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Elizabeth Edelstein
Class of 1995
Women Protection Advisor with the UN Mission in South Sudan

Our theme this year is “Empowering Women.” What does 
that mean to you?

I think it depends on the woman. Some women have the 
capacity and skill set, but they lack the confidence to use them. 
Other women have confidence and the desire to excel, but 
not the ability to do it, whether they lack finances, education, 
family support, or community/societal acceptance. Some have 
neither the confidence nor the means. So, to me, “empowering 
women” means ensuring that women not only believe in 
themselves, but also that they have the ability and opportunity 
to do whatever they choose to do.

Can you describe your work at the United States Mission 
to the United Nations? And also the work you do in your 
current position as a Women Protection Adviser with the 
United Nations Mission in South Sudan? 

At the U.S. Mission, I was a Political Adviser on Women, 
Peace and Security. I represented the U.S. Government in 
U.N. Security Council and General Assembly negotiations 
and in bilateral and multilateral meetings with civil society, 

government representatives, and U.N. 
of f icials . I also provided advice on 
substantive and tactical questions for 
U.S. policy decisions. It was an amazing 
experience. At the same time, I felt 
distanced from the people affected by 
my work. I wanted to have more of a 
direct impact.  

In 2012, I was offered a position 
with the U.N. peacekeeping mission in 
South Sudan (UNMISS) as a Women 
Protection Adviser (WPA). I seized the 
oppor tunity to connect to people in 
the world’s newest country. As a WPA, 
I work on promoting human rights and 
combatting sexual violence. I started in 
Juba, the peacekeeping mission’s HQ, and 
eventually transferred to Bor in Jonglei 
State, which is where I am currently 
based.

Jongle i is an interes t ing but 
challenging place. Conflict is everywhere. 
There are rebel groups operating 
throughout the state, and inter-ethnic 
and inter-clan f ighting is rampant . 

Women and children are often the most affected. In Jonglei, 
they are abducted on a regular basis, either by a rival tribe 
or clan, a rebel group or even members of the national army. 
They are then subjected to forced labor, sexual slavery, and 
forced marriage.  

When an abduction occurs, I travel to the site to speak 
with witnesses in the community to try to identify the 
perpetrators and locate the abductees. I then work with 
the government to secure the return of the abductees and 
to prosecute the abductors. Sadly, this sounds much easier 
than it actually is.  The government is ultimately responsible 
for locating and safely returning abductees and for prosecuting 
the perpetrators. Under the peacekeeping mission’s mandate, 
I can only advise government members and push for them to 
act. Due to capacity constraints, security concerns, cultural 
differences, and sometimes lack of will, it often takes years for 
abductees to be located, if at all, and perpetrators are rarely 
tried or even identified.

In addition to my work on abductions, I monitor the 
detention of women and girls in jail. I visit female detainees 
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to understand why they are there, how long they have been 
in jail, and whether their cases have been investigated. I also 
look at the number of females compared to male detainees, as 
well as the different charges of the Penal Code applied by the 
police. Ultimately, my team and I will use this information to 
write an advocacy report, and also to train the police to better 
understand the rights of women.

Lastly, I work on capacity-building. I conduct trainings 
on various issues both for South Sudanese and for UNMISS 
staff.  Recently, for example, I trained the Jonglei State Special 
Protection and Investigation Unit (SPIU). The week before, I 
trained legal professionals, judges, and police on women’s rights 
in the administration of justice. I have also trained UNMISS 
civilian staff and military and police units on civilian protection 
and sexual violence.  

As a white woman from the U.S., training South Sudanese 
in a deeply patriarchal society can be quite challenging. I often 
receive comments or questions from par ticipants that are 
incredibly offensive and it is hard not to react. During a training 
of the police, one officer commented, “God created a man first 
and then a woman as the man’s assistant.” Another one asked, 
“If I don’t beat my wife, how can I get her to listen to me?” The 
worst for me is when these comments come from women. A 
few months ago, I was training human rights advocates in Juba 
on women’s rights. One woman asked, “If I am married, how 
can I have a right to education? My husband decides whether 
I go to school.” Not only was this a question from a woman, 
but also someone who was supposed to be a human rights 
advocate.  

