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ABSTRACT 

 Geraldine Ferraro broke a formerly impenetrable glass ceiling when she became the first 

woman on a major party ticket in U.S. history as Walter Mondale’s running mate in 1984. 

However, scant attention has been paid to the circumstance surrounding her historic nomination. 

This study therefore addresses the question: what unique social, political, and personal factors 

contributed to Ferraro’s viability as a vice presidential candidate?  

Using analysis from contemporaneous newspaper articles, this thesis argues that while 

Ferraro had the backing of feminist groups and women politicians who were advocating for a 

woman Democratic vice presidential candidate, it was her additional ability to garner the support 

of the more influential male-dominated Democratic Washington establishment that made her a 

viable running mate for Mondale. Women’s groups were advocating for any woman vice 

presidential candidate—not one woman in particular. However, Ferraro’s traditional rise through 

party hierarchy and insider status on Capitol Hill was atypical amongst women politicians and 

distinguished her from other potential women candidates at that time. Additional factors 

contributed to Ferraro’s selection, such as her proven political competency from past leadership 

positions, her ethnic, working-class background, and her confident, decisive personal demeanor.  

While Ferraro’s candidacy was a watershed for women’s rights, it would be another 24 

years before another woman would be nominated to a major party ticket. Furthermore, Ferraro’s 

historic role is not salient in public memory. This thesis seeks to emphasize the importance of 
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her momentous nomination and bring to light the fact that women have been rare in the highest 

rungs of political power and continue to face differential treatment because of their gender. 

Representation is important, and Ferraro provided a model to the American public—especially 

its female members—of a woman who could achieve success in a space that had been 

traditionally labeled as male-only. 
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 1 

INTRODUCTION 

I. Background and Argument 

In the history of the United States, there have only been three women candidates 

on a major political party ticket—as either the vice presidential or presidential candidate. 

The first of these women was Geraldine Ferraro, who was nominated in 1984 to be the 

vice presidential candidate on Walter Mondale’s Democratic ticket. Mondale’s selection 

of Ferraro was a historic event, preceded by and in some ways a culmination of huge 

gains in women’s rights that further expanded the nation’s understanding of women’s 

professional capabilities and roles. More than 200 years after the founding of the United 

States, Ferraro assumed a role in the national spotlight that no previous woman had ever 

undertaken. However, while many predicted that her momentous candidacy would 

dramatically shift the possibilities for women in politics, it would be 24 years before 

another woman would be selected for a major political party ticket. This paper will 

explore the unique circumstances—both in the broader social context and specific to 

Ferraro—that enabled her historic role. 

Starting in the early 1960s, feminism experienced a rebirth, first in the United 

States and later across the world, which ignited greater united activism for women’s 

rights. Now coined as “second-wave” feminism, this movement fought for more rights 

and better treatment of women in a broad range of areas, from the workplace to the 

domestic sphere, from reproductive rights to education. This activism resulted in 

significant legal and social changes, such as the adoption of federal legislation which 

prohibited discrimination based on sex both in the workplace (Title VII), and in 
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educational institutions (Title IX).1 These legal accomplishments enshrined gender 

equality in these environments, opening up educational and professional opportunities to 

women and giving them a legal basis for combating discrimination and harassment. 

However, it is important to note that many complaints of sex discrimination based on 

these laws failed, and while the law established de jure equality, it frequently did not 

translate to de facto equal treatment.2 Nonetheless, these laws still allowed many women 

to access to new spaces they had previously been excluded from and gain more equal 

status to men in areas that they already occupied. 

In politics, more women began winning elections to state and national 

legislatures. Rather than achieving office by appointment, or through the “widow’s path” 

as most women had done throughout the 20th century, women were elected in their own 

right in greater numbers.3 Following the revived feminist movement, new female 

candidates such as Bella Abzug, Pat Schroeder, and Shirley Chisholm entered Congress 

and began changing the rules of the “old boys’ club.”4 Chisholm was also the first black 

woman elected to Congress when she won in 1968, and she would go on to be the first 

woman to run for the Democratic presidential nomination in 1972. For all of these 

women, working within the male-dominated Congress was difficult; even if their male 

colleagues were not overtly rude or sexist, which many were, it was also what they did 

                                                        
1 Equal Means Equal, directed by Kamala Lopez, The Orchard, 2016, accessed April 4, 2018, 

https://www.amazon.com/Equal-Means-Patricia-Arquette/dp/B01LG6IL34. 

 
2 Equal Means. 

 
3 Makers: Women Who Make America, "Women in Politics," episode 6, PBS, March 14, 2018 

(originally aired November 4, 2014), directed by Grace Lee. 

 
4 Makers: Women, "Women in Politics," episode 6. 
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not say that hurt the women’s work.5 They were tacitly disapproving—they would ignore 

these female politicians’ suggestions, decline to collaborate with them, and overlook 

them for committee assignments. Still, progress was made slowly, and in the early 1980s 

as Margaret Roukema and Olympia Snowe joined Congress, female Congresswomen 

came together to form the Congressional Caucus for Women’s Issues, which was 

designed to coordinate bipartisan support for women’s issues.6  

By the time the 1984 presidential race begun, leaders from women’s groups were 

calling for women in higher political positions, including as the presidential candidate. As 

the race picked up and a viable female presidential candidate was not to be found, this 

loose coalition of leaders settled on a more achievable goal: a woman vice presidential 

candidate. Feminist leaders across a variety of organizations attempted to build a climate 

in which a woman would be selected as the running mate to the Democratic nominee.7 

While elected women officials who supported women’s issues existed on both sides of 

the aisle, Democratic women were historically more likely to support the feminist 

agenda, which included issues like the Equal Rights Amendment, reproductive rights, 

childcare, and social security credit for homeowners.8 This meant that feminist groups 

had naturally situated themselves within the Democratic coalition, and their call for a 

woman vice president was directed specifically at the Democratic presidential candidates. 

                                                        
5 Ibid. 

 
6 Ibid. 

 
7 Bill Peterson and Alison Muscatine, "Pressure Increasing for Woman on Ticket," The 

Washington Post (1974-Current File), Jun 19, 1984, 

http://proxy.library.georgetown.edu/login?url=https://search.proquest.com/docview/138248207?accountid=
11091.  

 
8 Susan J. Carroll, Women as Candidates in American Politics (Bloomington: Indiana University 

Press, 1994), 144 – 145.  
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These women had increased political power to pressure these candidates, mostly due to 

the “gender gap” amongst supporters of Ronald Reagan, the incumbent Republican 

president. This so-called “gender gap” was the term coined to describe the discrepancy 

between men and women who voted for Reagan—in the 1980 election, 54 percent of men 

but only 46 percent of women voted for him.9 This eight-percent gap was referred to as 

the “gender gap” and caused both political parties to dedicate more energy towards 

courting the women’s vote. The heightened political power this gave women was 

evidenced at the National Women’s Political Caucus (NWPC) biennial meeting in July 

1983, which many male Democratic presidential candidates attended for the first time to 

woo the women’s vote.10 At the NWPC meeting, women leaders tried using this leverage 

to advocate for a woman vice presidential candidate. This coalition of women leaders 

launched a two-pronged plan to enable a woman’s selection—they worked with the press 

to legitimize the idea of a woman vice presidential candidate in the eyes of the public and 

the party establishment, and began to push names of specific women as candidates.11  

At the beginning of this process, Geraldine Ferraro was extremely doubtful about 

the chances of the Democratic nominee choosing a woman as a running mate. At the 

NWPC meeting, she declared that the presidential candidate would only choose a woman 

if he was fifteen points behind in the polls, asserting that “[t]hey’re never going to choose 

                                                        
9 Bella Abzug and Mim Kelber, "Despite the Reagan Sweep, a Gender Gap Remains," New York 

Times (1923-Current File), Nov 23, 1984. 

http://proxy.library.georgetown.edu/login?url=https://search.proquest.com/docview/122458288?accountid=

11091. 

 
10 Geraldine Ferraro and Linda Bird Francke, Ferraro, My Story (Toronto: Bantam Books, 1985), 

24.  

 
11 Ferraro and Francke, Ferraro, My Story, 73-74. 
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a woman because they think it’s the right thing to do.”12 In fact, the presumptive 

Democratic nominee Walter Mondale was in dire need of a campaign boost, as he was far 

behind in the polls. Ronald Reagan in 1984 was a strong incumbent, and in order to 

overtake him, Mondale would have to do something extraordinary. As Mondale writes in 

his autobiography, “I also knew that I was far behind Reagan, and that if I just ran a 

traditional campaign, I would never get in the game.”13 He began to see choosing a 

woman as just the boost he needed, although he was also clear that she would need to be 

highly qualified for the position. He assessed prominent women politicians such as 

Dianne Feinstein, who was then Mayor of San Francisco, as potential running mates. 

Feinstein was a top contender, as her preliminary interviews with Mondale staff went 

extremely well and Mondale was reportedly “dazzled” by his interview with her in his 

hometown.14 However, several factors discouraged him from choosing her—including 

the advice of Speaker of the House Thomas “Tip” O’Neill, who pushed for someone with 

federal experience.15  

The top woman contender with experience on Capitol Hill was Geraldine Ferraro, 

who was then serving as a Congresswoman for New York’s 9th Congressional District. 

Ferraro was elected to Congress in 1978 after having served as Assistant District 

Attorney for Queens County, New York, for almost five years, and had risen 

                                                        
12 Ferraro and Francke, Ferraro, My Story, 25. 

 
13 Walter Mondale and David Hage, The Good Fight: A Life in Liberal Politics (New York: 

Scribner, 2010), 294. 

 
14 Bernard Weinraub, "Ideas for His Speech Led Mondale to Mrs. Ferraro," New York Times 

(1923-Current File), Jul 15, 1984, 
http://proxy.library.georgetown.edu/login?url=https://search.proquest.com/docview/122470107?accountid=

11091. 

 
15 Weinraub, "Ideas for His Speech." 
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impressively high in the Democratic Party by 1984.16 Many Democratic Party members 

were pushing for her vice presidential selection during that year, but her most ardent 

supporters were a group of five women from prominent women’s rights organizations, 

government offices, and Ferraro’s own executive staff. Unbeknownst to Ferraro, these 

women had formed a group they called “Team A,”17 determined that Ferraro was the 

most logical woman candidate, and dedicated themselves to increasing her viability for 

the vice presidential candidacy.18 Almost exactly a year following her skeptical remarks 

in San Antonio, Ferraro would receive a phone call from Walter Mondale—at that point 

the presumptive Democratic presidential candidate who was fifteen points behind Reagan 

in the polls—asking her to be his running mate.  

Ferraro possessed unique advantages that distinguished her from many other 

female politicians. For one, she had influential mentors who guided her during her time in 

Congress and supported her political rise. Most influential of these was Tip O’Neill, who 

was Speaker of the House and a very powerful political force, having already been in 

Congress for 24 years by the time Ferraro was first elected. Ferraro and O’Neill became 

close upon her arrival in Congress and he became a mentor who aided in her rise through 

the party apparatus. Ferraro held important roles within the party preceding her 

nomination, including a position on the House Budget Committee and Chair of the 

Platform Committee for the 1984 Democratic National Convention (DNC). These roles 

increased her experience and credibility, especially as they were on a national scale, and 

                                                        
16 Geraldine Ferraro: Paving the Way, directed by Donna Zaccaro, Janson Media, 2013, accessed 

October 4, 2017, https://www.amazon.com/dp/B075FQ9RWH, 6:30.  

