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One woman’s decades-long journey from indoctrinated liberal to free-thinking conservative.

In the spirit of this 2010 election season, I want to share my story of evolution into a conservative woman, in an age where that is likely to get you ridiculed by your peers — or at least by fellow members of my gender. Isn’t being part of the sisterhood wonderful?

For some of us it feels like being in high school on steroids. This has made me very uncomfortable for a long time. I’ll never forget a very dear old and wise friend telling me: “You cannot be a thinking woman and not be a Democrat.” That was when I put on what I call my willful blinders. “Okay,” I thought. “I might have misgivings about that statement, but I don’t want her to call me an unthinking woman! I’ll just keep my doubts to myself.”

Of course, that was NOTHING compared to how women express that same sentiment today. (Yeah, I’m talking to you, Joy Behar!). It just doesn’t pay to be complacent or allow for willful blindness. If more women “out” themselves as conservatives, maybe it will dilute some of this nastiness. I often read blog posts where someone reveals that he or she is a reformed liberal, followed people in the comments asking how that happened. As a former liberal myself, I like to read about the journey of others to the “dark side,” too. So here’s my story, for what it’s worth:

I don’t remember when I decided I was a liberal, but I can pinpoint a moment of conscious indoctrination: It was when my 10th grade Social Studies teacher was talking about the U.S. government. Reagan was president at the time, and I remember Mr. Dreyfuss (we’ll call my teacher that, since he was Richard’s doppelganger) explaining how dangerous it was for the executive branch to have too much power. So, he said, thank goodness for the legislative and judicial branches to keep his ass the president in check.

Then I went to a liberal arts college below the Mason Dixon Line, where my passive liberal indoctrination intensified. I didn’t care about politics, but I DID know that the College Republicans were rich jerks. Did I know any of them personally? Of course not! I just knew this intrinsically. My freshman year, Nightline came to do a profile on my college town, and I excitedly told my family to tune in. What I didn’t know — but what Ted Koppel would reveal on national television — was that I was living in a hub of racism!*

Stereotypes fell neatly into place throughout my four years at this institution, so I didn’t have the appropriate visceral reaction when the Black Student Union invited Louis Farrakhan to speak on the first night of Passover. This was a very delicate and uncomfortable affair on campus, I recall. There was outrage by some, but political correctness won the day and Farrakhan spoke. That’s a moment I now can look back on as proof that I was fully entrenched in liberalism. Today, I say: “Louis Farrakhan? On Passover?! You’ve got to be kidding me!”

I majored in history and studio art — the former to please my parents, the latter because it was my passion. Upon graduating, I took a job waiting tables while I figured out my path (or next step, at any rate). Working in a restaurant is the perfect place to learn a few key things about the real world. First, your tip is usually a reflection of the quality of service you give. This was major incentive to do my job well, because it was the ultimate in merit-based pay.

Of course, people are unpredictable, so for every $100 tipper there was an equal and opposite $2 tipper. But knowing that how I did my job usually reflected directly in how I was compensated went a long way with me. It wasn’t about each individual result having to be fair, it was about opportunity and potential reward. Also, if you didn’t show up for work, you didn’t get paid. Every now and then we would have to pool tips and divide them up fairly between wait staff, bussing staff and bartenders. This was my first introduction to the concept of wealth redistribution. I didn’t care for it.

Then I made some Christmas cards and took them by a downtown shop, and they liked them, so they ordered a few hundred for the holiday season. I also got my first commission to paint a mural. Boom! An entrepreneur was born. I cobbled together a living for the next decade, making art and almost always having another “day job” to have some predictable income. I was pretty poor by most people’s standards, but I was doing it myself and never asked anyone for money to help me get by — an exhausting and exhilarating way to live.

Politically I was still in the wilderness. I voted for Clinton twice, like all my liberal friends. Then I met my future husband, a conservative columnist for the local paper. His hatred of Bill Clinton was inconceivable to me, and his passion for conservatism baffled me. But he engaged in civilized (if spirited) debates with my friends, and I thought on many points he was right! This was when I had to pull my willful blinders back and peek at reality. I’d like to think it was a more even-tempered political era back then, but who am I kidding?

It wasn’t until I was working for an art organization a few years later that the blinders came off once and for all. One day, an artist came in with a commission check we’d sent her after she’d sold one of her wonderful photographs. She asked if we could take the check back and instead give her cash under the table. I explained that we couldn’t do that, and she became very upset. She explained she was receiving money from the government (disability or welfare, I don’t know which), so she technically wasn’t allowed to earn any income outside of that.

That’s when the stark reality of politics in America hit me. This talented artist in her 20s — who for whatever reason was on the government dole — didn’t want to take the opportunity to live on her own. She didn’t want to eke out a living, but play both sides — get money for her art, and still get her government check. She rejected the opportunity to compete, earn, and feel the exhilaration and disappointment of making it on her own. At least she didn’t then, or at least not honestly and out in the open. I certainly hope things have changed for her, because what a way to go through life — not exploring your potential because the government forbids it, and you’re afraid to walk away.

My journey has shown me that willful blindness is no longer an option. You can be a thinking woman and not be a Democrat. (God rest my old wise, liberal friend’s soul!) And if anyone calls me a bitch and tells me I’m going to hell for it, I can only hope I have enough class to send them flowers.

(*I lived in my college town for 12 years after graduating. And racial tensions were no different there than any other normal American town, just for the record.)

