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What do we know about women, politics, and democracy in the United States?
The past thirty years have witnessed a dramatic increase in women’s participation
in American politics and an explosion of research on women, and the transforma-
tions effected by them, during the same period. Political Women and American
Democracy provides a critical synthesis of scholarly research by leading experts
in the field. The collected chapters examine women as citizens, voters, partici-
pants, movement activists, partisans, candidates, and legislators. They provide
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oretical, methodological, and empirical debates; and map out productive direc-
tions for future research. As the only book to focus specifically on women and
gender in U.S. politics, Political Women and American Democracy will be an
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and politics research.
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Preface

What do we know about women, politics, and democracy in the United
States? The past thirty years have witnessed an explosion of research on
women in American politics alongside the dramatic increase in women’s
political participation and the transformations that women have effected in
the American political system during this same period. As women take on
new roles and face changing political (and social and economic) climates,
their experiences and contributions to American democracy continue to
evolve. Our scholarship has evolved as well. Understanding the contribu-
tions and experiences of half of the population provides fundamental insight
into how American democracy works. Thus each chapter in this volume
asks: What does existing research tell us about political women in the United
States, and what do we need to understand better? What does and should
our scholarship reveal about the opportunities and challenges women face
as political actors in the American political system? What do we know, and
what more do we need to know, about how American democracy is affected
by the presence – and absence – of political women? Overall, this volume
provides a critical synthesis of more than three decades of scholarly literature
on women, gender, and American politics within political science.

What began as an “ill-formed idea” (the subject heading of the October
2004 e-mail in which Wolbrecht first proposed the idea of a conference to
Beckwith and Baldez) has resulted in a collection of critical essays that we
hope will make a major contribution to scholarship on political women in
American politics. We envision this book as contributing to the production
of knowledge in several ways: as a central text in advanced undergraduate
and graduate courses on women, gender, and American politics; as a useful,
“scope of the field” synthesis of existing studies for scholars conducting
research in this field; and as a source of inspiration for future projects for
scholars at all levels.

In the spring of 2005, we three editors invited some of the most interest-
ing and expert scholars in the field to write essays that critically engaged the

ix
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x Preface

state of the discipline on a particular aspect of political women in American
politics and that mapped out their vision for where this research might most
productively move in the future. The authors first presented their chapters at
a lively and productive three-day conference, “Political Women and Ameri-
can Democracy,” which was held on the campus of the University of Notre
Dame, May 25–27, 2006. The conference was sponsored by Notre Dame’s
Program in American Democracy (http://americandemocracy.nd.edu) and
supported by a major grant from the Annenberg Foundation. We are most
grateful. Lisa Baldez, Kim Fridkin, Jane Junn, Jane Mansbridge, Eileen
McDonagh, Suzanne Mettler, and Susan Welch graciously served as discus-
sants at the conference; their insights contributed significantly to the quality
of the essays contained in this volume.

A number of people helped us shepherd the essays in this volume from
conference papers to polished chapters. We are particularly grateful to Alex
Holzman and Ed Parsons. The anonymous reviewers gave our collection a
careful and expert reading, which greatly improved the final product. Anne
Baker provided exemplary editorial assistance. Most of all, we thank the
contributors, whose responses to our invitation far exceeded our expecta-
tions, and whose professionalism, friendship, and good humor have made
this process a pleasure. Our own collaboration as editors has been charac-
terized by fierce but friendly intellectual debate, constant communication on
all matters large and small (some even related to this project), and lots of
laughter. We thank each other as well.

In the course of our work and our editorial conversations, we came across
abundant evidence that the experiences of both political women and political
scientists are gendered in regard to children. Our own children confronted
several different kinds of challenges while we were working on this book:
mastering how to walk and talk, learning to speak Spanish, getting into
college, and starting a business (see www.fitzfiber.com!). At the same time,
they dealt with mothers who traveled to meetings, talked endlessly on the
phone while wearing headsets, and spent hours at the computer to meet
conference and press deadlines. Thus it is only right and appropriate that
we dedicate this book to our children: Karen’s Fitz and Piper, Lisa’s Joe and
Sam, and Christina’s Ella and Jane, who arrived along with the page proofs.

Christina Wolbrecht
South Bend, Indiana

Karen Beckwith
Hudson, Ohio

Lisa Baldez
Hanover, New Hampshire

30 June 2007
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