Women in South Sudan often do not know their rights 
and can hinder their own advancement by internalizing long-
held assumptions that their role is to serve men. The illiteracy 
rate of South Sudanese women is 84 percent and girls make 
up only 37 percent of the primary school population. In fact, a 
girl is more likely to die in childbirth than to complete primary 
school education.  

But what is encouraging is that, of ten, when these 
comments or questions arise, I don’t need to respond. A male 
participant will raise his hand and refute the comment. To me, 
to be sustainable and durable, cultural change must come from 
within. So I feel hopeful when I can stand back and watch that 
process occur.

Can you describe some of the experiences you’ve had with 
the women in South Sudan that have made lasting impressions 
or changed you personally?

One of the biggest challenges in my work is not to let 
myself get too affected by it. It is very difficult, for instance, 
to speak to a 15-year-old girl who is in jail because she was 
abducted, or a 40-year-old woman who is in jail because she 
was raped by her cousin. The police and prosecutors often 
confuse the victims and perpetrators. It is hard to contain my 
anger when speaking to prison officials who are unwilling to 

intervene, but it is also hard to accept that the woman or girl is 
unwilling or unable to stand up for her rights.  

But then, sometimes, there are success stories. After the 
SPIU training I did, I met with a woman in jail whose 5-month-
old baby had been left home alone for 24 hours with no food. 
The police would not intervene, nor would the investigator, 
prosecutor, or the head of legal administration. After essentially 
chasing my tail for 3 hours, I saw one of the SPIU participants 
from the training and told him about the case. He promised to 
have the woman released that evening so she could go home 
to nurse her baby. He called me a few hours later to confirm 
that she was indeed released. I was obviously relieved for the 
baby and I also felt encouraged—like I had gotten through to 
this SPIU officer at the training.  

Likewise, when I investigate abductions, it is hard to sleep 
at night knowing that these girls and women are out there 
somewhere, likely being raped daily. Most of the cases I have 
investigated remain unresolved. The one that still haunts me 
is the case of three choir girls, aged 9, 11 and 15, abducted 
by an armed group, allegedly from a rival tribe, while on their 
way to a Christmas celebration. Based on my investigation, I 
could figure out the general area where they were likely being 
held, but we could not convince the authorities to do anything 
because they were scared of armed groups operating in the 
area. I often think about these girls. Are they being properly 
fed? Are they being raped? Have they been sold off ? They must 
miss their families terribly. They must be scared and confused. 
Are they even alive? I can only try to push the authorities to 
investigate, but they are scared because the area is rife with 
armed elements. It is very frustrating and upsetting. 

However, in one case, my South Sudanese colleague’s 
17-year-old cousin was abducted and raped by a man to whom 
she was promised. She was returned two weeks later and put 
in jail. The prosecutor refused to release her because he was 
friends with the abductor’s family, so her family broke into the 
jail and freed her. The prosecutor still insists that she must be 
returned to jail before he will open a case against the abductor. 
While the legal system failed her, she did not allow herself 
psychologically to be defeated. In fact, she met another man 
and recently married. I was even invited to the wedding!  

Although her abductor/rapist enjoys complete impunity, I 
consider this case to be a victory when put in context. After 
the rape, this girl’s star ting point was that she was ruined 
because she was no longer a virgin, and she should therefore 
remain with her abductor. In South Sudan, a girl is essentially 
sold to her future husband for a certain number of cattle. In 
fact, 50 percent of girls are married off before the age of 18 
years and parents consider their daughters to be a source of 
wealth and survival. Because she was raped and no longer a 
virgin, she believed she had lost value for her family. So the fact 
that she had moved beyond that and was able to recognize her 
value as a human being, not as an object, was quite significant.

But I also have setbacks. A real struggle is working within 
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the confines of customary law and a culture that is deeply 
patriarchal. In certain communities, customary law demands 
that girls who are raped must marry the perpetrators, or the 
violation is ignored if the perpetrator pays compensation to the 
girl’s family. Abortion is illegal, so the girl must have the baby, 
which customary law says belongs to the man.

