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Introduction. Gender, Sex, and American Political Life
Jyl J. Josephson and Sue Tolleson-Rinehart
"Gender" is a term that describes both men and women, yet texts on gender and American political life often address
women only. In this volume, we consider the roles and behaviors of both men and women in political decision
making, political institutions, and public policy. The essays in this book provide an overview of current empirical
research on the contours of what is popularly known as the "gender gap": the difference between men and women
in voting behavior, political leadership, and political beliefs and commitments. We also look at the role that gender
plays in American political institutions by examining gender, men, and women in the executive, legislative, and
judicial branches. And we examine the importance of gendered institutions and assumptions in the making of public
policy. Overall, then, the essays in this volume look at gender comparatively—that is, comparing men and women—
and focus on the differences in men's and women's roles in various aspects of political life, and in the way that
gender affects both women and men.
The book thus intentionally takes the view that women are not "deviant" in political behavior, but rather that
empirically observed differences and similarities between men and women provide fruitful ground for analyzing the
nature of American political life and the functioning of American political institutions. The focus is on empirical
evidence. Much of this evidence shows that men and women come to political life with different kinds of information,
experiences, and priorities. Thus, the differences between the political behavior of men and women are not
surprising, and the essays in this book will provide the reader with information regarding the contours of those
differences.

