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ABSTRACT 

 

 By means of controlled, contextual comparison, this research essay considers women‘s 

representation in six countries with a quota system of some kind: Argentina, France, India, 

Norway, Poland and Uganda.  This analysis suggests that interactions between political actors 

and political structures, or political opportunity structure, is the most important factor in 

determining women‘s access to democratically elected bodies.  Political parties and women‘s 

movements are the most important actors in this process.  Certain features of the legislative 

recruitment process, such as a proportional representation electoral system, facilitate the attempts 

of women‘s movements to pressure the political system into opening a space for them, while 

others impede women‘s opportunities.  The analysis also suggests that the strategies adopted by 

women‘s movements are shaped by the opportunities presented to them by their political and 

institutional context.  The electoral success of women and the pursuit of electoral projects as a 

strategy to increase women‘s political citizenship must therefore be understood contextually. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 The question of women‘s political integration is one of growing popularity in 

scholarship, particularly due to a recent diffusion of gender quotas.  When feminists first focused 

attention on women‘s access to democratically elected legislatures, it was assumed that certain 

conditions – and in particular, institutional features – would facilitate women‘s access 

everywhere.  Thus Wilma Rule (1987) hypothesized that the factors which predisposed a country 

to have a comparatively large proportion of elected women representatives included low levels 

of Catholicism, prevalence of women in left-wing or socialist parties, a high percentage of 

women in the paid labour force, a high percentage of well educated women, proportional 

representation, multimember districts and multicandidate ballots.  Now a growing body of 

literature suggests that factors which commonly affect women‘s access to representation in 

highly developed, consolidated Western democracies do not have the same effect in developing, 

postcommunist or recently democratized states (Matland and Taylor 1997; Matland 1998; Moser 

2001; Studlar and McAllister 2002).  In addition, despite the popularity of gender quotas as a 

solution quotas have had vastly different results in terms of changing women‘s pattern of 

representation.  These differences cannot be accounted for solely by the type of measure 

implemented, particularly as similar measures have quite different results according to context.  

Does this lack of a clear pattern of women‘s representation across contexts preclude any analysis 

of women‘s political integration beyond the confines of individual states or relatively 

homogeneous regions? 

 Similarly, feminist scholarship is struggling to deal with comparisons of women‘s 

movements across national and cultural divides (Beckwith 2000).  It is difficult to deal with 

differently located women‘s and feminist movements without resorting to orientalism or 
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imperialism.   Nonetheless, Beckwith suggests that contextually located comparisons can be 

made in specific, clearly defined research areas which do contribute to our understanding of 

which conditions facilitate women‘s movements in achieving particular goals. 

 In this research essay, I examine the question of gender quotas and the conditions which 

facilitate their success from a contextually based comparison approach.  By focusing on the 

political system and its opportunities, as well as the women‘s movement, its goals and strategies 

in six case studies, I suggest that institutional variables can be understood in terms of the 

political opportunity structure they provide, which in addition to varying according to institution, 

also vary according to context.  Thus, in certain contexts, institutional structures may provide 

openings for women‘s increased representation, particularly when women activists engage in an 

electoral project.  These same structures may not provide greater access for women in other 

contexts.  Similarly, the adoption of an electoral project depends upon the context in which a 

feminist movement develops, its relationship with the state and its decision to engage the state or 

remain autonomous.  The political opportunity structure, and the success of quotas, thus depends 

upon both actors and institutions.  All of these are also shaped by historical context and 

experiences, as well as the type of democracy the state has. 

 The six countries used as case studies in this research essay represent vastly different 

contexts, histories and experiences.  They are Argentina, France, India, Norway, Poland and 

Uganda.  They are from different continents, different economic situations, at different stages of 

democratic development.  Yet what each has in common is a quota system for women of some 

kind, whether formal or informal.  These quotas represent different types of measure, and they 

were adopted for differing reasons.  They have also had quite different effects – in Norway 

women‘s representation is at 36.45%, in Argentina 34%, in Uganda 24.7%, in Poland 20.2%, in 
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France 12.2% and in India 8.3%.  These countries therefore provide a useful diversity for 

analysis. 