 
17 Ferraro and Francke, Ferraro, My Story, 72. 

 
18 Ibid. 
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all contributed to making her a more attractive candidate. While upon her arrival in 

Congress, Ferraro was a complete political newcomer, by the time the presidential race 

began in 1983, she was part of the Democratic establishment. This elevated insider status 

within the party was especially relevant for the 1984 election due to the new rules for the 

DNC, which included “super-delegates” who would be members of Congress and other 

party elite instead of grassroots organizers. The commission that implemented this rule 

change, which Ferraro was a part of, hoped that the inclusion of these experienced 

politicians as delegates would encourage party unity, as they were more accustomed to 

compromising than the more interest-driven grassroots organizers.19 

Her historic nomination was also enabled by the man who selected her—for all of 

the political pressure that women’s groups exerted, the decision was ultimately Walter 

Mondale’s. As he said during and after the campaign, despite the mounting calls for a 

woman vice presidential candidate, he did not feel pressured into his choice.20 In 

response to the constant siege of reporters inquiring if the wishes of the women’s groups 

would influence his choice, Mondale repeatedly stated that it “is not going to change my 

commitment to pick the best possible person. That is exactly what I am going to do and I 

have made that clear to everyone.”21 Mondale, too, possessed a unique personality that 

allowed him to be comfortable around strong women. He had a close relationship with 

his wife and daughter, who both served as confidantes and advisors in many of his 

                                                        
19 Ibid., 50. 

 
20 Rudy Abramson, "Beset Mondale Seeking 'Best Person' as VP," Los Angeles Times (1923-

Current File), Jul 03, 1984, 
http://proxy.library.georgetown.edu/login?url=https://search.proquest.com/docview/153899257?accountid=

11091. 

 
21 Walter Mondale, quoted in Abramson, "Beset Mondale.” 
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decisions; his wife also specifically urged him to choose a woman as his running mate.22 

While there was general enthusiasm and acceptance for a woman vice presidential 

candidate as well as support from important party members, Mondale’s decision was a 

bold move that was also due to his personal fortitude and progressive thinking. He defied 

many senior members of his staff, who discouraged him from choosing Ferraro and even 

worked to discredit her candidacy.23 Fortunately, among most other groups his decision 

met with little resistance. For the most part, Democratic Party leaders and many members 

of the general public, especially women, were pleased with his decision.24 

My main research question is: what unique social, political, and personal factors 

contributed to Geraldine Ferraro’s viability as a vice presidential candidate? In addition, I 

address the more specific questions: Why was she chosen instead of other women 

politicians? What was it that made Ferraro different? How was she able to be a uniquely 

viable woman candidate?  

In this thesis, I argue that while Ferraro had the backing of feminist groups and 

women politicians who were advocating for a woman Democratic vice presidential 

candidate, it was her additional ability to garner the support of the more influential male-

dominated Democratic Washington establishment that made her a viable running mate 

for Mondale. While women’s groups were advocating for a woman vice presidential 

candidate, they were not pushing for Ferraro in particular. Her traditional rise through 

                                                        
22 Mondale and Hage, The Good Fight, 294. 

 
23 Ferraro and Francke, Ferraro, My Story, 102.  

 
24 Milton Coleman, "For Ticket's no. 2 Spot, Mondale Picks a Woman." The Washington Post 

(1974-Current File), Jul 13, 1984, 

http://proxy.library.georgetown.edu/login?url=https://search.proquest.com/docview/138226966?accountid=

11091. 
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party hierarchy was atypical amongst women politicians and set her apart her from other 

potential women candidates.  

Understanding the distinctive factors that enabled Ferraro’s historic candidacy is 

crucial in understanding the particular challenges facing women in politics. Ferraro 

possessed distinct professional and personal characteristics that allowed her to succeed in 

the male-dominated world of Washington, while other women politicians were not 

always able to be similarly successful. More broadly, her candidacy also speaks to the 

androcentric construction of professional and public spheres in America. Ferraro 

possessed some stereotypically male traits and conformed to a more male-centered model 

of professional advancement by working from the inside, which both contributed 

significantly to making her an attractive candidate. While her candidacy did break down a 

huge barrier for women, it would be more than 20 years before another woman would be 

selected for the position of vice presidential candidate on a major party ticket. This paper 

will explore the specific social context and distinctive personal qualities that allowed for 

this historic candidacy. It seeks to understand her nomination in the context of American 

constructs of power as well as posit ideas as to why very few other women have been 

able to follow in her path. Ferraro shattered a formerly impenetrable glass ceiling—an 

extraordinary accomplishment both for her and woman in general—and through 

understanding her nomination, this paper contributes to our understanding of how to 

break persistent barriers to women’s advancement.  

 

II. Literature Review: 
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Although some scholars and historians have analyzed the events of the 1984 U.S. 

presidential election, the literature focuses on the overwhelming “landslide” victory of 

Ronald Reagan and much less on the two candidates on the Democratic party ticket, 

Geraldine Ferraro and Walter Mondale. Moreover, scholarly treatment of these 

candidates focuses more on Ferraro as the first woman on a major party ticket rather than 

Mondale’s presidential run, and no scholarly work deals with both Ferraro and Mondale. 

Works dedicated to Ferraro are written more from the lens of the author’s own 

interpretation of Ferraro’s campaign and rhetoric rather than perceptions of her as a 

candidate at that time. Not only will my work analyze contemporaneous print media 

reactions to Ferraro and Mondale as political candidates, but it will also assess the effect 

that Ferraro’s presence as a woman had on the written media’s perception of the ticket as 

a whole.  

Scholarly work that deals with the rhetoric that Ferraro employed during her vice 

presidential candidacy provides important context for my research. In The Rhetoric of 

Character Legitimation: Geraldine A. Ferraro and the 1984 Vice-Presidential 

Campaign, Kevin Baaske analyzes Ferraro’s campaign rhetoric, its interpretation by the 

media, and the American public’s reaction to it.25 The ways in which the media 

interpreted her rhetoric is of particular relevance to my project because I will be dealing 

specifically with print media reactions to the Mondale-Ferraro campaign. Similarly, 

Monica Lewandowski studies Ferraro’s campaign oratory in A Credible Candidate: The 

                                                        
25 Kevin Timothy Baaske, "The Rhetoric of Character Legitimation: Geraldine A. Ferraro and the 

1984 Vice-Presidential Campaign" (Order No. 0567310, University of Southern California, 1989), accessed 

September 15, 2017, 

http://proxy.library.georgetown.edu/login?url=https://search.proquest.com/docview/303789488?accountid=

11091. 
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Campaign Oratory of Geraldine A. Ferraro and her relationship to traditional notions of 

femininity.26 Lewandowski’s incorporation of popular conceptions of femininity in her 

analysis makes her work of notable interest because I analyze how Ferraro broke with 

and conformed to notions of traditional womanhood. Her discussion of femininity and 

masculinity is extremely relevant and important to my analysis of Ferraro’s professional 

rise, vice presidential candidacy, and media reactions to her and Mondale’s campaign.  

Other works use Ferraro as one case study of female political candidates and their 

campaign rhetoric, such as Michele Lockhart’s Women's Political Rhetoric: The Cases of 

United States Vice-Presidential Nominees Geraldine Ferraro and Sarah Palin and Sarah 

May’s Five Women in American Politics Spanning 1917-1993: A Rhetorical Criticism of 

News-Coverage from the New York Times.27 The first explores the political rhetoric 

Ferraro used, how it changed over time, and the effect that it had on the overall 

campaign; most relevant, the author also discusses the negative effect that the media had 

on Ferraro’s political career. My work will analyze Ferraro’s rhetoric in the context of 

written media perception of it and specifically use it to understand how she was able to 

rise so quickly and so high professionally. May’s study uses Ferraro as one case study of 

                                                        
26 Monica Ann Lewandowski, "A Credible Candidate: The Campaign Oratory of Geraldine A. 

Ferraro" (Order No. 8717804, Indiana University, 1987), accessed September 16, 2017, 

http://proxy.library.georgetown.edu/login?url=https://search.proquest.com/docview/303583589?accountid=

11091. 

 
27 Michele Lockhart, "Women's Political Rhetoric: The Cases of United States Vice-Presidential Nominees 

Geraldine Ferraro and Sarah Palin" (Order No. 3446376, Texas Woman's University, 2010), accessed 

September 16, 2017, 

http://proxy.library.georgetown.edu/login?url=https://search.proquest.com/docview/859324483?accountid=

11091; Sarah T. May, "Five Women in American Politics Spanning 1917-1993 A Rhetorical Criticism of 

News-Coverage from the New York Times" (Order No. EP74534, University of Nebraska at Omaha, 
1999), accessed September 18, 2017, 

http://proxy.library.georgetown.edu/login?url=https://search.proquest.com/docview/1705895649?accountid

=11091. 
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media characterizations of women politicians in New York Times news coverage. Rather 

than focusing on similarities and differences between various women, my research 

centers specifically on Ferraro and media reactions to her.  

While these works pertain to the specific period of Ferraro’s vice presidential 

campaign, the most detailed accounts of her life come from her own writings in the form 

of two autobiographies. The first, titled Ferraro, My Story, was published the year 

directly following the election and details her life story as well as her experience during 

the campaign.28 She later published Framing a Life: A Memoir, which provides greater 

detail of her own ancestral background with a focus on her mother’s story.29 Both of 

these works provide crucial background and context for Ferraro as a public figure, as well 

as invaluable insight into her own experience during the 1984 campaign. Additionally, 

the 2013 documentary Geraldine Ferraro: Paving the Way, directed by her daughter, 

Donna Zaccaro, chronicles Ferraro’s life and provides important broad context and 

understanding of the campaign from Ferraro’s own perspective.30 My project uses these 

works to contextualize Ferraro as a public figure and politician and describe unique 

details of her professional rise and candidacy.  

Similarly, the 2014 film Fritz: The Walter Mondale Story documents Walter 

Mondale’s rise to political success as a senator, vice president, and presidential candidate. 

The documentary chronicles his life from birth and offers similarly important context for 

his life as the Ferraro documentary. Notably, the film highlights the significant impact 

                                                        
28 Ferraro and Francke, Ferraro, My Story. 

 
29 Geraldine Ferraro and Catherine Whitney, Framing a Life: A Memoir (New York: Scribner, 

1998). 

 
30 Geraldine Ferraro.  
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that Mondale had on the role of vice president when he served as such under Jimmy 

Carter.31 In addition, Mondale also wrote an autobiography, which provides a firsthand 

account of events leading up to and during the 1984 campaign.32 These works provide 

crucial insight into Mondale’s opinions and character, and allow for greater 

understanding of his decision to select Ferraro as running mate.  

My work deals specifically with the events of 1983 and 1984 leading up to the 

presidential election, and therefore scholarly research about the 1984 campaign year 

offers important background for my analysis. Colin Newton’s Landslide: the 1984 

Presidential Election provides in-depth analysis of the factors behind the success and 

failure of the respective presidential campaigns.33 Understanding the greater context of 

these campaigns is critical to analyzing media perceptions of the two candidates on the 

Democratic Party ticket. Henry Smith’s An Analysis of Network Evening News Coverage 

of Religion and Politics in the 1984 Presidential Campaign is also of particular relevance 

because of the media focus of the work.34 Smith identifies the ways in which TV 

networks dealt with issues of religion and politics during the presidential campaign; 

although my topic does not deal with the religion in politics debate specifically, that issue 

had an important effect on media perceptions of both Ferraro and Mondale during the 

                                                        
31 Fritz: The Walter Mondale Story, directed by Melody Gilbert, Frozen Feet Films, 2014, 

accessed October 8, 2017, https://vimeo.com/ondemand/fritz. 

 
32 Mondale and Hage, The Good Fight. 

 
33 Colin J. Newton, "Landslide: The 1984 Presidential Election," (Order no. 10020595, The 

University of Texas Rio Grande Valley, 2015), accessed September 19, 2017, 

http://proxy.library.georgetown.edu/login?url=https://search.proquest.com/docview/1771327359?accountid

=11091. 