< previous page

page_3

next page >

< previous page

page_4

next page >

Page 4
Before we can discuss the effects of gender on politics, however, we must clarify what is meant by the term
"gender."
What Is Gender?
While the term "gender" has come into common usage in public and academic discussion during the past decade,
the term is often used interchangeably with "women." Thus, it is important at the outset to outline what is meant
here by gender, to distinguish between "sex" and "gender," and to distinguish those aspects of gender that will be
covered in this volume.
The entry of the term "gender" into academic study and usage, and later into common public discourse, originated
from women's studies, and from the women's movement. As more scholars began to pay attention to the differences
that the study of women might bring to the subject matter and to methodological approaches in their own
disciplines, the study of women began to emerge as a distinct but important arena of academic inquiry. In turn,
scholars began to note that the exclusion of women from consideration had both distorted and denied many
significant arenas of knowledge, in disciplines ranging from the study of literature to the study of politics.
Was the problem simply that women and men are inherently different creatures, destined to live entirely different
lives, in relation to politics as well as all else? Social scientists observed many ways in which the differences between
men and women were influenced by social factors, ranging from the ways that adults treat infants—including
everything from dressing them differently to providing them with different toys—to the different social roles played
by adult men and women. As a result, social scientists began to distinguish between "sex" and "gender." According
to this distinction, sex is the characteristic of the biological being; gender is the socially constructed aspect of the
self. While one might describe sex as "nature" and gender as "nurture," the matter is a bit more complicated than
this. For example, most people think of "sex" as coming in only two forms: male or female. Yet at least one percent
of humans are born as intersexuals: neither male nor female, but with characteristics of both. Sex is thus not as
dichotomous as commonly perceived. Similarly, seeing gender as simply "nurture" might fail to recognize the
interaction between
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the biological and the social, and the complexity of the many social institutions that construct gender.
While the above discussion is intended to indicate the complicated nature of "sex" and "gender," for the purposes of
the empirical studies in this book, we will utilize the standard distinction between the two: sex is biological; gender is
socially constructed. Thus, for example, as Richard Fox shows in his chapter in this volume, it is one thing to note
sex differences—or, in the instant case, growing similarities—between men and women who are running in
congressional election campaigns. We can determine that female candidates who are running for Congress in open
seat elections now tend to have, on average, the same chance of winning as male candidates. A candidate's sex,
therefore, no longer seems to make a difference in electoral outcomes, at least in open seat elections for the House
of Representatives. However, this does not mean that male and female candidates have similar experiences as
candidates in their election campaigns—and these differences are about gender. As Fox shows, women candidates
and their campaign managers cite many ways in which gender matters in election campaigns: men and women have
different experiences as candidates.
To cite another example, political scientists have long observed sex differences in political knowledge between men
and women. Men, on average, tend to know more about politics than do women, on average. These sex differences
have narrowed somewhat as women's roles have changed, but they still persist. What Michael Delli Carpini and Scott
Keeter examine in their chapter on political knowledge, are the sources of these sex differences in political
knowledge in the different gender experiences and roles of men and women. In other words, the more interesting
question is not the fact that men and women have different levels, and different kinds, of political knowledge, but
rather the reason that they do. The reasons, Delli Carpini and Keeter argue, have to do with continuing structural
inequalities in gender roles. Further, they examine how political knowledge might translate into political opinions—
and find that the "gender gap" in opinions actually increases with increased political knowledge.
Thus, gender affects political life in multiple ways, and at multiple levels. Historically, it has shaped the structure and
functioning of political institutions. Thus, as women come to be more included in po-
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litical life and in positions of political power, the gendered aspects of the institutions will be reshaped. Much of this
depends upon the nature of the decision-making structures of the institutions, as the chapters by MaryAnne Borrelli
and Susan Gluck Mezey, on the Cabinet and the federal judiciary respectively, demonstrate. Borrelli shows that the
first two women appointed to the "inner cabinet," U.S. Attorney General Janet Reno and Secretary of State
Madeleine Albright, followed very different paths to political power and as a consequence have rather different
leadership styles. Mezey shows that, though women have significantly increased their numbers on the federal bench,
the evidence as to whether women bring a "different voice" to judicial decision making is mixed. Mezey's chapter
suggests that the structure of legal decision making and the career paths of federal judges may limit the ways in
which a judge's gender might influence decision making.
Gender affects political life in multiple ways and at many different levels of analysis. The chapters in this book
examine gender at the level of the symbolic, the institutional, and the individual. Some chapters address the way
that gender has structured the institutions of government and the means of delivering services to citizens. Others
address the way that men and women as individuals become aware of and active in political life. Still others seek to
explain the way that gender shapes the decision-making processes of public leaders. Gender has both profound and
subtle affects on the way that politics is done in the United States. This book offers an introduction to the empirical
evidence regarding the effects of gender on political life.
It is important to note that these essays do not necessarily agree regarding the source of observed differences
between men's and women's political behavior. Given that gender roles, assumptions, and socialization affect both
men and women in terms of their views of the world, the point is to look to the impact that gender has on the
behavior of men and women in political life and political institutions. The book looks at the role that gender and
gendered assumptions play in the operation of governmental institutions and the making of public policy. Since
gender in American life is also inflected by considerations of race, the authors include analysis of the intersection of
race and gender when appropriate.
The book is divided into three sections: political behavior, political institutions, and public policy. These three
sections reflect three major areas of empirical study of American politics. While each arena is very