It will take a long time for these cultural practices to change 
because they are so embedded in society and the capacity of 
legal system is strained after almost 50 years of civil war.

Really, all of these cases impact me; I am human. I get 
frustrated, angry, and upset, but I also try to see the small 
victories and to find ways to prevent setbacks from reoccurring. 
South Sudan is a country where, according to a recent study, 56 
percent of women think that if a woman is beaten she should 
not tell anyone, and 68 percent of women believe that there 
are times when a woman deserves to be beaten. A female 
child is essentially a commodity that is traded for cattle, and 
polygamy is the norm. It will take a long time to change, but 
every little bit that is chipped away counts. If I can reach just 
one person or somehow have an impact on one life, I feel like 
I have accomplished something. 

What prompted you to make the switch from corporate law 
to a job at the U.S. State Department and then to the United 
Nations?

I liked the intellectual aspect of my work at the firm, and I 
worked with some great people, but I didn’t feel passionately 
about the subject matter. I wanted to do something that had 
an impact on people, not large corporations. And I knew too 
many others in the profession who felt stuck because they had 
been in it for too long and had families to consider. I never 
want to look back on my life with regret. So I took a leap. It 
wasn’t a smooth transition, but I think I am finding my way.

After graduating from Cornell, you received your Masters 
of International Affairs from Columbia and your Juris Doctor at 
Emory University. Did you have a career path in mind? 

Not really. When I started at Cornell, I thought I would 
major in psychology. I had been volunteering in NYC since I 
was 14 and knew I liked working with people and trying to 
help them. But the course work focused more on the scientific 
aspect of psychology and I soon found myself gravitating 
towards policy and politics. To me, the logical next step with a 
degree in Government was the law. But it was not a planned 
out process. I just sort of followed different paths until I found 
the one that suited me best.

Were your current interests shaped by your experiences at 
Chapin? If so, how? 

In my last year at Chapin, I took a course on nationalism 
taught by Ilana Pergam ’86 (Chapin’s Director of Studies). We 
learned about different genocides and the on-going war in the 
former Yugoslavia. I felt passionately about the topic and the 

discussions. It was a great class. I also took a course on the 
1960s with Christine Naitove (Chapin history teacher). I loved 
learning about the civil rights movement and Vietnam War, 
particularly because my father had participated in the March 
on Washington and protested the Vietnam War. Both of those 
classes helped me to connect to my desire to fight injustice and 
to advocate for human rights and civilian protection. 

As the daughter of two history professors you traveled a 
great deal as a child. How did those experiences influence 
you?

I am incredibly lucky to have two amazing human beings 
as my parents. Their compassion, intellectual curiosity, fight 
against injustice, and unconditional love have made me the 
person I am today.  

My father was a French History professor, so I went to 
France with my parents on an annual basis beginning when 
I was 22-months-old. I did not know my father’s family, so I 
became very close to two families in France. My two French 
“grandfathers” were concentration camp survivors. That 
affected me quite a bit, and still does.

As I got older, my parents star ted taking me to non-
Western European countries, like the former Yugoslavia in 
1987 and Israel around 1989. In 1996, we went to India for 
three weeks. That experience really impacted me. I had never 
seen so much beauty and so much suffering in the same place. 
I was particularly affected by the extreme poverty I witnessed. 
I remember seeing a pregnant woman searching through a 
garbage bin for food. That trip was really a turning point. I felt 
I couldn’t passively exist in a world where people experienced 
so much suffering. I wanted to do something about it. I just 
needed to find the right direction, and that took some time, 
but I eventually found my way.
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Felicia Mennin Barnard
Class of 1976
New York State Criminal Court Judge

Our theme this year is “Empowering Women.” What does 
that mean to you?

Arming women with the educational tools and the 
confidence to pursue the career and lifestyle of their choice.	

Could you discuss your path to becoming a criminal court 
judge?

