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By Laura Kipnis

A
dark confession: i’m a feminist whowas
unmoved by the prospect of the first fe-
male president. it’s a politician’s politics i
care about, not symbolics and white suits.
if there was once an idea that whenwom-

en attained political power they’d rule differently —
more wisely, compassionately, peaceably —we’ve accu-
mulated no shortage of examples to the contrary. plenty
of women in office have been as warmongering, corrupt,
inept, fascistic, and eager to tread onwomen’s rights as
any standard-issuemale politician.

speaking as someone who voted for hillary Clinton
(though not in the primary) mostly because she wasn’t
donald trump, and for Kamala harris mostly because
she isn’t trump, it wasn’t female solidarity that dictated
my votes. i didn’t expect it from other women either,
even if i thought a harris victory was still in the cards.

if we’re going to be clear-headed about her loss, we
need to retire the premise that misogyny explains the
defeats of two obviously capable women candidates by
trump. here’s a fascinating stat: the percentage of the
popular vote that trumpwon against Biden, 46.9 per-
cent, was actually slightly higher than his percentage of
the vote against Clinton, 46.1 percent, in 2016.Misogy-
nymay have provided a convenient explanation for her
loss, but it underexplains it.

it underexplains things this time around too. sure,
there was endless misogynistic rhetoric aimed at harris,
but if she lost progressive andMuslim votes because of
her israel/gaza policies ormoderates because she was
too closely tied to Biden, it’s not because she’s a woman.

yet there’s still a psychosexual dimension to electing
a national leader, which is where the white female vot-
er’s relation to trump has been a thorny thing to come
to terms with.

it’s distressing for some of us to admit, but there’s
clearly some kind of erotic allure to theman for a lot of
women and to the domination fantasies embedded in
gOp ideas about women’s bodies generally. (Exit polls
suggest that nonwhite women are far less susceptible to
either.)

look at the rapturous expressions on women’s faces
at trump rallies over the years: they think trump is hot.
he’s a handsy daddy, which they don’t have to forgive or
overlook— they’re happy being daddy’s girls because it
stirs something in them.

yes, the Republican party’s relation to women’s bod-
ies is simultaneously paternal and salacious, as we’ve
seen nauseatingly demonstrated in its obsession with
pregnancy and abortion, and as we’ve seen nauseatingly
demonstrated in trump’s relation to his daughter ivan-
ka’s body. did that disqualify himwith his female fan
base? Nope, nomore than being amultiple felon found
liable for rape did. it’s just daddy being daddy.

that particular brand of allure isn’t available to wom-
en candidates, unfortunately. harris is charismatic, at-
tractive, and charming, but whatever kind of perverse
fizz trump exudes (apparently even in his dotage), it
isn’t somethingharris is capable of projecting. Bill Clin-
ton— the last democrat to win the white female vote —
knew how to work the hot daddymagic too, and even a
lot of feminists were willing to forgive whatever he got
up to, nomatter howmany accusers came forward.

My point is this: if white women continue to vote
more than women in other demographics formenwho
insult, paw, and diminish them, are they really simply
voting on behalf of their husbands’ interests, as we keep
being told? Because they’re cowering and obedient? so

Where were Harris’s white women
voters? Swooning over Trump, it seems.

the patronizing imprecations of harris surrogates like
Michelle Obama and Julia Roberts would have it. it’s as
if Republican women needed to be reminded by demo-
crats that wriggling out from under their husbands’
thumbs in the secrecy of the voting booth was always an
option.

When i look at gOpwomen, i see some pretty feisty
specimens: they shoot guns (sometimes their dogs),
they break every rule of conduct in the hallowed halls of
Congress, fearlessly taunt their enemies, mow down ivy
league college presidents in acrimonious televised hear-
ings, and so on.

i don’t see sexualized paternalism being foisted on
the female trump electorate. i see them as willing par-
ticipantsmaking active choices. that includes voting to
overturn abortion bans in themajority of red states with
suchmeasures on the ballot.

What then explains their fealty to the party that’s at-
tempted to deny them those rights at every turn? how
does voting for bodily autonomy coexist with voting for a
swaggering sexist like donald trump, who alternates be-
tween assaulting women and claiming to be protecting
them? it seems inexplicable without admitting that the
abusive paternalism of the gOp has some sort of deep,
even libidinal appeal.

My question going into this election was whether this
would be the year trumpwould finally lose his libidinal
grip over conservative women. i thought it was a possi-
bility: his mojo was fading, people seemed bored, the
polls kept telling us that the dobbs supreme Court rul-
ing had turned everything around, even for red state
women.

all apparently untrue. i don’t expect that the psy-

chopolitical subtleties of these internal calculations are
anything that exit polling will sufficiently explain, be-
cause people don’t speak straightforwardly about such
matters. they talk about anxieties like borders and
crime, blithely ignoring inconvenient facts such as
trump’s actual dismal track record on the same issues
they claim to be voting on.

We on the other side are equally capable of ignoring
inconvenient data points.

it remains an electoral problem for pro-choice pro-
gressive politics that there’s a significant female demo-
graphic for whom thehandsy daddies of the gOp in-
spire feelings of safety, not revulsion, even if we find it
more palatable to imagine cowering gOpwives than
women actively exercising preferences.

sylvia plath’s line about every woman adoring a fas-
cist, from her flintily titled poem “daddy,” is as overquot-
ed as it is — apologies for dredging it up oncemore— be-
cause nothingmore succinctly captures what remains so
disturbingly, even eternally, the psychosexual case. For a
visual rendition, regard all those photoshopped sexy
trump the protector images— in superhero garb with
an impressive codpiece and bulging thighs or bare-chest-
ed with 12-pack abs. Our rescuer. if the combination of
immigration rhetoric and fantasy codpiece still work
their magic on somany female psyches, then telling
women to vote their conscience isn’t exactly a strategy.