 Because there are case studies from across the developed/developing divide, a word of 

justification is necessary.  While patterns of economic development are generally considered 

important for questions of political representation and democracy (Huntington 2000), and there 

is some statistical support for this thesis (Matland 1998),
1
 this assumption belies the fact that 

women‘s representation is not determined strictly by economics.  Matland‘s study is unable to 

account for very high representation of women in Argentina, which he groups with the 

developing democracies, or for very low representation in France, which he groups with 

developed democracies.  While economic development may play a role in shaping women‘s 

access to political bodies, there should be no assumption that it is the key determinant.  Including 

both developed and developing states in contextualized comparative analysis may allow for a 

greater understanding of the conditions in which economic development becomes an important 

factor in determining women‘s representation in democratically elected bodies. 

 In assessing the situation of women‘s representation in these six countries, I utilize 

feminist examinations of women‘s representation, the political system, including the institutional 

framework and the electoral system, and the women‘s movement and its development and 

strategies.  This study is restricted to women‘s descriptive representation.  Although women‘s 

opportunities to exercise power and to influence decisions and legislation once they are elected 

are crucial to a feminist  analysis of politics, my interest in this research essay is to understand 

the conditions under which gender quotas promote women‘s access to democratically elected 

legislatures. 

                                                 
1
 Matland‘s indicators of economic development are questionable, however, suggesting the situation might not be as 

straightforward as he presents it. 



 4 

 One caveat is necessary before I begin.  Although as a feminist I believe in the social 

construction of gender and reject any form of essentialism, in this essay I refer to sex and gender 

together as sex/gender since in so many contexts and cultures the two are inextricably combined.  

Not all women have the opportunity to choose their gendered identity, and not all women choose 

to disassociate the two.  For reasons of simplicity, therefore, I acknowledge the close association 

in the term sex/gender. 

 The first chapter serves as a framework for understanding gender quotas and their use as 

a feminist strategy.  I contextualize the electoral project by discussing Sylvia Walby‘s model of 

citizenship and the reasons feminists seek full political citizenship.  Then I discuss how the 

electoral project and its prospects for success are shaped by the political opportunity structure, 

which involves both institutions and actors within a state.  The political opportunity structure 

provides openings for social activists, but social activists may also choose to create their own, 

new opportunities within this structure.  The political opportunity structure, and the electoral 

project, are both shaped by the type of state in which they are found, and the electoral project 

may seek to create democracy or to deepen existing democracy.  I therefore briefly highlight 

democratic models and their implications for women‘s citizenship.  This is followed by a 

discussion of quotas, including different types of measures and their effects.  Finally, I provide a 

survey of literature relating to the contextual variables which the case studies will use in 

analyzing women‘s political integration.  This includes both institutional variables, based on 

Pippa Norris‘s framework of legislative recruitment, and women‘s movements, based on 

Beckwith‘s proposal of comparison. 

 Chapter two examines two first-wave democracies, France and Norway, which have had 

very different experiences with quotas.  The political opportunity structure in Norway has been 
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very open to women‘s movement activists, who successfully pressured political parties into 

adopting internal quotas for women candidates.  Not only did the institutional context facilitate 

this pressure, it promoted women‘s greater electoral success once they were nominated in greater 

numbers.  In France, the political system has not been favourable to women, and it has resisted 

pressure from activists.  The electoral projects in Norway and France have also been quite 

different, since women in Norway obtained the franchise relatively early, while women in France 

were excluded from political participation for over a century and a half after men gained political 

citizenship.  The women‘s movement in France has also not been unanimous in its support for 

the electoral project, or for engagement with the state.  In Norway, on the other hand, there has 

been consent and cooperation among women‘s activists and organizations on both counts. 

 Chapter three examines two second wave democracies which recently experienced a 

transition from authoritarianism to democracy.  Despite this common history, Argentina and 

Poland‘s post-transition experiences have been quite different.  Because of their experience of 

communism, Polish women were not initially interested in integrating the state, while in 

Argentina, women were an essential part of a society wide project to create lasting democracy.  

Because of these different experiences, contrasting political cultures have developed in which a 

similar sex/gender discourse has very different repercussions.  The experiences of both 

Argentina and Poland also suggest that women‘s political inclusion is not an automatic 

consequence of regime change – it requires concerted efforts from women activists to retain any 

political space which women gain during the period of restructuring.   