 
34 Henry Lewis Smith, "An Analysis of Network Evening News Coverage of Religion and Politics 

in the 1984 Presidential Campaign" (Order No. 8717728, The Ohio State University, 1987, accessed 

September 18, 2017, 

http://proxy.library.georgetown.edu/login?url=https://search.proquest.com/docview/303601334?accountid=

11091. 
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campaign. Rather than seeking to understand the election broadly, my research focuses 

on print media depictions of Ferraro, and uses these sources to understand what allowed 

for her historic candidacy. 

 

III. Methodological Reflections: 

To answer this research question and explore Ferraro’s candidacy, my sources 

were newspaper articles published in 1983 and 1984. I analyzed articles from five major 

publications: The New York Times, The Washington Post, the Chicago Tribune, the Los 

Angeles Times, and The Wall Street Journal. These newspapers represented distinct 

geographic areas and gave my research a diverse national perspective. I accessed articles 

through the ProQuest Historical Newspaper online database, which contains images of 

the articles exactly as they were originally printed. Although I looked at various types of 

articles—including opinion pieces and letters to the editor—the bulk of my research 

concentrated on news pieces due to the relevance and quantity of those articles. Using 

tailored search terms, I identified articles specifically referencing Ferraro, Mondale, their 

campaign, and other aspects of their candidacy. In addition, I was fortunate enough to 

conduct in-person and phone interviews with individuals who were directly involved with 

Ferraro’s campaign, including her daughter, Donna Zaccaro, and prominent Democratic 

strategist Michael Berman, who had worked as an adviser to Mondale since his time as a 

Senator and served as Treasurer and National Campaign Coordinator for the Mondale for 

President Campaign.35 Using these various sources, I was able to glean important insight 

                                                        
35 "Michael S. Berman," The Duberstein Group, Inc., last modified 2015, accessed March 26, 

2018, http://dubersteingroup.com/principals/michael-s-berman/. 
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into Ferraro’s personal life and political career that allowed me to construct responses to 

my research question. 

My original research question was how language used to describe Walter 

Mondale and his viability as a presidential candidate in print media publications shifted 

following his selection of Geraldine Ferraro as vice presidential candidate in 1984. I 

accordingly structured my research around these two figures and the time frames of pre-

selection, the few days surrounding the selection, and post-selection. My search terms 

were either “Walter Mondale” or “Geraldine Ferraro” and in the selection process of 

specific articles to analyze, I prioritized articles with their names in the title, or that were 

focused primarily on these candidates. However, I also looked at articles in which they 

were simply mentioned in some capacity in order to fully gauge perceptions of their 

public figures. I would sometimes include other key terms to procure articles about a 

specific aspect of the campaign; for example, I included “feminist groups” as a second 

key term to access articles specifically relating to the activism of feminist groups during 

the process of Mondale’s vice presidential search. I found that simply using the names of 

both candidates produced all of the articles relevant to my research, and used these other 

search terms exclusively in this refining process.  

I further condensed my results using ProQuest’s date filter to concentrate on the 

years 1983-1984. When researching articles about Mondale, I divided my searches to 

strictly 1983, the beginning of 1984 up until his selection of Ferraro, and post selection. 

These divisions allowed me to identify shifts not only after Ferraro’s selection, but also 

throughout the course of Mondale’s presidential campaign leading up to the selection. I 

additionally researched articles pertaining to Ferraro leading up to the selection to 



 16 

identify how she was depicted in the media before her vice presidential candidacy. 

Although I included the year 1983 in my initial search, it yielded so few results that in my 

analysis I used mostly articles from 1984. However, I did use the date range filter to 

distinguish between the periods of time before and after her selection and before and after 

the controversy about her husband’s tax returns to discern shifts in perceptions of Ferraro.  

Analyzing these articles, I focused on the language used to describe both 

candidates. Following my research plan, I sought to identify connotations of masculinity 

and femininity in this descriptive language. In articles pertaining to Mondale, I looked 

specifically for vocabulary related to strength, vigor, power, and other masculinized 

terms typically associated with leadership. In articles about Ferraro, I also identified 

leadership vocabulary and analyzed the gendered connotations of these terms, as well as 

similarities and differences with language employed in the Mondale articles. I paid 

particular attention to characterizations of each candidate—references to their “nature,” 

“character,” and “manner.” This helped me focus on perceptions of each candidate’s 

inherent nature, perceptions by both the journalists and others referenced in the articles. 

My research was limited to newspaper articles, which are always from the perspective of 

journalists, so quotations and other references to outside opinions were particularly useful 

in expanding my understanding of overall impressions of these candidates. Some articles 

referenced the general public, such as those covering rallies or other political events, and 

many others contained quotations from other political figures and advisors. I recorded 

key quotations and different terms associated with Mondale and Ferraro—along with my 

own notes on the articles—in separate documents divided by the candidate and the time 
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frame, which also allowed me to identify commonalities between the articles and across 

time.  

In the process of synthesizing my research, I experienced a point of inflection that 

shifted my project in a different direction. In collectively assessing the data I had 

gathered from post-selection articles about Mondale, I found that while most 

acknowledged that Ferraro helped the ticket, they also agreed that Mondale had too many 

other weaknesses to be victorious that November. Following this discovery, I decided to 

shift away from my original research question and refocus my analysis. Rather than 

concentrating on changes in perceptions of Mondale following Ferraro’s selection, I 

began to assess the various factors that enabled Ferraro’s nomination. Her candidacy was 

historic—the first woman ever to be on a major party ticket—and therefore unique 

factors surrounding this time period and candidate allowed this novelty to occur. I 

accordingly re-centered my analysis of the articles pertaining to Ferraro and sought to 

identify the unique traits that she possessed that made her a viable candidate for the vice 

presidency in 1984. This involved returning to the articles that I had selected in my 

research to extract other language, characterizations, and quotes that I had missed before. 

In this process, I also paid special attention to articles that referenced Mondale’s rationale 

for picking Ferraro, as well as other political advisors’ opinions on what distinguished 

Ferraro from the other candidates. I also identified the unique social context of this race, 

and the unprecedented call from feminist groups and women politicians for a woman on 

the ticket, as crucial factors in enabling her candidacy. This prompted further research on 

the ProQuest Historical Newspaper database about the origin of these political demands; I 

looked to the years 1982-1984 and used the search terms “feminist groups,” “women’s 
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groups,” “feminism,” as well as the names of specific political women’s organizations, 

like the National Organization for Women and the National Women’s Political Caucus to 

structure my research. This research to identify the unique factors surrounding Ferraro’s 

candidacy led me to my current central claim.  

 

IV. Overview of Chapters 

This thesis is a traditional written thesis that includes an introduction, three 

chapters, a conclusion, and full bibliography. The first chapter focuses on Ferraro’s close 

ties and mentorship relationships with her male Congressional colleagues. The main 

objective of this chapter is to demonstrate why these relationships were crucial to her 

appeal as a vice presidential candidate—both ipso facto and as they aided her 

appointment to important political positions that proved her political competency, which 

is discussed fully in the next chapter. I begin the chapter by discussing how previous 

women politicians paved the way for Ferraro professionally. I then detail her working 

relationships with her male colleagues, including quotes from these colleagues describing 

her as one of their own, which illustrate her insider status. Following this is discussion of 

how these relationships facilitated her political appointments within Congress and to the 

Chairmanship of the Platform Committee for the Democratic National Convention. The 

chapter also focuses on her relationship with Tip O’Neill, who was Speaker of the House, 

and argues that his support was crucial to Ferraro’s viability. Overall, this chapter 

contributes to my thesis because these Congressional colleagues were key actors in the 

Washington establishment that provided crucial support in Mondale’s selection of Ferraro 

for vice presidential candidate.  
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The second chapter delves into Ferraro’s past political positions within Congress 

and as Chairwoman of the Platform Committee for the Democratic National Convention. 

The main objective of this chapter is to illustrate the importance of this political 

experience to Ferraro’s viability as a candidate, especially because the positions she 

occupied were at the national level, which distinguished her from other potential vice 

presidential nominees. I focus on language in select historical articles to demonstrate how 

the reporters perceived Ferraro as a competent and capable leader in these positions. I 

also include praise she received from not just journalists, but other political figures, 

advisors, and Washington insiders who are quoted and referenced in articles about 

Ferraro. This evidence serves to show the importance of these positions in heightening 

her credibility and making her a more acceptable candidate to other members of the 

Democratic Washington establishment.   

The third chapter focuses on the significance of Ferraro’s ethnic working-class 

background and subsequent appeal to blue-collar voters, as well as her personal 

confidence, honesty, and candor. This chapter first details Ferraro’s family background 

and the immigration of her father and grandparents. It also establishes important 

historical context of the 1980 election, in which Reagan won the majority of the working-

class vote, which meant the Democratic Party was keen to present a ticket that would 

regain this demographic in 1984. This goal made Ferraro’s working-class appeal 

especially relevant to her appeal as a candidate, because Democratic Washington insiders 

were looking for a candidate with blue-collar roots. As evidence, I present articles that 

reference her working-class background and ability to entice voters from similar 

backgrounds, as well as articles that discuss the Democratic Party’s need to draw those 
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voters. This portion of the chapter contributes to my overall claim that a main reason that 

Ferraro was able to garner the support of the Democratic Washington establishment was 

her ability to attract blue-collar voters that the party was intent on winning back in 1984. 

I then discuss how her personal qualities made her well-suited for leadership positions 

and more appealing to voters. Ferraro was not afraid to speak openly about her opinions 

and her strong belief in her own abilities—more stereotypically male characteristics. 

These attributes are illustrated through select portions of newspaper articles, with a focus 

on articles that contain direct quotes from Ferraro. This chapter uses this evidence to 

discuss how these traits gave Ferraro versatile appeal and elicited trust amongst voters. 

This ability in turn made her more agreeable to members of the Washington 

establishment, which connects the discussion of her personal qualities to my overall 

claim. 

The conclusion ties the reasons together as well as discusses how Geraldine 

Ferraro has been remembered. It begins by briefly detailing the events of the Mondale-

Ferraro campaign after her nomination to the ticket, and demonstrates how she performed 

well in her role despite setbacks from heightened media scrutiny. It then provides 

analysis of her legacy—or lack thereof—and presents hypotheses as to why her 

candidacy was unable to pave the way for significantly more women candidates to higher 

political positions. It discusses other factors that affected the outcome of the 1984 

presidential election, including the defeatism and internal quarreling amongst members of 

the Democratic Party, her running mate Walter Mondale, and incumbent president 

Ronald Reagan. Ultimately it seeks to emphasize the significance of her candidacy and 

the impact that she had on women in politics and the country as a whole.  
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CHAPTER I: One of the Boys 

“There are three men in my life…My husband, my son, and Tip O’Neill.”36 

— Geraldine Ferraro 

Immediately upon arriving in Congress in 1979, Ferraro sought out the advice of 

the Speaker of the House Tip O’Neill on how she could best serve her constituents. She 

marveled that despite his busy schedule he was “always finding time for a new 

congresswoman from Queens.”37 The feeling was mutual—O’Neill “just loved Gerry,” as 

Ferraro was called, and he was keen to advance her career.38 In 1984, as Mondale became 

the clear frontrunner for the Democratic presidential nomination and began his vice 

presidential search, his old friend O’Neill told him of Ferraro, “she’s the star here…and if 

you’re looking for a vice president, I’d recommend her.”39 

 

I. Introduction 

 The pioneering work of previous female members of Congress and other public 

offices laid the groundwork for Ferraro’s candidacy.40 For Ferraro in particular, her male 

mentors in Congress and supporters amongst government officials, loyalty to the interests 

of the Democratic Party as a whole, and political pragmatism all contributed to making 

her the first woman vice presidential candidate. In this way, especially through her close 
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relationships with male colleagues, Ferraro took a more traditional path to power than her 

female predecessors; she conformed to the male-centered model of professional 

advancement by working from the inside.41 This insider status, as well as other benefits 

that came from her popularity within the party, were significant factors in the viability of 

her candidacy.  