Laura Kipnis is an American cultural critic, essayist,
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sexual politics, gender issues, aesthetics, popular
culture, and pornography. Hermost recent book is “Love
in the Time of Contagion: A Diagnosis.”

Chip sOMOdEVilla/gEtty iMagEs

A campaign rally in Greensboro, N.C., on Nov. 2.

By Mary Ziegler

D emocrats bet big on abortion rights
this election season, counting on
women outraged by the destruction of
Roe v.Wade to turn out for Kamala

harris in droves. that didn’t happen. donald
trump, a candidate who once proudly claimed
credit for rolling back abortion rights, won a re-
sounding victory.

yet on tuesday, voters in seven of 10 states sup-
portedmeasures to protect or expand abortion
rights, including states where trumpwon like
Missouri, Montana, and arizona.Why did abor-
tion rights fare relatively well on the ballot but
harris, a powerful voice defending reproductive
rights, did not?

the antiabortionmovement’s likely take— that
abortion bans are not going to prevent electoral
success — is almost certainly an oversimplifica-
tion.

it is true that voters in Florida, Nebraska, and
south dakota rejected abortion rights ballot mea-
sures — the first such victories for abortion foes
since Roe v.Wade was overturned. But overall,
americans have proved to be less than enthusias-
tic about draconian restrictions on abortion. in re-
sponse, donald trump has been wary of fully em-
bracing the antiabortionmovement.

during his campaign, his position was often
hard to decipher: at times, he seemed to rule out
signing a federal abortion ban into law or using
the Comstock act, a 19th-century obscenity law, to
ban themailing of abortion-related items. Voters
motivated by trump’s promises to boost the econ-
omy and restrict immigrationmight have been re-
assured by his seeming reluctance to advance
abortion restrictions at the national level.

and ballot measures protecting abortion rights
might have bolstered that belief. Critical battle-
ground states like arizona andMichigan either
had already passedmeasures to protect abortion

administration is not committed to the antiabor-
tionmovement’s aims, the reality is: trump’s
stance on abortionmay notmatter muchwith Re-
publicans back in power.

When he returns to office in January, trump
will face unprecedented pressure from the anti-
abortionmovement to place federal limits on
abortion. Finding reasons to say no won’t be
straightforward. trumpwill have options to intro-
duce national abortion restrictions that won’t re-
quire a congressional majority. Conservatives ar-
gue that the secretary of health andhuman ser-
vices can decide to impose restrictions on abortion
drugs like the pill mifepristone or withdraw them
from themarket altogether, even without the sup-
port of scientists at the Food and drug adminis-
tration. and the Comstock act could be used to
ban anyone in any state, including those with
state-level protections, frommailing or receiving
abortion pills, information, or paraphernalia.

the gOp is still aligned with donors and orga-
nizations that strongly oppose abortion. Even
when opposing abortion seemed to be electoral
suicide, Republican leaders never gave up on
their allies in the antiabortionmovement.
trump’s win could give party leaders an excuse to
embrace antiabortion leaders and donors more
closely again.

support for abortion rights was not enough to
win Kamala harris theWhite house, but there’s
good reason to think that the issuemay continue
to bedevil the gOp in the future. Voters inmany
parts of the country have not experienced what it’s
like to live under an abortion ban. the stakes of
abortion bansmay not seem as high for voters
who see out-of-state travel or the availability of
abortion pills bymail as viable options for people
in restrictive states. But living under national re-
strictions on abortionmight lead swing voters to
think differently about the issue in future elections
than they did on tuesday.

trumpmay be popular at themoment, but
there is no reason to think that harsher antiabor-
tion policies will be.

Mary Ziegler, a contributing writer for Globe
Ideas, is a professor of law at the University of
California, Davis, and the author of “Roe: The
History of a National Obsession.”

Why abortion wasn’t enough to put
Harris in the White House

access or did so on tuesday. Other battleground
states, likeWisconsin and pennsylvania, have state
supreme courts that have signaled theymay be
amenable to further abortion protections, such as
ruling onwhether the state constitution guaran-
tees the right to abortion.

Certainly, some trump voters support abortion
bans. But some trump voters likely support abor-
tion rights in addition to him. the state-level pro-
tectionsmight have convinced swing state voters
that they didn’t have to choose between abortion
access and a trump presidency.

Unlike president Biden, harris had no trouble
explaining her reasons for supporting reproduc-
tive rights. But like Biden, she was unsuccessful at
articulating how shemight havemade a difference

when it came to abortion rights. she would have
faced serious limitations on her ability to intro-
ducemeaningful federal protections. Voters could
reasonably have been skeptical that harris would
overcome congressional roadblocks to enact a bill
codifying protections.

Even if harris had pushed through such a law,
or pursued an aggressive strategy in federal court,
she would have faced a hostile supreme Court.
trump voters might have believed that neither
party couldmakemuch of a difference when it
comes to abortion— all while imagining that
trump couldmake amajor impact on immigra-
tion or the economy.

Even if voters believe that trump is not an
ideologue when it comes to abortion and that his
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An Arizona resident pushed her daughter’s stroller on Tuesday.