 The final case study examines two states in which democracy does not run very deep: 

India and Uganda.  While in both states institutional structures and electoral systems do not 

favour women‘s access, women‘s low representation is also affected by the muted interest in an 
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electoral project in India and the lack of an electoral project entirely in Uganda.  In each case, the 

lack of emphasis on an electoral project relates to both the historical and political context of the 

state, both of which offer only limited opportunities for women.  Because of this limited political 

opportunity structure, quotas in each of these contexts have tended to act as ceilings – limiting 

women‘s involvement to the level of the quota, rather than serving as a basis for women‘s 

increased political involvement. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

QUOTAS AND THE ELECTORAL PROJECT:  

A FRAMEWORK FOR COMPARISON 

 

 Women are underrepresented on a global scale in electoral politics, despite calls by 

international bodies such as the United Nations for the promotion of women‘s political 

representation.  In the past decade or so, the profusion of quotas for women appears to represent 

a deliberate attempt to reverse that situation.  Quota systems exist currently in eighty-one 

countries with very different institutional and political structures with varying levels of women‘s 

representation (International IDEA and Stockholm University 2004).  Why do states or political 

parties adopt quotas?  And what accounts for the differing levels of representation when similar 

measures are adopted? 

 Quotas exist in the context of the electoral project: the systematic attempt by women 

activists to get more women elected.  They represent one possible strategy to increase the 

political representation of women.  The electoral context, in turn, represents one possible strategy 

for women seeking to achieve full political citizenship.  The success or failure of quotas is 

shaped by the measure implemented, but also by the political system and by the interaction 

between the women‘s movement and the political system.  In this chapter, I explore the concepts 

of citizenship and the electoral project and their importance to feminists and women activists.  

This is followed by a discussion of political opportunity structure, which relates to the 

opportunities that structures afford activists.  Political opportunity structure is determined not 

only by institutional structure, but also state type.  For democracies, this means understanding 

the nature and depth of democracy.  I then place quotas within this context.  Once this 

framework for quotas is established, I address the two elements necessary for understanding the 
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success or failure of quotas: the political system and the women‘s movement, by reviewing the 

literature on each topic. 

 

Political Citizenship 

 Quotas and the electoral project more generally are part of a feminist strategy to gain 

political citizenship.  In the context of patriarchal states, Sylvia Walby (1997) suggests that 

gaining political citizenship is one possible strategy that has proven effective in gaining aspects 

of social and civil citizenship for women, in addition to provoking change in the gender regime 

of the state.  In this section, therefore, I explore Walby‘s argument regarding the nature of 

patriarchy and the construction of gender regimes, definitions of citizenship, and the interrelation 

between gender regimes and citizenship. 

 Walby argues that patriarchy, rather than existing in one fixed, essential form, consists of 

a continuum from private to public.  States or societies can therefore be considered patriarchal 

whether women are constrained to the domestic sphere, or allowed to participate in the public 

sphere on a segregated, unequal basis.  She theorizes that patriarchy is composed of six 

structures: ―household production; patriarchal relations in paid work; patriarchal relations in the 

state; male violence; patriarchal relations in sexuality; and patriarchal relations in cultural 

institutions‖ (Walby 1997, 5-6).  Differing combinations and manifestations of these structures 

create different gender regimes in which patriarchy is still the dominant force, whether it is 

focused in the home or in the public sphere (Walby 1997, 6).  Transformations in gender regimes 

are therefore complex, and can usually not be simplified in an understanding of good vs. bad, 

since changes in gender relations do not mean the elimination of patriarchy per se.  It is also 

important to note that different gender regimes exist simultaneously within the same state, ―as a 
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result of the diversity in gender relations consequent upon age, class, ethnicity and region‖ 

(1997, 5).  This is not to deny, however, that gender regimes are both spatialized and temporal. 

 Within the West, the gender regime has undergone a shift from private to public 

patriarchy – a shift from women‘s confinement to the domestic sphere to women‘s presence in 

public sphere, albeit segregated into unequal positions (Walby 1997, 1).  Crucial to women‘s 

entry into the public sphere, Walby suggests, was the winning of political citizenship which 

meant that it was no longer possible for men to use the state to exclude women in the paid 

workforce (1997, 17).  This pattern of citizenship does not mirror men‘s patterns of obtaining 

and extending citizenship.  Walby therefore challenges dominant models of citizenship by 

suggesting exclusion from citizenship is a central feature of the creation of citizenship, not an 

inexplicable aberration (1997, 171). 