I began my career as a lawyer at a large Wall Street firm 
and then moved to my first position in the public sector as 
an Assistant District Attorney in the Frauds Bureau of the 
New York County District Attorney’s Office under Robert 
Morgenthau, where I prosecuted public corruption and 
white collar criminal fraud cases. After several years there I 

jumped the fence and worked in white collar criminal defense 
practices, first at another large Wall Street firm, where I was 
involved in representing foreign clients in federal criminal 
and civil enforcement matters, and later to a mid-sized firm 
that had a strong white collar criminal defense practice. I left 
there for appointments to several positions within the New 
York City’s Depar tment of Investigation (DOI) during the 
Giuliani administration, first as the Inspector General for the 
Fire Department and ultimately serving as General Counsel 
for DOI.  DOI is a very interesting law enforcement agency 
formed in the 1870s in response to the corruption scandals 
involving the infamous Tammany boss, William Marcy Tweed 
and his looting of the City treasury at that time. It is staffed 
by investigators, accountants, and attorneys and investigates 
allegations of cr iminality and public corruption. Those 
investigations, in many instances, the result of sting operations, 
often culminate in state or federal prosecutions which seek to 
punish prior criminal conduct by city officials and employees, 
with the hope of deterring such conduct in the future.

After my son turned two I stayed home with him for 
a while. Although I loved this, I discovered that I don’t plan 
unstructured time well. Our household joke is that I was fired 
from that position. My husband and I agreed that everyone 
would be happier if I went back to work when our son 
went to kindergarten. At that point, I was appointed Special 
Counsel to the NYC Conflicts of Interest Board (COIB), which 
provides advice to City officials and employees concerning the 
City’s conflicts of interest laws and also has the authority to 
enforce violations of those laws. I stayed at the COIB until my 
appointment to the bench. So, I had a variety of experiences 
prior to becoming a criminal court judge.   

The actual process for selection as a judge can occur in 
one of two ways, either by election or by appointment. I was 
appointed by Mayor Bloomberg in 2008 and reappointed to 
a full 10-year term in 2011. The application process includes a 
voluminous written application, listing of references and former 
adversaries, a background check by the City’s Department of 
Investigation, and then multiple rounds of interviews before 
an independently-appointed committee, which may ultimately 
nominate you for consideration by the Mayor. At that point, 
you are one of three nominees presented for each available 
position and the Mayor selects his choice. If you are selected 
you then undergo a separate investigation by the City Bar 
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Association, which culminates in a public hearing where anyone 
who wishes to opine on your fitness for office is given the 
opportunity to do so. 

What is the most interesting aspect(s) of your work? 	

Everything. It is the kind of work that is never repetitive, 
where you can learn more every day. Every case is factually 
different, every individual has his or her own significant issues. 
The legal issues are interesting. I enjoy writing judicial decisions 
and discussing various points with my colleagues who may or 
may not agree with my position. I also have to admit that it is a 
real kick to see my decisions published in the national reporters 
or the New York Law Journal. In addition, I conduct trials. Each 
trial is unique and unfolds in a different way. Even after five 
years I don’t think it is the kind of work that will ever feel stale. 
 
What have/do you find most rewarding? 	

I am currently assigned to be the Acting Supreme Court 
Justice for Midtown Court, which was established twenty years 
ago primarily to explore the implementation of sentences which 
would provide judges with alternatives to jail sentences. This 
approach was aimed at identifying and treating the cause of the 
criminal behavior with the goal of deterring its repetition in the 
future. The courts and the Center for Court Innovation, a kind 
of brain trust not-for-profit organization for the courts, teamed 
up in the early 1990s and developed a variety of programs 
which a court could require a defendant to attend.  The way 
it works is that a defendant is first given a chance to complete 
a program, usually also coupled with some community service.  
If he or she fails to do so, then a jail sentence may be imposed. 

There are programs for shoplifters which discuss impulse 
control, choices and the consequences of conviction. There 
are very effective drug treatment programs consisting of 
detoxification, rehabilitation and in- patient or out-patient 
services in conjunction with cour t monitoring. There are 
health education, job training and shelter placements programs 
for persons convicted of prostitution-related offenses and 
job training, educational, social service and housing programs 
for persons convicted of crimes that are poverty-driven. We 
recently started a program to provide assistance to veterans, 
based on a demonstrated need for such program in the 
defendant population. It is great to have the resources to 
develop new programs to meet current social needs.