A main reason why Ferraro’s vice presidential candidacy was able to garner the 

support of the Democratic Washington establishment was because Ferraro had formed 

these close ties and unique mentorship relationships with male Congressional colleagues 

who were essential members of this establishment. They appreciated her dedication to the 

success of the Democratic Party; she would frequently prioritize the party’s interests 

above special interests groups, even women’s rights causes.42 She did so not because she 

thought the special interests less important, but because she believed that the success of 

the Democrats would create a better climate for all of these interests groups—she was 

able to step back to see the big picture, and not get caught up in the details. At the same 

time, she was never hesitant to roll up her sleeves and get into the details of policy and 

legislation.43 Members of the establishment admired her for this style and the pragmatism 

of her political tactics—she was adept at building consensus and collaborating with 

colleagues to achieve feasible political solutions. She also established special mentorship 

relationships with other members of Congress, most notably O’Neill, who considered her 

to be “one of us.”44 All of these factors contributed to building support for her vice 
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presidential candidacy, even though she did not actively seek it. In keeping with her 

loyalty to the party as a whole, Ferraro was hesitant to pursue the role because she was 

more concerned with Democratic victory in the election than her own role in the 

campaign. Nonetheless, many influential members of the establishment were vocal about 

their support for her candidacy, and embraced Ferraro when Mondale selected her for the 

role.   

 

II. Female Predecessors  

 In her memoir, Geraldine Ferraro acknowledges that the Congress she was a part 

of was still very much stuck in its traditional, male-dominated ways. When she first 

entered Congress in 1979, only 17 of its 435 members (or 4%) were women—11 

Democrats and six Republicans.45 She credits older female Congresswomen with 

breaking down many barriers and making it easier for her to do her job. Without women 

like Bella Abzug and Shirley Chisholm, she writes, “my female colleagues and I would 

still be fighting to get in instead of concentrating on the work at hand.”46 Women like 

Abzug and Chisholm had made other male Congress members more familiar with and, 

for some, more willing to accept women in the institution. They dismantled many 

obstacles to women in Congress, clearing the path for Ferraro and others who came later. 

Even with changes as seemingly insignificant as women being able to use the 
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Congressional swimming pool—which Abzug insisted on—these women began revising 

the rules of the game in the male-dominated institution.47 

 In their pioneering efforts, these women politicians had to set themselves apart 

from the political establishment because their male colleagues did not fully accept them. 

However, in their work from the outside, these previous women made Congress more 

amenable to women members, which greatly improved Ferraro’s chances of integration 

into the almost all-male institution. In a March 1984 Chicago Tribune article, Ferraro is 

described as being “spared the ostracism that other activists, Bella Abzug and Shirley 

Chisholm among them, have suffered.”48 Ferraro was able to adopt a different style of 

work that distinguished her from female predecessors; rather than working independently 

and fighting from the outside, Ferraro prioritized collaboration and consensus. She could 

be seen as a member of Congress first, rather than a woman. While her gender was still 

obvious, it was not as salient as it had been for those before her; they had tackled the 

brunt of the gender barrier and made it more acceptable for women to be in Congress.  

 

III. Male Mentors and Insider Status 

Ferraro was unique among her women colleagues in achieving insider status in 

Congress—frequently being referred to as “just one of the guys” on Capitol Hill.49 As 

one Washington Post journalist writes “unlike many of her female colleagues, Ferraro has 
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also developed close and comfortable ties with the men who run things in Congress.”50 

Not only did she have good relationships with men in positions of authority—which was 

especially important for committee assignments—but she was also popular among the 

general House body, even including some Republicans. A Los Angeles Times article goes 

even further to describe her as an “‘insider’s insider’ because she is able to be agreeable 

to the men of the party.”51 Unlike some Congresswomen before her, Ferraro did not take 

many radical stances—as she did come from a more conservative district—and she 

clearly understood the importance of party cohesion. Even in her personal life, Ferraro 

was more traditional; she used to be a stay-at-home mom and even after her election still 

conformed to a more gendered labor division in the domestic sphere—doing all of the 

cooking in her household and oftentimes calling in groceries on her way back from 

Washington to Queens.52 One Washington Post writer describes the dichotomy: “[t]here 

are two sides of Ferraro…‘one of the guys’ as they call her on the House floor—and 

Ferraro the feminist, wife and mother.”53 These traits all allowed Ferraro to be accepted 

and embraced by many Congressional colleagues, making her an “insider” of the party 

establishment.  

Her most prominent political mentor was O’Neill, who a very powerful figure on 

Capitol Hill. In 1984 with a Republican president and Republican-majority Senate, 
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O’Neill was the highest-ranking Democratic politician, and his mentorship was therefore 

a very valuable asset. He gave counsel to Ferraro from her arrival on the Hill, and they 

formed an impressive bond. In a Wall Street Journal article, O’Neill is quoted as saying 

about Ferraro: “She’s been a regular since the day she arrived.”54 Throughout the rest of 

her Congressional career, O’Neill was her chief sponsor who was always willing to 

advocate for his good friend and colleague.55  

O’Neill was quick to jump on board with the idea of Ferraro for vice presidential 

candidate—endorsing her as early as the beginning of May, more than two months before 

the Democratic National Convention. As Mondale writes in his autobiography, “Tip 

O’Neill, who knew all the young members, said Ferraro would be the best choice.”56 

O’Neill also expressed this opinion publicly—in a New York Times article, the reporter 

writes that after being asked if he had a candidate for vice president, O’Neill responded 

immediately, “Her name is Geraldine Ferraro, she’s from New York, she’s a Catholic and 

she’s very smart.”57 Not only did he encourage Mondale to pick Ferraro, but he also 

discouraged Mondale from the other candidates, none of whom had any experience in 

national government, except for Mondale’s rival for the presidential nomination, Gary 

Hart. The support from the Speaker of the House—as well as her experience on Capitol 
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Hill—clearly distinguished Ferraro from other potential candidates, especially the other 

top female choice, Mayor Dianne Feinstein of San Francisco. Tip O’Neill’s endorsement 

was evidently influential in Walter Mondale’s decision to select Ferraro as his vice 

presidential candidate. In a Chicago Tribune article, one Mondale aide is quoted as 

describing the vice presidential selection process as “pre-Tip and post-Tip”—indicating 

that the Speaker’s opinion effectively determined the selection.58 

 In addition to Tip O’Neill, many other prominent Democrats supported Ferraro 

for the vice presidential nomination. In the days leading up to the Democratic 

Convention, many leaders within the party came out to endorse their colleague for the 

number two position, giving “rave reviews” of her work in Congress.59 Governor Mario 

Cuomo of New York, her home state, “had been one of her staunchest advocates” 

throughout Mondale’s selection process.60 Senator Edward M. Kennedy, one of the most 

influential figures in the Democratic Party at the time, called her “an outstanding choice” 

and “one of the ablest political leaders in America.”61 This support from prominent party 

leaders contributed to Mondale’s decision; one New York Times article cites “the 

pressures exerted by Mr. O’Neill, Mr. Cuomo and others” as being significant in swaying 

Mondale towards Ferraro.62 After Mondale made his choice and selected Ferraro, even 
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other figures who had themselves been in the running for the presidential nomination, 

such as Jesse Jackson, had a positive reaction to her candidacy, calling it a “rather 

courageous and exciting move.”63 Pat Schroeder, a Congressional colleague who had 

supported Gary Hart’s presidential run, expressed similar optimism about the new energy 

that Ferraro would bring to the campaign.64 While Mondale was ultimately the man 

responsible for the vice presidential selection, he did not get much pushback from his 

party—among the Democrats, there were very few critics. For the most part, the 

Democratic establishment, especially her Congressional colleagues, embraced Ferraro’s 

vice presidential candidacy.  

 

IV. Party Loyalty 

Although Ferraro had strong ideologies and local interests that guided her positions 

and work in Congress, she was quick to fall in step with the interests of the national 

Democratic Party. Ferraro believed that a united Democratic Party would ultimately work 

for the better interest of all, especially in challenging Reagan in his re-election year.65 In 

the Democratic presidential race leading up to the 1984 convention, Ferraro was firm 

about prioritizing the strength of the Democratic ticket over all else—even the demands 

of women’s rights groups. In April 1983, a women’s rights group called the Women’s 

Presidential Project sent a questionnaire to each of the Democratic presidential 

candidates, inquiring about their position on various women’s issues.66 Many women’s 
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activists had signed onto the questionnaire, including Ferraro’s Congressional colleagues 

Barbara Mikulski, Barbara Boxer, and Pat Schroeder. The questionnaire’s wording, 

however, was provocative—implying that women’s support would be contingent upon 

the answers to these questions, and that votes might be withheld if the candidates did not 

comply. “Whether women turn out, turn off, or turn elsewhere in the political spectrum 

depends on the choices and programs offered us…Otherwise, women may stay home on 

Election Day or be very selective in deciding where to direct out political energies.”67 As 

Ferraro writes in her memoir, although she obviously wanted the candidate to be 

supportive of women’s issues, she disagreed with the tactic of threatening to withhold 

votes. She declares, “I would have campaigned for any Democratic who would run 

against Ronald Reagan,” and wanted to be clear about her solidarity.68 Instead, Ferraro 

wrote a letter to the candidates urging them to address women’s issues and arguing that 

this would help them win in 1984.69 This story is illustrative of Ferraro’s tactics—while 

still strong on her issues, she disliked confrontational politics and preferred united 

strategies. Her priority, as she makes clear, is the success of the Democratic Party as a 

whole, which endeared her to her male colleagues and elicited trust among party leaders. 

As one journalist explained, “Ferraro has shown an effusive loyalty that is irresistible to 

male politicians.”70 

                                                                                                                                                                     
 

67 Quoted in Ferraro and Francke, Ferraro, My Story, 63. 

 
68 Ferraro and Francke, Ferraro, My Story, 63. 

 
69 Ibid. 
 
70 Gail Sheehy, "Ferraro: Always a Contender," Chicago Tribune (1963-Current File),Jul 15, 

1984, 

http://proxy.library.georgetown.edu/login?url=https://search.proquest.com/docview/176129841?accountid=

11091. 



 30 

Much of her initial hesitancy to embrace the idea of being a vice presidential nominee 

was due to her doubt about the benefit of having a woman on the Democratic ticket. In a 

speech in June of 1984, right before the convention, Ferraro stated, “I don’t know 

whether a woman would help the ticket.…Quite frankly, whether I would do it would 

[depend on] whether it was the strongest ticket.”71 Unlike many women at that time, 

Ferraro was reticent to push fully for a woman vice presidential nominee—even herself—

because she believed having the strongest ticket possible to defeat Reagan in November 

was the most important consideration. This loyalty to the Democratic Party was 

instrumental in her popularity among her colleagues and the party establishment.  

