
 
Rising in the ranks 

Women in leadership in 2007 
 

Not only was 2006 “The Year of Democratic Women” in the voting booth, it is also 

quickly becoming the year of Democratic women leadership. This Congress has 

advanced women in leadership further than any before.  With relatively few women 

serving in Congress until the 1980s, only a handful held leadership posts, either 

within their party caucuses or on congressional committees. In the 109
th

 Congress, 

not a single House committee had a female chair, and only two had female ranking 

members.  Today, as they earn seniority and gain experience, more women serve in 

key decision-making roles that shape the political and policy agenda. Here are some 

of the new leadership positions obtained by EMILY’s List’s pro-choice Democratic 

women in the 110
th

 Congress.  

 

On November 16
th

, 2006, history was made and women all over the nation cheered as 

Rep. Nancy Pelosi of California was unanimously voted by majority members to be 

the Speaker of the House for the 110
th

 Congress. Rep. Pelosi is the first woman 

elected to this prestigious position, making her third in line to the Presidency.  

 

Sen. Barbara Boxer will serve as the incoming environment & public works 

committee chairwoman and Sen. Dianne Feinstein chairs the Senate Rules and 

Administration Committee. The Senators from California will be the first Democratic 

women to chair major Senate committees.  Sen. Boxer and Sen. Hillary Rodham 

Clinton (N.Y.) will also play an instrumental role in advancing and achieving the 

objectives of the Democratic Caucus as chief deputy whip and vice-chair of 

committee outreach respectively. 

 

Additionally, Sen. Patty Murray (WA), the newly elected conference secretary, is 

now the fourth ranking Democrat in the Senate as the newly elected conference 

secretary. Sen. Debbie Stabenow (MI) heads of the Senate Democratic steering 

committee and serves as a critical liaison for all Democrats. 

 

In the U.S. House, where several leadership positions remain undecided, Rep. Debbie 

Wasserman Schultz (FL) serves as a chief deputy whip. Rep. Nydia Velázquez (NY) 

chairs the small business committee. The Democratic steering committee of the 110th 

Congress is co-chaired by Rep. Rosa DeLauro (CT) with Rep. Hilda Solis (CA) as 

vice-chair.  

 

Four House committees are chaired by women: Rep. Nydia Velázquez (NY) chairs 

the Small Business committee, Rep. Stephanie Tubb Jones (OH) chairs the Ethics 

committee, Rep. Juanita Millender-McDonald (CA) chairs the House Administration 

committee, and Rep. Louise Slaughter (NY) chairs the Rules committee. 



 

A record number of House subcommittees are chaired by women, as well.  As of the 

beginning of the year, ten women served as subcommittee chairs.  Three of the 

powerful Appropriations subcommittees are chaired by women: Rosa DeLauro (CT) 

chairs the subcommittee on Agriculture, Debbie Wasserman Schultz (FL) chairs the 

subcommittee on the Legislative Branch, and Nita Lowey (NY) chairs the 

subcommittee on State and Foreign Operations.  On the Education and Labor 

committee, Lynn Woolsey (CA) chairs the subcommittee on Workforce, and Carolyn 

McCarthy chairs the subcommittee on Healthy Families and Communities.   

 

Women also chair subcommittees of the Financial Services, Homeland Security, and 

Transportation & Infrastructure subcommittees.  Under Financial Services, Maxine 

Waters (CA) and Carolyn Maloney (NY) chair the subcommittee on House & 

Communities and the subcommittee on Domestic & International Monetary Policy, 

Trade, & Technology, respectively.  Under Homeland Security, Loretta Sanchez 

(CA) chairs the subcommittee on Border, Maritime, & Global counterterrorism, Jane 

Harman (CA) chairs the subcommittee on Intelligence, Information-sharing & 

Terrorism Risk Assessment, and Sheila Jackson-Lee chairs the subcommittee on 

Transportation Security & Infrastructure Protection.   

 

Outside the beltway, Kansas Governor Kathleen Sebelius is the head of the 

Democratic Governors Association, and Governor Janet Napolitano of Arizona chairs 

the National Governors Association in 2007.  

 

We applaud the growing voice of women in the top leadership of government.  These 

achievements make 2006 “The Year of Democratic Women.”  

 



The History of Women’s Leadership in Congress 
 

Congressional Committees 
The first woman to chair a congressional committee in either chamber was Rep. Mae 

Ella Nolan (R-CA), who chaired the House committee on expenditures in the post 

office department in 1925. After Nolan, seven women chaired eleven committees 

between 1925 and 1997.  

 

Since 1997, there have not been any woman chairs, however, in the 109
th

 GOP-

controlled House,  three Democratic women served as ranking members (the top slot 

for the minority party). Rep. Juanita Millender-McDonald (CA) was ranking 

Democrat on the House administration committee; Rep. Louise McIntosh (N.Y.) was 

ranking Democrat on the House rules committee; and Rep. Nydia Velazquez (N.Y.) 

was ranking Democrat on the small business committee.  

 

In the Senate, the first woman to chair a committee was Sen. Hattie Wyatt Caraway 

(D-AR), chair of the committee on enrolled bills from 1933-1945. It would be 

another 50 years after Caraway retired before a woman would chair a Senate 

committee: in 1995, Sen. Nancy Landon Kassebaum (R-KS) was chosen as chair of 

the Senate labor and human resources committee. In the 109th, women chaired two 

Senate committees: Sen. Olympia Snow (R-ME) chaired the committee on small 

business and entrepreneurship, and Sen. Susan Collins (R-ME) chaired the committee 

on homeland security and governmental affairs. These four are the only women who 

have chaired Senate committees. 