 Building on T.H. Marshall‘s model of citizenship, which distinguishes between civil, 

political and social citizenship, Walby suggests that differences in patterns of obtaining 

citizenship among men and women, first and third world, and white and other ethnic groups is 

not a complication of citizenship, as Marshall suggests, but one of its foundational characteristics 

(1997, 171).  Rather than one period of state formation, Walby argues, it is more appropriate to 

consider state formation as ―rounds of restructuring,‖ in which layer after layer of change takes 

place (Walby 1997, 171).  These changes, in contrast to Marshall‘s thesis, do not take place in a 

uniform pattern.  In most first world democracies, there is a large gap between men and women‘s 

achievement of political citizenship, while in many third world countries, women were 

enfranchised at the same time as men.  While Western men achieved civil citizenship followed 

by political, women achieved political citizenship first and are still fighting to fully achieve civil 
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citizenship (Walby 1997, 171).  These differential patterns of citizenship have important 

implications for patterns of participation in state structures. 

While Marshall implied that civil citizenship is normally obtained first, Walby argues 

that many civil and social citizenship rights women have achieved have come because they 

obtained political citizenship.  Just as many first wave feminists believed that civil citizenship 

would never be achieved without political citizenship, Walby suggests numerous feminist 

victories in the twentieth century have resulted from women‘s political citizenship in the West 

(Walby 1997, 175).  Political citizenship of women was also responsible for the shift in gender 

regime from private to public patriarchy in the West (Walby 1997, 17).  Political citizenship is 

not merely a feminist goal in and of itself, therefore; it is also a means of achieving other 

feminist goals, including the right to control one‘s own body, freedom from (male) violence and 

the right to paid work. 

The Electoral Project 

 Full political citizenship includes multiple aspects, such as the right to vote, the right to 

stand for and hold political office, and the right to be represented.   The electoral project focuses 

on these last two rights: the right of women to hold office, and the right of women to be 

represented in democratically elected decision-making bodies.  It refers to the systematic attempt 

by feminists or women‘s activists to get more women elected to legislatures.  This project may 

have a variety of justifications ranging from representation of women‘s identity, perspectives and 

beliefs to using the state as any ally for the achievement of feminist goals (Vickers 1997, 23-28).  

Its ultimate goal may be descriptive or substantive representation (Tremblay and Pelletier 2000).
2
  

This strategy is not adopted by all women‘s movements, as will be discussed later, but can be 

                                                 
2
 Many feminist arguments regarding the desirability or necessity of formal political representation exist, but it is not 

my project to discuss them here.  For an overview, see Vickers 1997. 
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part of a larger feminist strategy of transformation, as women challenge patriarchal institutions or 

practices (Vickers 1997, 29).  It should also be noted that the electoral project is only one focus 

of feminist political activism, which can take place in many different locations in many varying 

forms.  As Walby notes, absence of women in legislatures should never be taken for a lack of 

women‘s political activism (1997, 148).  The electoral project also depends upon context – some 

states are more conducive to electoral projects than others, some states preclude an electoral 

project entirely.  In some contexts, women‘s movements may have other goals or foci, either 

targeting the state in another location or refusing engagement with the state.  The strategies and 

goals of women‘s movements are shaped by political opportunity structure, historical context 

and type of state.  In the next section, therefore, I will consider some of the key elements which 

structure the context in which women‘s movements function, shaping their strategies and 

outcomes. 

Political Opportunity Structure 

 Women‘s movements and the electoral project do not take place in a vacuum.  Rather, 

women are situated in political contexts which shape their actions, and they are trying to 

integrate particular institutions which function in a particular way.  In her study of feminist 

strategies in Australia and Canada, Louise Chappell (2002) suggests that feminists and political 

institutions exist in a ―co-constitutive relationship‖ (2002, 4).  Each shapes and informs the 

other.  Political institutions ―provide openings and constraints that operate to encourage feminists 

to pursue particular avenues in order to advance their political agenda‖ (2002, 6) just as through 

their strategies, feminists shape institutions.  Furthermore, similar institutions function 

differently in different contexts.   
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 The context which confronts and shapes women‘s movements, offering them different 

opportunities is called the political opportunity structure (POS) by social movement theory.  

POS, as defined by Sidney Tarrow, represents those consistent dimensions of the political 

environment that encourage or discourage collective action by providing expectation of success 

or failure (in Chappell 2002, 9).  Within a POS, political actors either take advantage of existing 

opportunities or create new ones (Chappell 2002, 9).  POS includes both formal and informal 

political rules and procedures, in addition to the political actors involved (Chappell 2002, 9).  It 

is also influenced by norms, or ideological concepts, such as those regarding the role and nature 

of the state, or the goals and platforms of political parties (Chappell 2002, 6, 10).  The decisions 

of women‘s movements to engage the state, to affiliate with political parties or to pursue an 

electoral project are all influenced by the institutional and ideological context within which they 

are based, therefore (Chappell 2000, 251).   