 

V. Political Pragmatism 

 Ferraro was much more of a pragmatist than an idealist, which distinguished her 

from other women’s rights activists and was also an essential component of her appeal to 

many party members. While still a vocal supporter of women’s issues, she was realistic, 

which was demonstrated in the instance of her placing the interests of the party over 

those of women because she believed that that would ultimately be more beneficial for 

everyone. This realism made her colleagues more willing to accept her—as one Chicago 

Tribune article reports, “Ferraro is not dismissed by her House colleagues as a ‘bleeding 

heart.’”72 Especially due to her more centrist ideology—necessary as the representative 

from the “Archie Bunker” district—Ferraro was able to be more agreeable to many 
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members, including those across the aisle.73 One of her colleagues, the Massachusetts 

Democrat Barney Frank describes, “When Ferraro talks, people listen, they know she’s 

not soft. She has actually put people in jail.”74 As he details, Ferraro’s prior career as an 

Assistant District Attorney aided her credibility in the House. She was seen as a strong, 

resolute figure and gained respect from her colleagues. This pragmatism and personal 

fortitude aided her rise in Congress, and amongst the party at large. Before she had even 

been fully examined for the vice presidential candidacy, she was already considered a 

“political insider who has risen in the Democratic hierarchy as a bridge between 

Congress and the party apparatus.”75 

Ferraro’s political style was centered on achieving consensus and working closely 

with others to gain broad support. Ferraro displayed her impressive political savvy in her 

position on the Hunt Commission in 1981, which was set up to revise the Democratic 

National Convention rules. The 1980 DNC was chaotic, with interests and opinions 

widely divided on the convention floor.76 Much of this discord stemmed from the large 

numbers of grassroots organizers who had replaced elected officials as delegates, as these 

activists tended to be more concerned with their own interests as opposed to the unity of 

the Party. The Democrats set up the Hunt Commission to prevent this division, and 

Ferraro was the one to suggest and advocate for a compromise that was eventually 
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adopted by the Commission.77 The compromise called for the creation of a new category 

of convention delegates called “super-delegates” who were elected officials.78 This meant 

that in 1984, there would be an added number of delegates who came directly from the 

party establishment, from Congress and other elected offices. The idea was that the 

inclusion of these experienced politicians would balance out grassroots delegates, as the 

elected officials would be accustomed to and adept at forming compromises and 

fomenting party cohesion. 79 For Mondale and his candidacy, these new rules meant that 

support from Democratic Party members would be especially relevant in 1984, because 

many of them would now be delegates at the Convention. Choosing a vice presidential 

candidate who was not only agreeable to, but in fact a member herself of this very 

establishment, would therefore be very beneficial in his bid for the presidential 

nomination.  

 

VI. Conclusion 

 All of these factors ultimately contributed to enabling Geraldine Ferraro’s vice 

presidential candidacy. Elected women officials had been chipping away at barriers 

within Congress since the beginning of the 20th century and had significantly changed the 

political environment on Capitol Hill by the time Ferraro entered office. During her time 

in Congress, Ferraro had built sincere, important relationships with male Congressional 

colleagues and Democratic politicians in other elected offices. They trusted her because 

of her proven loyalty to the interests of the party and her political savvy, especially in her 
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execution of important roles within the party, as will be discussed in the next chapter. 

Although she did not start out as a member of the establishment, by the time the 1984 

presidential race had started, Ferraro was a party insider. This insider status and 

subsequent support from the Democratic Party establishment allowed Mondale to make 

his historic choice and select Ferraro as his running mate.  
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CHAPTER II: (Democratic) Party Girl 

“If they’re looking for a woman for the platform committee and they are…they’ve got to 

have someone who can handle it and who wants it. If they’re looking for someone who 

can handle it well, they’re looking for me.”80 

— Geraldine Ferraro 

Heading the Democratic Platform Committee for the 1984 election year was to be 

no small task. As one Los Angeles Times journalist explained, the Democrats’ defeat in 

1980 had unfortunately not resulted in more openness to compromise among different 

factions of the party.81 Different interest groups remained staunch about their respective 

demands for endorsing a Democratic presidential nominee.82 However, constructing the 

party platform, which would necessitate coordinating and reaching consensus amongst 

these uncooperative factions, was just the job that Ferraro wanted. The position appealed 

to her because she would be able to thoroughly engage with all the issues and influence 

the direction of the party; she also felt confident that she could do the job well.83 

 

 

I. Introduction 

 In keeping with her more traditional, male-centered path to power, Ferraro’s 

mentor relationships aided her in achieving leadership roles within Congress prior to her 

candidacy. In addition to her committee assignments, Ferraro served as the secretary of 
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the House Democratic Caucus, was appointed to a position on the House Budget 

Committee, and selected as Chairwoman of the Platform Committee for the 1984 

Democratic National Convention. These positions, especially her final one as 

Chairwoman of the Platform Committee, were essential in establishing her political 

competence and ability.  

Ferraro was able to garner the support of the Democratic Washington 

establishment because she performed well in these committee assignments and leadership 

roles within Congress and the Democratic Party, which solidified her credibility among 

the members of this establishment. These positions gave her the platforms on which she 

could prove her political savvy and ability to serve in leadership roles. Importantly, for 

her final position as Chairwoman of the Platform Committee, this credibility came on a 

national scale. The position, which entails gathering input, building consensus, and 

drafting the national platform of the party, necessitated that Ferraro travel across the 

country to hear from and work with various groups. In this way, not only did the position 

heighten her political credibility, but it also increased her visibility on the national scale. 

This was particularly important in 1984, when none of the other candidates for vice 

president had significant public name recognition. This national exposure allowed 

members of the Democratic establishment to more readily embrace her candidacy, and 

contributed to Mondale’s ultimate selection of Ferraro as his running mate.    

 Ferraro played by the rules and succeeded in moving steadily up the ladders of 

power within Congress and the Democratic Party. She also accomplished this ascension 

in a short period of time—just five years after entering Congress, she was appointed to 

the prominent position of Chairwoman of the Platform Committee. She was able to rise 
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quickly because she proved her competence in every position she held, starting with her 

initial Congressional assignments to the Post Office and Civil Service Committee and the 

Public Works and Transportation Committee. Ferraro was a workhorse, not a show 

horse—she was always willing to drill into the nitty, gritty details of policy. As Robert 

Faulkner explains, the distinction is as follows: “the show horse shines at press 

conferences and in the media; the workhorse does his duties, even as he appreciates a 

good reputation among his knowing peers.”84 In this case, the workhorse was a she, but 

otherwise it is an accurate portrayal of Ferraro. She earned her stripes, and was rewarded 

with a steady and quick ascension to positions with more public exposure and 

recognition.   

 

II. Congressional Committee Assignments 

 Upon entering Congress, Ferraro was most focused on performing her new job to 

the best of her abilities and enacting tangible changes for her constituents. Although not 

glamorous assignments, she requested seats on the Post Office and Civil Service 

Committee and the Public Works and Transportation Committee because they dealt with 

issues most relevant to her district.85 The first committee she requested because 

constituents in Glendale and Ridgewood had been pushing for their official zip code to be 

changed from a Brooklyn to a Queens number for years. They had practical concerns—

the Brooklyn number made their auto and fire insurance rates higher—as well as reasons 
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of pride, because Brooklyn was not considered to be as respectable of a residential area.86 

Within her first year, Ferraro was able to win this change, which both earned her the 

loyalty of those constituents in her first re-election and proved her ability to bring 

results.87  

 Ferraro had similar success on the Public Works and Transportation Committee, 

which she volunteered for because of the need to increase funding for infrastructure in 

her district. During her tenure, she fought for federal funds to repair city streets and 

subways, the bridges and tunnels, as well as to clean up the rivers in New York City.88 

Ultimately, she succeeded in winning $25 million in federal funds for improvements in 

New York's Third World Tunnel and $20 million to remove toxins from the Hudson 

River, among other victories.89 These accomplishments again proved her ability to 

achieve political change and endeared her to constituents.  

 Thanks to her mentorship relationships with male Congressional colleagues such 

as Tip O’Neill, Ferraro was appointed to other Congressional committees that allowed 

her to further prove her political savvy. In 1981, during her second term in Congress, she 

was elected to be secretary to the House Democratic Caucus. Ferraro’s close relationships 

with the senior Democratic members of Congress aided her in obtaining this position; as 

one Los Angeles Times article frames it, it was these men who “installed her as secretary 
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to the House Democratic caucus.”90 Ferraro had proven capable in her previous 

committee assignment, but her congenial working relationships with senior members of 

Congress undoubtedly helped. Although not particularly powerful in itself, the secretary 

position was an important stepping-stone to other more influential committee 

assignments.  

 In 1983, Ferraro was named to the powerful House Budget Committee, which 

gave her more influence in Congress than she had retained as secretary.91 As Speaker of 

the House, Ferraro’s mentor O’Neill was in charge of these assignments, and her 

relationship with him again helped her gain this appointment. Confident in her abilities, 

especially based on her past performance in Congress, O’Neill gave her this position over 

other more senior members of Congress.92 It was on this committee that Ferraro was able 

to learn more about the political maneuverings of Congress and move along the pension-

equity bill that she had introduced in 1981. This bill, which aimed to make it easier for 

women and younger workers to earn retirement benefits under private pension plans, was 

one of the most significant pieces of legislation that Ferraro would shepherd through 

Congress.93 Although it would not officially be signed into law until after her nomination, 

Ferraro’s included it in the bipartisan Economic Equity Act that she co-sponsored and 
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introduced in March 1983, which proved her heightened political savvy.94 As she 

describes in her memoir, while she and the other members who sponsored the bill were 

aware that the package would not pass in its entirety, they knew that “its many parts 

would attract publicity and make it easier to pass at least some of them.”95 Their 

calculation proved to be correct, and her strategy proved her skilled ability to navigate the 

political world. Her performance on the Budget Committee also provided another 

example of her “moving into the leadership”96 of Congress, as the committee was one of 

the most prestigious assignments.97 Even before the 1984 presidential race got fully 

underway, Ferraro was becoming a Washington insider—a role that would help her win 

the support the establishment.  

 

III. Chairwoman of the Platform Committee 

 Ferraro’s personal political-advocacy group, “Team A”—that had formed without 

her knowledge or encouragement—developed a complex and comprehensive strategy to 

fight for her vice presidential nomination. The group initially consisted of five women—

Joan McLean, a staffer of the House Committee on Banking, Joanne Howes, the 

executive director of the bipartisan Women’s Vote Project, Nanette Falkenberg, the 

executive director of the National Abortion Rights Action League, Millie Jeffrey, a labor 

activist, and Ferraro’s own senior staff member, Eleanor Lewis.98 This group of women 
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had come together with the original goal of promoting a woman vice presidential 

candidate, not necessarily Ferraro, but had quickly determined that Ferraro was the most 

viable woman candidate.99 After arriving at this conclusion, “Team A” transformed into 

Ferraro’s personal political advocacy team and began a two-pronged approach to promote 

her candidacy.  

 In November 1983, “Team A” invited Ferraro to dinner and placed three notes 

inside Chinese fortunes cookies which they gave to her at the end of the meal. The first 

read, “You will win big in ’84,” the second, “You will meet a man in San Francisco and 

travel with him” (San Francisco being the site of the 1984 DNC), and the third, “You will 

move into a big gray house on a hill” (the Naval Observatory, the residence of the Vice 

President).100 Following these prophecies, they explained their plan to an astonished 

Ferraro. In addition to fomenting excitement and support for her as the first woman vice 

presidential candidate, they also wanted to build her political credibility.101 As one of 

Ferraro’s greatest weaknesses leading up to 1984 was her lack of national recognition, the 

women on her team decided that it would be crucial for Ferraro to play an important role 

in the Democratic National Convention.102 Not only would this give her more national 

public exposure, but it would also solidify support from within the Democratic Party for 

her nomination.103 The role that would provide the most exposure and give Ferraro the 

most relevant experience was that of Platform Chair, although it was also the riskiest. The 
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Democratic Party of 1984 was highly divided on many issues, which meant that creating 

one unified platform would be a significant challenge. However, it would also mean that 

Ferraro would be immersed in the issues, learn them thoroughly, and herself be the final 

author of the Democratic Party’s positions. In addition, in the months leading up to the 

convention, Ferraro would be in the spotlight as she traveled around the country crafting 

the platform.104 In January 1984, Ferraro was selected by the Democratic Party Chairman 

Charles Manatt to be the first-ever Chairwoman of the Platform Committee, a role that 

she would work at tirelessly for the next six months.105 

 As Chairwoman, Ferraro was able to reconcile the demands of various intra-party 

interest groups and synthesize them into one coherent platform, which demonstrated her 

skill at compromising and cooperation. One New York Times reporter writes how she 

“choreograph[ed]” demands of different party interests, implying her ability to 

incorporate the issues of interests groups while still building a platform that appealed to 

the larger Democratic coalition.106 As one Wall Street Journal writer put it more bluntly, 

Ferraro “managed to placate liberal dissidents without giving in much.”107 Ferraro was 

successful in making factions of the coalition feel as though their ideas and issues were 

being thoroughly addressed in the platform, which was necessary to build unified support 

behind the Democratic candidate at the convention in July.  