The part of the court that I am most excited about is 
the Adolescent Diversion program, established last year 
by mandate of the Chief Judge of the Court of Appeals to 
handle cases for 16 and 17-year old defendants charged with 
misdemeanor crimes.  In this specialized court session young 
defendants receive social services and perform community 
service with a goal to ultimately avoiding misdemeanor 
convictions, which might preclude them from certain forms 

of employment or from receiving educational funding or 
opportunities. 

What have/do you find most challenging?	

Reserving enough energy at the end of the day to get 
anything useful done at home.	

Have you seen or not seen a change over the years in the 
number of women in the courts?

Although there may now be more female criminal court 
judges than there were when I was just starting out as a young 
assistant DA, I was always impressed by the number that 
there were even that early on, in the late-1980’s. There were 
certainly more female judges then than there were litigation 
partners in New York law firms at that time. Right now half 
of the sitting criminal court judges in New York County are 
women. 

How did you first become interested in law? 

I worked for a law firm during the summer as a receptionist 
and a proof-reader after my first year in college and was invited 
to return as a paralegal the next summer. That summer, I 
was assigned to work on a fascinating antitrust case involving 
allegations of the payment of rebates in trade between the 
Far East and the West Coast and ultimately worked directly 
with Lawrence E. Walsh, a former federal judge and head of 
the litigation department at Davis Polk & Wardwell. He was 
later appointed by President Reagan to serve as the Special 
Prosecutor in the Iran Contra matter. He was very demanding, 
and even more inspiring. I had prepared some written factual 
memoranda for him that he had liked and he asked that I be 
assigned to do work solely for him. The firm asked if I could 
stay on during the fall semester. Since I had been given a 
year of advanced standing by Princeton, taking the semester 
off was not a problem, so I stayed and worked on the case 
and re-joined my class in the spring without losing any time. 
After working on that case with Judge Walsh and a team of 
associates from the firm, I decided that I wanted to go to law 
school and become a lawyer. After law school I star ted my 
legal career at that same law firm. 

Was it something that interested you while at Chapin?	

Actually not. When I was at Chapin I was very involved in 
the arts and music. I studied violin at the Juilliard School in the 
pre-college division, as well as theory, composition and some 
conducting. I thought I wanted to be the first female conductor 
of a major symphony orchestra. No one in my family was even 
remotely involved in law. My father was a composer and the 
President of Juilliard, and my mother a former concert violinist 
and photographer. 
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However, my father greatly influenced me in my choice of 
career. He said that you need to find something that you love 
doing so much that you never have to question why you are 
doing it. For me, after the summer and the following semester 
that I worked as a paralegal for Judge Walsh, I knew that law 
was it for me. I loved nothing more than staying up all night, 
or working almost every weekend on briefs with the litigation 
team to which I was assigned. 

Having come of age in the 1970s, what are your thoughts on 
the women’s rights movement and also recent discussions 
(prompted by Anne-Marie Slaughter’s article in The Atlantic) 
about women not being able to “have it all?”

I read the article and understand the dilemma. However, I 
wonder whether we tend to get too stuck on the term “having 
it all.” It all depends on how you define “having it all.” You have 
to make a choice as to what is more important to you and go 
with that. Don’t have any regrets about it and don’t measure 
your choice or your view of success against the life or success of 
anyone else.  Each woman has to find what works (or doesn’t 
work) for her, according to her own needs or wants. You may 
find that “having it all” means different things to you at different 
points in your life. Fortunately, (or unfortunately, depending 
upon how you look at it) few women or men are subject to 
the pressures or the choices that Dr. Slaughter was faced with 
in the positions that she held.