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broad, we believe the essays in this volume provide something of an overview of the state of research and empirical
evidence regarding gender in each of these areas.
Political Behavior
The first section of the book addresses political behavior. The chapters explore numerous aspects of men and
women's political behavior, including political knowledge and the factors that affect political knowledge, as well as
the participation of men and women in political life, primarily through elections.
The first chapter, by Michael Delli Carpini and Scott Keeter, discusses empirical evidence regarding the differences
between the political knowledge of men and women. The authors argue that political action is premised upon
knowledge about politics. They note that many studies have found a difference between women and men in terms
of knowledge about national politics, a difference that has persisted over the last half-century despite changes in
men's and women's roles. Their chapter explores the dimensions of this gender gap in political knowledge. In
particular, they seek to explain how structural inequities between men and women, that is, women's historic
exclusion from national politics, and situational inequities, or the continuing differences between men's and women's
lives with respect to working for wages, education, and so on, translate into differences in political knowledge. They
utilize data from the National Election Study, from their own national survey, and from Gallup polls to examine
changes in men's and women's comparative political knowledge from the 1940s through the 1990s.
Interestingly, the authors find that, although women tend to have less political knowledge on national issues, such
as those having to do with foreign policy, there was little or no gender gap in political knowledge regarding issues
that might be considered of special relevance to women, such as health care policy or candidate positions on
abortion. Further, in survey questions about local politics, the authors found that women were as knowledgeable as
men were in terms of identifying local elected officials, and were actually more knowledgeable regarding local school
officials.
Finally, the authors examine the effects that political knowledge has on political opinions and interests. They find
that, among men and
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women with low levels of political knowledge, the gender gap in opinion is modest. However, as political knowledge
increases, the gender gap in opinion increases as well, with more informed men becoming more conservative, and
more informed women becoming more liberal in their political opinions. Extrapolating from these data, they argue
that a fully informed citizenry would vote differently and hold different opinions than at present. They conclude by
arguing that, if democracy is to be truly democratic, that is, representative of citizens' interests, a more fully
informed citizenry, with no gender gap in political knowledge, is required.
Eric Plutzer's chapter looks at the discussion regarding gender and moral decision making that was stimulated by
Carol Gilligan's book, In a Different Voice. He links this decision making to the pessimism about citizen competence in
democratic decision making articulated by the framers of the U.S. Constitution, such as James Madison. Plutzer
argues that debate about public policy in the United States is often motivated by an underlying discussion about the
capacity of citizens to make their own choices regarding matters that may be of public import or concern. Concern
about women's capacity to make informed moral judgments has motivated many public policy debates, including
debates over abortion policy.
To study this arena, Plutzer utilizes data from a study he and Barbara Ryan conducted in the 1980s which examined
the decision-making process of women who had chosen to have an abortion. In this case, the decision examined is
whether to tell the co-conceiver about the pregnancy and their decision to abort. Women were asked a series of
questions in the context of the counseling sessions that all patients underwent prior to receiving services. The
sample discussed in this essay consists of about equal numbers of women who chose to tell, and who chose not to
tell, the co-conceiver.
Plutzer is interested in the reasons given by women for telling, and for not telling, and especially in the decisionmaking process that women go through. In terms of Gilligan's arguments regarding moral reasoning based on an
ethic of care versus moral reasoning based on an ethic of rights, which type of reasoning predominates in women's
decision making regarding whether to tell? What he finds is that both those who chose to tell, and those who chose
not to tell, utilized both modes of reasoning in their decision making. In addition, the context of the relationship
between the woman and her co-conceiver was a
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crucial aspect of the decision-making process. He concludes that both men and women use both modes of
reasoning, and thus scholars should be skeptical of efforts to essentialize decision making according to gender.
Further, he notes that women who chose not to tell often were more concerned with rights and principles, and with
their own autonomy, given the context of the relationship. However, Plutzer argues that this study shows that ethical
reasoning is very much contextual, and affected by power and by the nature of the relationships involved—especially
the relative power of the persons involved in the decision. Thus, what is perhaps most important in examining moral
or ethical decisions as they relate to public life is to pay careful attention to the context in which decisions are made,
and gender is an important part of this context.
M. Margaret Conway's chapter addresses differences and similarities between men and women in political
participation. After briefly summarizing the historic exclusion of women from the right to participate in political life,
Conway turns to an examination of three different types of election-related political activity: voting, making campaign
contributions, and participating in campaign activities. Examining women's and men's participation in each of these
activities, she finds that although women were less likely to vote than men were during the first six decades after
they gained the franchise, since 1980 women have been about as likely to vote as have men. However, women
remain less likely than men to participate in making campaign contributions and in campaign activities.
Conway then examines possible explanations for women's lower levels of political participation. Among explanations
that have been offered by scholars are differences in gender role socialization, in available resources, and in social
contexts. Conway explores another approach: generational differences in patterns of participation. Dividing voters
into four different birth cohorts, she notes that men are slightly more likely to vote than are women in each cohort,
but that the differences are not statistically significant. However, in each cohort there are significant differences in
campaign contributions and activities. Conway examines the possibility that gender role orientations among women
create differences between women with respect to political participation. However, the measure that she uses—
orientation to feminism—yields results that are not statistically significant. Conway does not conclude, however, that
gender role orientation makes no difference
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