A prime example of this ability took place in Los Angeles, where controversy was 

brewing around the upcoming public Platform hearing. Hispanic groups wanted the 
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Platform to include specific opposition to a bill that would penalize employers for hiring 

illegal aliens. However, Ferraro and her team had already decided that they would keep 

the Platform thematic in its content and reference as few specific pieces of legislation as 

possible in order to broaden its appeal to candidates and voters. Instead of including a 

specific reference to the bill, Ferraro inserted a strong statement opposing employer 

sanctions into the Platform and met with local Hispanic leaders, who were placated by 

her actions and sympathy.108  

Although she was open to incorporation of diverse input, Ferraro still held her 

ground in the creation of the platform. Another New York Times article describes Ferraro 

as having managed the chairmanship position “with firmness and clarity of vision.”109 

Ferraro’s main priority was building the strongest platform to defeat Ronald Reagan that 

November, and as inclusive as she was, she also was clear about the necessity of creating 

a platform with versatile appeal. The successful execution of her role as Chairwoman 

proved her political deftness and solidified her credibility among members of the 

Democratic Party. 

Complicating Ferraro’s task was the fact that during the creation of the platform 

leading up to the DNC, there were still several Democratic presidential candidates in the 

running. Ferraro therefore had to construct a platform which Mondale, the presumptive 

nominee, could run on, without alienating backers of Gary Hart and Jesse Jackson, the 

other Democratic presidential candidates.110 Ferraro was able to accomplish this through 
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actively seeking input from the different campaigns; she always made sure that members 

of her team spoke to representatives for all the presidential candidates.111 In a Chicago 

Tribune article, the journalists write that Ferraro “earned acclaim in running the Platform 

Committee and reaching compromises to prevent serious disputes on the platform 

between Mondale and his rivals.”112 The representatives of each campaign affirmed this 

sentiment themselves, as they told reporters, “they felt their camps had played a major 

role in writing the document.”113 

 Ferraro finished the task of creating a platform earlier than expected, which 

proved her ability to efficiently and quickly complete her assigned tasks. As one 

Washington Post article describes, Ferraro herself stepped in to chair the drafting 

committee when they were not completing their work speedily enough. The weekend 

before the platform was due, Ferraro provided incentive to the drafting committee 

members to finish their work by Saturday by informing them that a Sunday session, if 

needed, would commence at 8:30 am. With her characteristic humor, she explained, “It’s 

the same thing I use at home.…I tell my kids, either you do those dishes now or you’re 

getting up early and doing them before Mass.”114 This incentive worked, and the 

Committee completed the platform in time for its members to head home that Sunday. 

                                                                                                                                                                     
http://proxy.library.georgetown.edu/login?url=https://search.proquest.com/docview/138257920?accountid=

11091. 

 
111 Ferraro and Francke, Ferraro, My Story, 80. 

 
112 Neal and Locin, "A Whole New Step.”  

 
113 Reid, "Ferraro is Chief Winner.”  

 
114 Ibid. 

 



 44 

Other political figures effusively praised her work on the platform, which 

affirmed her increased political credibility. As Congressman and Platform Committee 

member Timothy Wirth from Colorado described, “She ran things like a champion; she 

kept everybody happy, and she produced a document that united everybody.”115 This 

view was widely shared among all members of the committee, who gave positive reviews 

of Ferraro in her role as Chairwoman. Ferraro “won praise and support from all sides for 

her polished performance as chairman of the platform-writing committee.”116 Winning 

the friendships of the delegates on the platform committee was particularly relevant 

because all of these delegates would also be delegates at the DNC the following 

month.117 The Chairmanship was an instrumental role in Ferraro’s career as it gave her 

thorough knowledge of the issues at hand in 1984, broadened her national exposure, and 

cemented her credibility as a political leader.  

 

IV. Conclusion 

 Ferraro’s committee assignments and leadership positions allowed her to prove 

her worth in the years leading up to the 1984 presidential election. Even in her decidedly 

unglamorous first committee assignments, Ferraro established her credibility in fighting 

for and achieving significant budget and policy changes. This work, as well as her close 

relationships with senior members of Congress such as Tip O’Neill, allowed her to 

quickly ascend to more influential committees. On the House Budget Committee, Ferraro 

gained even more clout among members of the Democratic Washington establishment, 
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and her legislative accomplishments became more visible. Her credibility amongst the 

party would be fully cemented while working in one of the most important convention 

roles, as Chairwoman of the Platform Committee. She truly became an insider in this 

position, and her impressive ability to satisfy the demands of intra-party factions pleased 

the party regulars around her. One New York Times article also quotes her performance as 

chairwoman as one of the major factors that swayed Mondale in his decision.118 This also 

demonstrates how in order to succeed and rise professionally, women need to be given 

access to managerial positions in which they can prove their abilities. The position 

solidified Ferraro’s insider status, and the acclaim of the platform proved her ability to 

build consensus and win support as a political leader. This played a large role in her 

“popularity among the party’s hierarchy,” which, as the same article describes, was 

another highly important factor in her selection.119  
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CHAPTER III: Working-Class Heroine 

“If my father had lived, I never would have done the things that I did.”120 

— Geraldine Ferraro 

When Ferraro was eight years old, her father died suddenly from a heart attack. 

This event dramatically changed circumstances for her family; to support Ferraro and her 

siblings, her mother was forced to move the family from their comfortable home in 

Newburgh, New York to the South Bronx and resume embroidery work in a 

sweatshop.121 With financial help from Italian relatives, Ferraro was sent away to a 

Catholic boarding school, where she had only herself to rely on.122 Rather than following 

the path of other girls who had a private school education and marrying young—as 

Ferraro acknowledges she probably would have done if her father had lived—she says 

she had to change her life approach in order to “get the success at the end that I couldn’t 

get because my father wouldn’t be giving it to me.”123 From this early experience of loss 

and hardship, Ferraro learned not just how quickly what you have can be taken away, but 

also the values of hard work, resilience, and resourcefulness.124  

 

I. Introduction  
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 Ferraro’s personal background was an important part of her appeal as a politician 

and candidate. Raised by an Italian immigrant father and a first-generation Italian mother, 

Ferraro had an ethnic, working-class background. It was this blue-collar appeal, 

combined with her aforementioned political experience and insider status, which 

combined to make her a truly viable candidate.  

As Ferraro relates in her autobiography, the group of five women who ultimately 

became her personal political-advocacy team initially set about simply to determine 

which female politician would be the best vice presidential candidate. “Team A” decided 

on Ferraro after analyzing descriptive clauses for each potential candidate; for Ferraro, it 

was “Italian-American, three-term Congresswoman; married and mother of three; friend 

of labor, the elderly, and women; respected by House leadership; East Coast blue collar; 

conservative ethnic constituency.”125 As discussed in the previous two chapters, her 

connection with House leadership was very important, but as this clause illustrates, her 

ethnic, immigrant background was a highly important factor as well. This aspect of her 

identity allowed her to more easily relate and appeal to the blue-collar voters that the 

Democrats were seeking to win in the 1984 election.  

In addition, Ferraro had unique personal qualities that aided her political rise and 

made her a more appealing candidate. She was very straightforward, unapologetic, and 

confident. While she was skilled at compromise and cooperation, she also showed strong 

leadership and was not afraid to be decisive. Especially within the professional sphere, 

these traits are more traditionally “male” and not usually associated with women. In 

addition, these qualities have also always been historically important in perceptions of 

what makes a good leader. As the Pew Research Center reports, the public believes that 
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honesty, intelligence, and decisiveness are the top three characteristics for a successful 

leader.126 In this way, Ferraro’s personal qualities allowed her to be a legitimate 

candidate because she broke female stereotypes and embodied more traditionally male 

traits that are associated with strong leadership.  

Ferraro’s personal manner was very candid—she was always very honest about 

her opinions and political decisions. As a Democrat representing a conservative-leaning 

district, Ferraro frequently had to justify her voting record, and she was always open and 

honest with her constituents. In explaining her positions, Ferraro remained confident and 

self-assured. She was not easily cowed, but remained strong and stood up for positions 

she believed in. She never wavered on her pro-choice stance, even as a devoted Catholic 

from a conservative district. As exhibited in her leadership positions in Congress and the 

Democratic Party, she was also decisive, especially important given that women are 

typically perceived as being less capable of decisiveness.127 These more traditionally 

male qualities increased her appeal as a woman candidate—as one writer pointed out, 

“anytime that people are asked to vote for someone of something unexpected… they vote 

for a figure who departs from the norm by the most minimal degree.”128 All of these 

personal traits contributed to perceptions of Ferraro as a viable leader and candidate.  

An additional reason why Ferraro was able to garner the support of the 

Democratic Washington establishment was because her personal qualities and 

background increased the breadth of her appeal to voters. In the 1980 presidential 
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election, Reagan had won the majority of blue-collar voters over Democratic incumbent 

Jimmy Carter. As Mondale explains in his autobiography, “the Democratic constituency 

was shrinking and the departure of the Reagan Democrats was killing us.”129 For the 

1984 election, the Democratic Party officials knew that they would need to win back 

many of these voters in order to succeed. Ferraro’s working-class appeal therefore made 

her a particularly attractive candidate for that year. In addition, her personal qualities lent 

themselves to leadership; she was honest, competent, and decisive, which all are highly 

important traits to the public in trusting and voting for a candidate. The Democratic 

establishment understood that her personal demeanor would allow her to appeal to a 

broad array of voters—especially women—and allow her to thrive on the campaign trail, 

which made them more inclined to support her vice presidential candidacy.  

 

II. Ethnic Immigrant Background 

 Geraldine Ferraro’s maternal grandmother emigrated from the village of 

Terranova, Italy, to New York in 1890 when she was just fifteen years old. A year later, 

her grandmother married her grandfather—also an Italian immigrant—although it would 

be fourteen years before her mother, Antonetta, was born. Much to her disappointment 

and despite her protest, Antonetta was forced to drop out of school and begin working 

after completing the eighth grade. This deprivation would later make her adamant about 

her own children’s education, especially her daughter Geraldine. Antonetta had already 

reached the age of twenty-two—at that time a dangerously old age for a girl looking to 

marry—before she met Dominick Ferraro, who had immigrated to New York form 

Marcianise, Italy, in 1920. Antonetta and Dominick suffered several tragedies leading up 
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to the birth of their daughter Geraldine—one of their first-born twins died after just three 

days, Antonetta suffered a miscarriage, and their next son Gerald died in an automobile 

accident at just three years old. Distressed by the death of Gerald, Antonetta and 

Dominick grew very depressed, and doctors recommended they conceive another child to 

lift them out of their misery. The following year, Antonetta gave birth to a daughter, 

Geraldine, who was named after her late brother.130  

 Both parents doted on their daughter, and Geraldine grew up in a peaceful, 

protected environment until the sudden death of her father when she was eight years old. 

In order to support the family, Antonetta was forced to sell everything and resume work 

in the garment industry. However, she insisted that Geraldine and her brother continue 

her education, and sent Geraldine to a Catholic boarding school while she worked several 

jobs to pay her children’s tuition. Geraldine’s mother continued to support her education 

as she went on to Marymount Manhattan College, also a Catholic institution, and would 

frequently remind Geraldine that she should pursue her passions and interests. She never 

confined Geraldine’s prospects simply because she was a girl, and ignored pressure from 

her family to marry her off at a young age.131 As a result, Geraldine grew up with a better 

understanding of her full potential than most girls of her time. When a young Geraldine 

asked to dress up as Uncle Same one Halloween, her mother did not say she could not 

because she was not a boy—instead, she said, “‘Sure, you can be anything you want to 

be.’…and that’s what she taught me all her life.”132 
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 When Ferraro decided to return to school to get a law degree, she chose another 

Catholic institution, Fordham Law School. Her Catholic upbringing and education would 

continue to influence her life, although critics would challenge the inconsistency between 

her political views and her religion. Ferraro, however, never wavered on her beliefs—she 

remained strongly pro-choice even as she continued to attend church every weekend. 