Over time, my perception of what “having it all” is has 
changed. For example, before I had a family, I would travel 
extensively for business. On several occassions I spent months 
overseas, coming home only for weekends. A lot of that 
independence was curtailed when I had our son. However, 
so was a lot of my desire to leave for long periods of time. I 
assessed at that point what my real passion was and realized 
that it was then, and always had been, related to the City and 
local issues, specifically those relating to criminal law. Percolating 
in the back of my mind for many years had been a desire to 
be a criminal court judge. Spurred on by my husband and my 
then boss and mentor (who happens to be male), I applied, 
and was fortunate enough to end up in my current position. 
That position requires no travel, is intellectually stimulating, 
emotionally satisfying and leaves me with the sense that I have 
done something at the end of each day. The negatives are that 
it is non-stop, intense, draining, and often, at the end of the day, 
there isn’t much left of me by the time I get home. However, it 
is a position that I love, and so far my family finds that it works. 

How important do you feel female mentors are to young 
women? Have you had the opportunity to be a mentor?

I think finding a mentor, or mentors, is incredibly important 
and those relationships of support, trust and respect can last 
a lifetime. I don’t think it matters whether mentors are male 

or female. Most of my mentors have been male and they have 
been and are just as loyal, understanding and supportive as my 
female mentors. I never really thought about my mentors in 
gender terms before and I don’t think it is particularly useful to 
break them down along gender lines.	

I have also had the opportunity to be a mentor to young 
women and men who have served as interns for me over 
the years. We have kept in close touch. They contact me for 
career advice, or just to talk and have a meal. I value those 
relationships and try to be responsive to them and provide 
them with whatever guidance they need at the time. 	

Who are some of the women in your life that have influenced 
you?

Primarily my mother. I have had the great fortune to have 
an incredibly talented, fun and wonderful mother who has 
been an amazing support at every point in my life. She listened 
to me even when I would say ridiculous things, encouraged me 
to succeed when I should not have had a chance and taught 
me many lessons about grace, kindness and human decency. 
In fact, I am always amused when I run into my Chapin friends 
because the first question they ask me is not, ‘How are you?’ 
it is always, ’How is your mother?’ Despite supporting and 
fully participating in father’s busy career at Juilliard my mother 
always found time to be with me, my brother and our friends 
before dealing with all of her own responsibilities.  Although 
she obtained her Master’s Degree in two semesters as a 
concert violinist, it has been as a photographer that she has 
excelled after my brother and I grew up and it has been fun to 
attend her exhibitions and openings and try to discern how she 
discovers all of the beauty she is able to portray in her photos.  

Is there any advice that you would like to offer girls currently 
at Chapin? 

In order to determine what you want to do with your life,  
I think it is very important in high school and college to expose 
yourself to as many different possibilities as you can. Talk to 
your parents and your friends’ parents.  Find out what they do. 
Ask if you can go to work with them. Try an internship with 
them. Being at a school like Chapin gives you the opportunity 
to meet and learn about people who do all kinds of interesting 
things. In my alumnae class at Chapin alone we have a nationally 
recognized author, an amazing painter who also teaches art, 
editors, doctors and lawyers galore, people who have worked 
in advertising and entrepreneurs. Look them up and talk to 
them. Look around you and try to discern what it is that you 
are passionate about. You’ll know it when you find it.
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Cynthia McClintock
Class of 1963
Professor of Political Science and International Affairs, 
The George Washington University

Our theme this year is “Empowering Women.” What does 
that mean to you? 

For me, an empowered woman is a woman who has 
choices. She can choose a professional career, a family, 
volunteer work, or any combination thereof and expect to 
be happy.

Could you discuss your “path” to becoming a professor 
of political science and international affairs at George 
Washington University?  

In general, it wasn’t easy for women during the 1960s 
and 1970s. There were very few women in most workplaces 
and men often felt uncomfortable with women. Sadly, sexual 
harassment was not uncommon. I was only the third woman 
to be hired in my department and the first to get tenure.  I 
was fortunate that the political science department at GWU 
was relatively welcoming. Today, we are about 40% women.  
Still, research shows that there remain gender biases against 
women in the classroom and against the citation of women’s 
publications. 

How did you first become interested in politics? Was it 
something that interested you while at Chapin?  

My mother was very interested in politics and I enjoyed 
the political discussions at our house. Also, I had several 
fabulous history teachers, both while I was at Chapin and 
before. One of my friends at Chapin, Mavis Bunker Taintor ’63, 
was politically active and she stimulated my thinking a great 
deal. She too went on to get a Ph.D. in political science.