 

Party Leadership 
House 
Party leaders in Congress are chosen by their colleagues to shape political strategy 

and message surrounding policy initiatives. Women have had considerably more 

success breaking into the ranks of party leadership than they have breaking into the 

ranks of committee leadership: 26 women have served as congressional party leaders 

(17 Democrats and nine Republicans). 

 

In 1949, Rep. Chase Woodhouse (D-CT) became the first woman party leader when 

she was chosen to serve as secretary of the House Democratic Caucus. Between 1949 

and 1991, six women served as party leaders. Five Democratic women — Reps. Edna 

Kelly, Shirley Chisholm, and Geraldine Ferraro of New York; Leonor Sullivan of 

Missouri; and Mary Rose Oakar of Ohio — were, like Woodhouse, caucus secretary. 

The first Republican woman leader was Rep. Lynn Martin of Illinois, who in 1985 

became vice-chair of the GOP conference.  

 

No congresswomen held leadership positions in either party between 1989 and 1991. 

Since then, 19 women — three times as many as had served between 1945 and 1989 

—have held party leadership posts (11 Democrats and eight Republicans). EMILY’s 

List began recommending House candidates in 1988. 

 

In the 109
th

 House of Representatives, there were seven women party leaders in the 

House, five Democrats and two Republicans. In 2002, Democrats chose Rep. Nancy 



Pelosi (CA) as their party leader — the top spot in the Democratic caucus and the 

highest position ever attained by a woman. Other Democratic women leaders in the 

109
th

 Congress were Rep. Rosa DeLauro (CT), co-chair of the Democratic Steering 

Committee; and Reps. Diana DeGette (CO), Jan Schakowsky (IL) and Maxine 

Waters (CA), all chief deputy whips. Republican Rep. Deborah Pryce (OH) was chair 

of the House Republican Conference; Rep. Barbara Cubin (WY) was GOP 

conference secretary. 

 
Senate 
Eleven women Senators have held party leadership positions, including the first, 

Margaret Chase Smith (ME), who chaired the Senate Republican conference from 

1967 to 1972. Between 1972 and 1993, there were no women in Senate party 

leadership slots. Then, in 1993, the term following the “Year of the Woman” election 

in 1992, Barbara Mikulski (MD) was selected to be assistant Democratic floor leader 

and Barbara Boxer (CA) was selected to be deputy majority whip.  

 

In the 109
th

 Senate, seven women Senators held party leadership positions, five 

Democrats and two Republicans. Sen. Debbie Stabenow (MI), conference secretary, 

was the third highest-ranking Democrat in the Senate. She was joined in Democratic 

party leadership by Sen. Hillary Rodham Clinton (N.Y.), chair of the Democratic 

Steering and Outreach Committee; Sen. Patty Murray (WA), assistant floor leader; 

Sen. Blanche Lincoln (AR), chair of rural outreach; and Sen. Barbara Boxer (CA), 

chief deputy whip. Republican Sen. Elizabeth Dole (N.C.) was chair of the National 

Republican Senatorial Committee, and Republican Sen. Kay Bailey Hutchison (TX) 

was conference secretary. 

 

Sen. Barbara Mikulski (MD), the longest-serving woman in the U.S. Senate, held the 

position of Democratic conference secretary from 1995 until 2005. 



Women in Congress 
Then and now 
 

EMILY’s List was created in 1985. Since then, as the number of women in Congress 

has increased, so too has the number of women holding important leadership 

positions. Here is a brief summary of the progress that women in Congress have 

made since 1985. 

 

Women in the Senate 
 

1985 Two Republican women served in the U.S. Senate, including the first woman 

elected to the Senate in her own right, Nancy Kassebaum of Kansas. No 

Democratic woman had yet been elected to the Senate in her own right. 

 

2007 Sixteen women serve in the U.S. Senate (11 Democrats and five Republicans). 

 

Women in the U.S. House of Representatives 
 

1985 Twenty-three women (12 Democrats and 11 Republicans) served in the U.S. 

House. 

 

2007 Seventy-one women (50 Democrats and 21 Republicans) will serve in the 

U.S. House. 

 

Women of color in the U.S. House of Representatives 
 

1985 One woman of color served in the U.S. House. 

 

2007 Twenty-one women of color (20 Democrats and 1 Republican) serve in the 

U.S. House. 

 

Women chairing Senate committees 
 

1985 No woman had chaired a Senate committee since 1945, and no women were 

ranking minority members on committees. 

 

2007 Two Democratic women chair Senate committees, California Senators 

Barbara Boxer and Dianne Feinstein.  

 

Women chairing House committees 
 

1985 No woman had chaired a House committee since 1977, and no women served 

as ranking minority members on committees.  

 

2007 Four Democratic woman chair a House committee: Rep. Nydia Velázquez 

(NY), Small Business committee, Rep. Stephanie Tubb Jones (OH), Ethics 



committee, Rep. Juanita Millender-McDonald (CA), House Administration, 

committee, and Rep. Louise Slaughter (NY), Rules committee. 

 

Women party leaders in the U.S. Senate: 
 

1985 No women held party leadership positions in the Senate. 

 

2007 Six women (five Democrats and one Republican) hold party leadership 

positions in the Senate.  

 

Women party leaders in the U.S. House: 
 

1985 Two women (one Democrat and one Republican) held party leadership 

positions in the U.S. House. 

 

2007 Nancy Pelosi (CA) serves as the first woman Speaker of the House, and 

Debbie Wasserman Schultz (FL) serves as chief deputy whip. 

 
Source: Center for American Women in Politics 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