Seeing the hardship that her mother and other immigrants endured to support their 

families also made Ferraro understand the challenges and appreciated the fortitude 

required of the working-class. It was out of respect for her mother that Ferraro chose to 

keep her name professionally after she got married.133 Ferraro would carry this working-

class understanding with her when she entered politics, which would also allow her to 

connect with other blue-collar voters.  

 

III. The Ethnic, Blue-Collar Vote 

Ferraro was a unique Democrat because she came from a predominantly 

conservative home district. She was able to appeal to these conservative voters by 

emphasizing her working-class background, a message that resonated with her blue-collar 

constituents. One New York Times explains: “Ferraro has bridged the ideological gap 

between her constituents and herself by hard work, a working-class background and… 

‘an ability to handle diverse viewpoints.’”134 She was extremely popular among these 

voters—in 1982, with Reagan as President, she won over 70 percent of the vote in her re-
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election. Ferraro’s success in this district proved her versatile appeal and ability to 

connect with the working-class.  

It was this working-class background that also had guided Ferraro to the 

Democratic Party. “Anyone who grew up in hard times knows that the Democrats were 

the ones who came through for working Americans,”135 she writes in her memoir. She 

believed that the Democratic Party was the one that worked to make society a more fair 

and just place for all of its citizens, not just those who came from means. Although as she 

says herself, “I don’t believe in getting something for nothing,”136 she did believe in 

supporting those who worked hard, like her mother and other immigrants. Whether on 

matters of taxation, social security, or student loans, Ferraro saw the Republican Party as 

benefitting wealthier Americans at the expense of those in need. She held strongly to her 

convictions, and believed thoroughly in the principles of the Democratic Party.  

 As Ferraro’s parents were immigrants, she herself was an example of the 

American Dream—the belief that individuals can lift themselves up based on hard work 

and personal fortitude. She would frequently speak of this idea as a way of connecting 

with and providing hope to voters, and her background gave these assertions authenticity. 

In her acceptance speech of Mondale’s request for her to join his ticket, Ferraro declared, 

“In America, anything is possible if you work for it…American history is about doors 

being opened.”137 One journalist reporting on this speech wrote that Ferraro “invoked her 
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Italian immigrant background,” which underscores how she was able to use this identity 

to connect with voters.138  

 Importantly, Ferraro did not just come from a working-class background, but 

specifically an Italian one. This was especially important because although Mondale had 

working-class appeal, he did not hold strong appeal to ethnic voters. While he did have 

immigrant roots, his heritage was more distant and from Norway, and he was therefore 

not considered to be of ethnic descent.139 On the other hand, Italian-Americans were a 

populous ethnic group and large voting base.140 One article predicted that as the vice 

presidential candidate, “Ferraro will strengthen the ethnic appeal of the ticket.”141  

These ethnic, blue-collar voters were a group that Ronald Reagan had won 

handily over Democrat incumbent Jimmy Carter in 1980. These voters became known as 

“Reagan Democrats” because they were working-class voters who departed from the 

traditional party of the working class, the Democratic Party, to vote for the Republican 

presidential candidate.142 The Democratic Party was therefore aware that they needed to 

regain these voters in order to win the 1984 election, and Ferraro could help them 
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accomplish this because of her background. Charles Manatt, the Democratic National 

Chairman at the time, explained, “the ethnic vote is terribly, terribly important.”143 One 

article identifies her selection as a part of this strategy—writing that her presence on the 

ticket will “be a significant additional development in going after the ethnic vote this 

time.”144 As a Wall Street Journal article conceded, Ferraro would be “a voice well-

suited to the blue-collar, ethnic wards he [Mondale] must win in the Northeast and the 

Midwest.”145 Mondale himself understood this as well—writing that “I had worked hard 

in the ethnic communities to try to reconnect with them, and Ferraro’s biography helped 

make that connection.”146 This ethnic, working-class appeal greatly contributed to 

Ferraro’s viability as a candidate and the Democratic establishment’s willingness to 

support her candidacy.   

 

IV. Personal Qualities  

 Ferraro’s unique combination of personal qualities inspired confidence in her 

leadership and made her more appealing to voters. She was firm and tough on her 

positions, yet still skilled at compromising and reaching agreements. She was not as 

alienating as some previous Congresswomen, such as Bella Abzug who possessed a stern 

and tenacious manner. She was also extremely blunt and willing to be straightforward 

with voters, which encouraged trust among those who engaged with her. One local 

Queens official who was familiar with Ferraro explained, “she’s down-to-earth, she’ll hit 
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people where they live.”147 Ferraro had versatile appeal, which made her an increasingly 

attractive candidate to Democratic Party officials. As Ferraro herself wrote in her 

memoir, she seemed like she “could have been anyone’s colleague, sister, or 

daughter.”148 

 From the beginning of Ferraro’s foray into politics, her fortitude and firmness 

were clear. The original campaign slogan of her 1978 run for Congress was “Finally…a 

tough Democrat.” She directed her campaign with this characteristic toughness, which 

proved to be successful. One Washington Post article writing about Ferraro’s nomination 

notes that she was “considered an excellent campaigner”149 based on her three successful 

Congressional campaigns as well as her efforts campaigning for other Democrats. Ferraro 

was tough, and was not afraid to express this grit; after becoming the presumptive 

nominee and asked her thoughts on the upcoming campaign she declared, “I know damn 

well I’m not going to trip and I’m not going to let anyone push me.”150 

Ferraro had a reputation for being extremely honest and unapologetic about 

expressing her opinions. Journalists describe her as “outspoken”151 and “characteristically 

forthright”152 which illustrates her tendency to give blunt answers. Her candor was clear 

from the beginning of her consideration as a vice presidential candidate, and it also 
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distinguished her from some others being considered. A Chicago Tribune article reported 

after Mondale’s interviews with potential candidates that Ferraro was the “only contender 

who… said flatly she would like the job and boasted about her qualifications, which she 

listed as being a good campaigner with political savvy and six years of experience in the 

U.S. House.”153  

Ferraro was also self-assured and confident in public appearances, which further 

elicited trust in her leadership. During Mondale’s vice presidential selection process, 

Ferraro was frequently questioned if she felt badly about being considered for the vice 

president primarily because she was a woman; the implication being that she was not 

independently qualified enough to deserve the position. It is important to note that she 

had just as much government experience as some previous male vice presidential 

candidates, which indicates that these questions were targeted at her specifically because 

of her gender. In answering, she acknowledged the advantage of her gender but was firm 

that she was deserving of the consideration regardless of her gender. During one 

interview, she retorted, “I don’t feel the least bit badly about it,” which again 

demonstrated her candor and confidence.154 Her confidence was also clear once she 

obtained the nomination for Democratic vice presidential candidate. In a Washington 

Post article published during the Democratic National Convention, Ferraro was quoted as 

saying: “quite frankly, I think I’m pretty good.”155 When challenged with a poll that 
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many American men had expressed doubt about voting for a woman as vice president, 

her response was “those men haven’t met me.”156  

These quotes all illustrate the self-assurance and honesty that endeared Ferraro to 

the general public. Through her charming and comfortable demeanor, Ferraro easily 

connected with audiences, which was an essential skill on the campaign trail. As one 

reporter describes, “Rep. Ferraro inspires confidence by being comfortable in her own 

skin.” 157 Being able to elicit this confidence was crucial in being an appealing candidate, 

and Ferraro was able to elicit positive interactions with voters. In response to one of 

Ferraro’s speeches, a journalist writes that the “audience lapped it up.”158 Ferraro’s ability 

to connect with voters in this way contributed greatly to her viability as a candidate and 

the Democratic Washington’s establishment’s willingness to support her in this role. She 

had proved that she had the charisma, honesty, and strength to be an inspiring political 

leader, and because of this she gained the trust of not just voters but members of the 

establishment as well.  

 

IV. Conclusion 

 Ferraro’s background and personal qualities were essential to making her a 

desirable running mate. They made her a more attractive candidate in the eyes of party 

officials, and were crucial to Mondale’s decision. As a Mondale adviser explained, “Her 
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background and values added up to exactly what Mondale wanted.”159 Ferraro was a 

particularly attractive running mate because her background allowed her to appeal to 

working-class voters and spoke to the values of hard work. A New York Times article 

continues that, “It was only as Mr. Mondale drafted his acceptance speech, emphasizing 

“family values,” “fairness” and the impact of the Reagan Administration’s budget cuts on 

the poor and on the middle class, that he made his final choice.”160 Ferraro’s family 

background would allow her to advocate authentically for many aspects of the 

Democratic platform and connect with a wider swath of voters. In addition, her personal 

qualities lent themselves to leadership and would allow her to be a more attractive 

candidate to the public. Her background and these traits contributed to her overall 

viability and were important factors in allowing her candidacy to gain the support of the 

Washington establishment, all of which were essential in determining Mondale’s final 

decision.  
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CONCLUSION 

 Geraldine Ferraro’s candidacy broke a glass ceiling and was a historic moment for 

women in the United States. The work of previous women—from the suffragettes up to 

Ferraro’s contemporaries who advocated for a woman on the 1984 Democratic ticket—

all contributed to enabling her historic role. During the presidential campaign, Ferraro’s 

position was highly visible, and her engagements frequently garnered crowds that far 

exceeded those of Mondale events. In the three-month span of August to November 

1984, Ferraro traveled over fifty-five thousand miles, reaching eighty-five cities in 

eighty-seven days.161 She also sparred with Vice President George H.W. Bush, former 

ambassador and director of the CIA, in a highly publicized and televised vice presidential 

debate. Simply from this visibility, Ferraro played an important role in advancing the 

status of women by transforming public perceptions of women’s capabilities.  

In all of the various roles her candidacy required, Ferraro performed well. During 

the convention week, she “put on a smooth, skilled show” and was agreeable to almost all 

of the delegates.162 Again showing her propensity to compromise, journalists reported 

that she “mended fences wherever she could” and that her reception among black, 

Hispanic, and Asian groups was “uniformly favorable.”163 After she and her husband 

received extremely negative press because he did not release his separately-filed tax 

returns, he agreed to release them and she agreed to do a press conference at which she 
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answered the questions of 200 reporters exceedingly well for nearly two hours.164 The 

Wall Street Journal called it a “masterful personal performance” and decided that it 

proved she can “indeed hit big-league pitching.”165 Following this interruption, Ferraro 

“bounced back on the campaign trail” and continued to impress in her campaign 

appearance and rigorous schedule, including the vice-presidential debate.166 Ferraro 

undoubtedly held her own during the debate, including calling out Bush for his 

condescending tone while speaking about foreign policy—prefacing her response with 

“Let me first of all say, Vice President Bush, that I almost resent your patronizing attitude 

that you have to teach me about foreign policy.”167 

Her ability to thoroughly and successfully execute the duties required of a vice 

presidential candidate was also crucial to the progress her candidacy made for women. 