When did you know you wanted to pursue a life in academia? 
Why? 

Even as a kindergartner, I loved reading and writing. But I 
did not envision a career as an academic until I was in college, 
and even then I wasn’t sure. I was an English major in college, 
but in my junior year a fascinating course in politics shifted my 
interests. Still, it was only after a year in a job at a publishing 
company that I became 100% committed to becoming a 
professor of political science.
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Much of your work has centered on Latin America? How did 
you first become interested in the region? 

Unlike most of my peers, I had very little knowledge 
of Latin America until I embarked on the Ph.D. Most of my 
peers had worked in Latin America in the Peace Corps or, as 
children, had lived there with their family. I chose the region 
for scholarly and practical reasons. I felt that we already had a 
lot of knowledge about politics in the U.S. and Europe and that 
the scholarship on these areas was becoming too quantitative. 
In my work, I hoped to combine the roles of scholar and 
journalist. Latin America seemed new and different—but, 
unlike China or Africa, not too new and different.

How would you describe the role of women in politics in 
Latin America?  

In the last decade or two, women have become very 
politically active in Latin America. A woman has been elected 
president in her own right—not preceded in the office by her 
husband—in Chile, Brazil, and Costa Rica and there have been 
strong women presidential candidates in many Latin American 
countries. The percentage of women in Latin American 
legislatures is similar to the percentage of women in the U.S. 
Congress (roughly 20%).

What are your thoughts on the role of women in politics 
in the U.S. and of the small number of women currently in 
Congress (20 in the Senate and 81 in the House)?   

Although the number has been increasing, I think it’s still 
too small. I believe the problem is both “demand” and “supply.” 
In other words, some Americans are still skeptical of women’s 
abilities, and politics is a very demanding career.

Having come of age in the 1960s, I would be interested in 
hearing your thoughts on the women’s rights movement and 
also recent discussions (prompted by Anne-Marie Slaughter’s 
article in The Atlantic) about women not being able to “have 
it all.”  

I agree with Anne-Marie Slaughter that it remains more 
difficult for women than for men to put their families to the 
side for a considerable period of time. To the best of my 
knowledge, among highly successful people, a considerably 
larger percentage of women than men are single and/or 
childless. On the other hand, as critics of the article pointed 
out, Slaughter’s experience was at an extremely demanding 
position and, by many criteria, she did in fact “have it all.” Her 
experience showed not only that women still have still not 
achieved full equality but also that women are much closer to 
that goal.

How important do you feel female mentors are to young 
women? Who are some of the women that have influenced 
you?  

There were very few women in the social sciences when 
I started and I didn’t have female mentors. But there were a 
good number of women in my class at graduate school; we 
encouraged each other and that was important. Now in my 
department, we senior women professors try hard to mentor 
the junior women.

Do you feel that you benefited from Chapin being an all-girl 
institution? 

That’s a tough one! I definitely felt freer to speak up and 
participate in classes at Chapin than in college at Harvard. The 
research suggests that it’s easier for women to shine at all-girl 
institutions and that’s logical to me.  Boys might just have added 
an additional element of stress—or, they might not have….

Are there currently any female politicians that you find to be 
particularly inspiring?  

My favorite female politician is Michelle Bachelet, the 
former president of Chile, who is now running for re-election. 
She impresses me as a person who is both very effective and 
kind. By training, she was a pediatrician. Serving admirably 
as Chile’s defense minister for several years, she was able to 
overcome the resentment she must have felt towards the 
Chilean military due to her father’s tragic death after torture 
by the military amid the 1973 coup. Even though Chile is an 
overwhelmingly Catholic country, during her presidential 
campaign she was totally out-front that she is an agnostic 
who bore a child out of wedlock. And, she did a great job as 
president.

Is there any advice that you would like to offer girls currently 
at Chapin and to fellow alumnae?  

Each year in the U.S., women have become more 
empowered.  But in my view many young women continue to 
under-estimate how interesting and fun professional careers 
are. It is not easy to “have it all,” but you can have a lot.


