 
supporting a ticket that wants to increase taxes, which ultimately kills jobs, and is going to hurt our economy.”
  
Palin’s definition of mainstream citizens, or “real America” was, of course, limited to particular segments of the population and certain locales.
Third, as a populist candidate, the more Palin distanced herself from the mainstream media, the better.  The more she could incite their derision, the more she could cause incredulity in a Katie Couric, or claim that Charlie Gibson pressed her unfairly, the more she reinforced her status as “just plain folks.”  Palin carefully underscored this fact when she frequently invoked the familiar canard against the “liberal elite media” and when she steadfastly refused to play by the rules, as she did in her debate against Biden, claiming that she might “not answer the questions the way that either the moderator or you [Biden] want to hear.”
 

The three lessons of Sarah Palin I propose are not innovative, although some of the details may be surprising or noteworthy. Most scholars interested in the intersections of political communication and gender would recognize that media coverage consistently operates from gender stereotypes, that Palin was a far different sort of female/feminist candidate (if a feminist at all) than the iconic women we have recognized in the past three decades, and that Palin’s conservative populism accounted for a substantial portion of her political appeal. But I believe that scholars need to pay renewed attention to these factors. 
Research in gender and politics fruitfully charts the continued presence of cultural stereotypes. Such studies help explain why, with all the gains women have made in the political sphere, there is still a great disparity between voter demographics and actual representation 
in the nation’s political leadership.
 But research must also continue to reach beyond a recitation of “difference studies” and examine more carefully how gender relates to other candidate factors and issues, how gender is reconstituted over time by the examples of prominent candidates and political leaders, both male and female, and how these dynamics function on a broader cultural level. The complications to the prevailing liberal feminist narrative of women in politics presented by Palin also require recognition as a more ideologically diversified pool of women candidates inevitably develops in this 
new century.  If Palin has “thrown the calculus out the window.”
 we need to theorize a new rhetorical calculus that can accommodate varied definitions of feminism or multiple incarnations of “symbolic women.” Considering Sapiro’s observation that symbolic womanhood operates through a “very limited set of symbols with apparently limited ranges of meaning and significance”
 that hamper women in a way unknown to men, a new rhetorical calculus might not be such a bad thing.  It would assist in investigating the 
meaning of women (and gender) in politics from a cultural stance that views female 

political symbols as “much more varied than standard feminist analysis allows.”
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