She proved to many people that a woman could handle jobs at the top of the political 

ladder. Additionally, although the 1984 election has been referred to as a “landslide” 

victory for Reagan, it was in reality closer than that descriptor would indicate. While the 

Mondale-Ferraro ticket lost all states except for Mondale’s home state of Minnesota in 

the Electoral College, they actually won 40 percent of the popular vote. Over 37 million 

Americans voted for a ticket that had a woman in the number-two spot.  
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Why then is her historic candidacy so little remembered? Her daughter, Donna 

Zaccaro, made a documentary about her life and candidacy, and there have been several 

theses and dissertations analyzing her role in the 1984 election, but there is not much 

public remembrance. And given that she was thoroughly capable in her role as a vice 

presidential candidate, why would it be more than twenty years before another woman 

appeared on a major party ticket? In September of 1984, Ferraro stated that she thought 

her candidacy would have an immediate impact on the status of women in politics: 

I’m convinced that, in 1988, if we’re in the White House, you’re going to have a 

Republican woman in the primaries. And, if we’re not in the White House, I’ll tell 

you that there is going to be a Democratic woman running. Oh, yes. I think that 

people are finally turning around and saying, ‘Yes, a woman can hold the job of 

President.’168 

 

Why did her prediction not come true? 

Several factors surrounding the 1984 election year could have limited the 

immediate impact of Ferraro’s candidacy on the status of women in politics. As set forth 

in her memoir, Ferraro believed that the Democratic Party would only nominate a woman 

vice president if the presidential candidate was fifteen points behind in the polls.169 In 

July, at the time of Ferraro’s selection, Mondale was exactly that far behind Reagan in 

the polls. In some ways, as Ferraro’s own comments intimated, her candidacy was a 

“sacrificial lamb” because many Democrats realized that their ticket would not be able to 

defeat the incumbent Republican president Ronald Reagan.170 Many saw Ferraro’s 

                                                        
168 Richard E. Meyer, "She's 'a Pol 'and Enjoys it," Los Angeles Times (1923-Current File), Sep 

23, 1984, 

http://proxy.library.georgetown.edu/login?url=https://search.proquest.com/docview/153938294?accountid=

11091. 
 

169 Ferraro and Francke, Ferraro, My Story, 25. 

 
170 Carroll, Women as Candidates.  

 



 62 

selection as more of an internal statement to the party and a risk that the Democrats were 

willing to take because their chances for winning were so low. The selection is repeatedly 

referred to as “a gamble” which indicates the unpredictability that was associated with 

this choice. 171 In a way, it was a shot in the dark—and although Ferraro performed well 

in her duties, her and Mondale’s efforts would not be enough to overcome the odds.  

During the lead-up to the 1984 election, there was also defeatism in the 

Democratic Party and infighting amongst interest groups. As one newspaper points out, 

although resounding defeats like the one the Democrats faced in 1980 usually make a 

party more inclined to come together and compromise, this had not occurred within the 

party during the Democratic presidential primary leading into the 1984 election.172 This 

meant that during his presidential campaign, Mondale had to concentrate on uniting 

different factions of the Democratic Party rather than broadening his appeal; he was 

described as the “election-year peacemaker” within his own party.173 Not having a united 

front hurt the Democrats, and also allowed the focus to turn away from Reagan’s 

vulnerabilities. As one journalist reports, the election was characterized by a 

“psychological factor that could prove even more dangerous in the long run—a strong 

odor of defeatism arising from Democratic activists across the land.”174 Many party 

officials felt like their campaign was doomed from the start because public favor was 

supportive of the current president.  
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In 1984, Ronald Reagan was a very formidable incumbent. Although his approval 

ratings wavered at the beginning of his first term because of people’s concern about the 

state of the economy, as the economy began to improve, his ratings also began to rise.175 

In addition, surviving an assassination attempt during his first year in office significantly 

increased his popularity, with his approval ratings recorded at 68 percent following the 

incident. Although his popularity dipped again in 1982 and 1983, again mostly due to 

economic concerns, at the end of 1983 and 1984 his ratings increased. As Gallup polls 

report, by 1984, his job approval ratings were consistently above 50 percent, which is the 

symbolic standard for an incumbent president seeking re-election.176 By October of 1984, 

despite the efforts of the Mondale-Ferraro campaign, Reagan still had a 53 percent 

approval rating.177 Beyond the numbers, Gallup surveys also found that the public had 

more confidence in Reagan than the approval ratings would suggest. Even though less 

than 50 percent of people approved of his handling of the economy, almost half reported 

that believed he would do the right thing regarding the economy. The public remained 

faithful that Reaganomics, his overarching plan to reduce government regulation of the 

economy, would ultimately help the nation as a whole.178 

Ferraro’s running mate, Walter Mondale, also was not perceived as a strong and 

firm leader, which made him an especially weak opponent to Reagan. Although Mondale 
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personally displayed wit and strength that, combined with his impressive political 

experience, had the potential to make him a viable candidate, his public persona was dull, 

“soft,” and reserved.179 In almost all of the articles regarding Mondale in 1983 and the 

first half of 1984, the journalists readily acknowledge Mondale’s reputation for being 

boring and uninspiring. He was unwilling to talk about himself, due to his natural 

modesty and value of privacy, but this reluctance led the public to perceive Mondale as a 

man “restrained almost to the point of dullness.”180 Especially based on his past political 

reputation as a candidate who simply got appointed to positions and always erred on the 

side of caution in his political decisions, Mondale was perceived by the public as a man 

without passion and zeal. As one journalist highlights, “this pattern of preferment has fed 

the notion that Mondale is a coddled politician, not really at home in the rough-and-

tumble of the game.”181 Journalist frequently used the term “wimp” to describe the 

negative image associated with Mondale that he had to constantly fight. One journalist 

reports a Republican strategist as claiming: “We’re in business. There is no way this guy 

can persuade the American people that he’s not a wimp.”182 These perceptions were 

entrenched in public perceptions because Mondale had been a public official for so 

long—he was first appointed to the Senate in 1964—and therefore were difficult to 
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transform during his 1984 campaign. These perceptions undoubtedly hurt voters’ 

confidence in the idea of Mondale as president, especially when compared with the more 

traditionally tough Ronald Reagan, who had survived an assassination attempt during his 

tenure.  

All of these factors worked against the Mondale-Ferraro ticket in 1984, and 

although they both poured all their energies into the campaign, it was not enough to 

overcome these many obstacles. Understanding the complex factors contributing to the 

loss can also help answer many of the questions posed at the beginning of this chapter. 

Although Ferraro performed well in her role, it is possible that the idea of a woman on a 

political ticket became associated with the “landslide” defeat of that November. Although 

other factors were responsible for Reagan’s victory, part of the blame could have 

retroactively been assigned to the presence of a woman on the Democratic ticket. This 

might have been the cost of being the “sacrificial lamb”—at least in the eyes of some—

and caused future political leaders to be hesitant to include another woman.  

The defeat of the Ferraro-Mondale campaign is also undoubtedly a huge factor in 

the lack of remembrance around her historic candidacy. Although significant in the 

moment, her candidacy and the campaign lasted for less than four months. With all the 

major events receiving media attention during Reagan’s second-term such as the Iran-

Contra affair and the collapse of the Soviet Union, as well as other events in subsequent 

years, her candidacy became increasingly less salient in public memory. This happens 

frequently to defeated tickets, and not just the Mondale-Ferraro one; candidates who do 

not win do not stay remembered for long. Additionally, Ferraro was unable to win 

election to public office in following years, which also contributes to her limited legacy.   
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Ferraro was also a very particular type of woman, and dissimilar from many of 

her female colleagues in Congress. As discussed in previous chapters, she conformed to a 

more typically masculine model of leadership and professional advancement. In this way, 

she was not representative of all women or even all women politicians. While this is not 

negative in any way—women, just as men, are a diverse group—it perhaps played a role 

in why other women were not easily able to follow in her path. Ferraro was impressive in 

her ability to walk the line between femininity and masculinity and still remain appealing 

to the public. While feminine in her appearance, family life, and certain attitudes, she 

displayed more masculine traits, such as toughness and confidence, and was a political 

insider like many male leaders. Ferraro’s ability to blend these aspects of her character 

was successful, but many other female politicians worked from the “outside” because 

they were not able to be as agreeable to the men that controlled political institutions. 

Ferraro’s insider status and connection to the party hierarchy was a crucial factor in her 

vice presidential selection, but very few women following her were able to achieve such 

rank within these male-dominated spaces. This disparity is also a potentially large 

contributor to the lack of immediate effect that her candidacy had on political 

opportunities for other women.  

Ferraro’s vice presidential candidacy also did not end up helping her political 

career. Following the 1984 campaign, Ferraro was never again able to win an elected 

office, although she waged two Senate campaigns in subsequent years. These campaigns 

were negatively impacted for a period because of continued accusations against her 

husband for financial misconduct issues such as tax evasion and bribery. These legal 

accusations even went so far as to reach her son John, who was arrested for the 
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possession and sale of cocaine in February 1986 and sentenced to four months in prison. 

This sentencing was severe for such an offense, especially as John had no prior 

convictions and had many letters in support of his character sent to the judge, and Ferraro 

said that he was unfairly singled out because of her celebrity status.183 The harsh 

treatment of Ferraro’s family members during and following her candidacy also indicates 

the disparate treatment of female politicians and public figures in contrast with their male 

counterparts. Ferraro’s story provides evidence of this trend, which continues to harm 

female political leaders such as Sarah Palin and Hillary Clinton. Following the 2008 

election, Palin has not won another elected office; although she has not officially run as 

Ferraro did for Senate, this is perhaps because Palin was aware she would not win. For 

both Ferraro and Palin, their time in the spotlight ruined their political viability. This 

demonstrates a problematic trend in which the only women who have been on major 

party tickets have had their careers sabotaged during their time on the campaign. This has 

not been true for male vice presidential candidates on losing tickets, such as Mitt 

Romney’s 2012 running mate Paul Ryan, who went on to become Speaker of the House. 

Clinton’s time in the spotlight and the harsh media treatment she received also damaged 

her credibility, although the effect on her future career remains to be seen.  

If I were to research this subject more, I would analyze more thoroughly the 

factors that contributed to limiting Ferraro’s legacy. I would additionally study the full 

campaign—including the controversy surrounding her husband’s tax returns, the 

pushback she received from pro-life groups, as well as the dynamic between Ferraro and 
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Mondale—to understand what exactly played out in the months following her 

nomination. I would analyze the effect that Ferraro’s presence had on public perceptions 

of Mondale—whether she contributed positively to making him seem like a stronger 

leader or if her strong personality as a woman highlighted his perceived weakness of 

character. Given more time, I would also research Ferraro’s contemporary female 

colleagues and how they were received within Congress. I think that it would be relevant 

and interesting to analyze the personal characteristics and qualities of each, and relate 

those to how far each woman was able to advance within Congress and her party. I think 

that this would help to demonstrate Ferraro’s unique professional style among women in 

the institution, as well as highlight the differential treatment faced by all women 

politicians. It would additionally be fascinating to study the differences and similarities 

between the experience of Ferraro and her contemporaries to current women politicians. 

In particular, I would be interested in comparing and contrasting Ferraro with the two 

other women who have been on a major U.S. party ticket—Palin and Clinton—to better 

understand the persistent barriers and challenges facing women in politics.  

While many have forgotten her legacy, Ferraro is still important because she 

achieved a position that no woman had ever reached before. She provided a model to the 

American public, especially its female members, of a woman who could achieve and 

succeed in spaces that had been traditionally labeled as male-only. She provided 

inspiration to thousands of women to pursue their dreams and fight for what they 

believed in—as evidenced in the tears of many audience members during her campaign 

events.184 Women still had a long way to go, and they knew that. As one woman asked, 
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“If Geraldine Ferraro does become vice president, will she get equal pay for the job? If 

she does, she’ll be among the few women in the United States to accomplish this!”185 She 

also provided one of the first examples of the disproportionate public backlash and media 

scrutiny targeted at highly visible female political candidates and their families, a 

problem that is still prevalent in society. However, her candidacy was a watershed 

moment for women in politics and women around the country, and she should have more 

visibility for the path-breaking role she played for women in politics. Never before had a 

woman been on an American major political party ticket—she broke a glass ceiling, and 

for that she will forever remain a significant figure in our country’s history.  
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