 Just as the electoral project does not take place in an institutional vacuum, women are not 

struggling against ungendered objects for the right to vote or for access to democratic 

legislatures.  Rather, they are fighting men and some women who seek to exclude them (Walby 

1997, 146).  Gender politics, as defined by Sylvia Walby, refers to ―those forms of political 

practice which seek to change gender relations for or against women‘s interests‖ (1997, 146).  

Institutions are also based on gender norms, which may hinder or facilitate women‘s access 

(Beckwith 2000, 447).  The electoral project is not a one-sided affair, in other words. Women in 

different contexts may experience more or less resistance as they seek to integrate democratically 

elected legislatures. 
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Democratic Waves 

 One of the most important features of POS is the type of state.  Not all states are created 

equal, nor are all representative bodies.  Some states offer almost no points of access, in contrast 

to those which are far more open.  Even among democracies, a wide variation in opportunities 

for participation and in the implications of participation exists.  It is therefore useful to 

distinguish among types of democracy, in addition to defining what, precisely, is meant by 

democracy.   

Rather than thinking of democracy as an absolute, in which a state is either democratic or 

it is not, it is useful to think of democracy as a threshold on a continuum in which the presence or 

absence of certain features makes a state more or less democratic (Catt 1999, 120; Diamond 

2000, 17).  This allows us to distinguish more easily between types of democracy, because it 

allows for a consideration of the depth of democracy.  It also allows for nuance over time – states 

can become more or less democratic not only compared to other states, but compared to their 

own previous record.  The key feature of democracy can then be defined as the ability to elect or 

change a government (Lipset, in Catt 1999, 117), while elements of democracy include 

competition in elections, particularly from more than one political party, universal franchise, no 

government restriction of opposition activities, and the principle of one person one vote (Downs 

in Catt 1999, 117).  These are the basic elements of what Samuel Huntington characterizes as 

electoral democracy (2000, 7).  Liberal democracies have not only these elements of democracy, 

but include features which safeguard other rights and liberties, such as restrictions on the power 

of the executive, restrictions on power for forces that are unaccountable to the electorate, such as 

the military, an independent judiciary, and respect for the rights of minorities (Huntington 2000, 

6-7; Diamond 2000, 16).   
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Huntington proposes that to date there have been three different democratic waves – 

periods of substantial democratization – interspersed by periods of collapse (2000, 4).  The first 

wave of democratization took place in the 19
th

 century, and ended around 1920, with around 

thirty democracies in existence.  This number was reduced by the rise in fascism and 

authoritarianism in the 1920s and 1930s.  A second wave began following World War II, and 

included many postcolonial states.  Many of these also suffered a collapse of democracy, before 

a third wave began in 1974.  This last wave has included many former authoritarian states in 

Latin America and the former Eastern bloc, in addition to regime changes in SubSaharan Africa 

(Huntington 2000, 4; Diamond 2000, 14).  The 1990s, Larry Diamond suggests, have 

experienced the contradictory trend of a stagnation in liberal democracies contemporaneous to a 

growth in electoral democracies (2000, 19).  This trend suggests the shallowness of the third 

wave of democratization, in addition to underscoring the importance of timing of democracy in 

understanding the implications of who participates how in democracies.  

 In addition to liberal and electoral democracies, a third type can be distinguished – what 

is referred to as pseudo-democracy or façade democracy.  John Markoff defines façade 

democracy as a ―regime with an elected legislature and an elected president, a constitution 

specifying their powers and guaranteeing all sorts of rights for citizens, a judicial process to 

which citizens can appeal, and political parties that engage in campaigns – all the elements of 

democracy, indeed, but one.  That one is an effective reality based on the formal rules‖ (1996, 

102).  This is not to imply that elections and representative bodies in pseudodemocracies are 

entirely meaningless.  They occasionally create opportunities for change, including 

democratization (Markoff 1996, 104).  Examples of democratic elements successfully 

challenging pseudodemocratic governments include Mexico and Brazil (Markoff 1996, 112). 
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 The process of democratization may be instigated by many different elements, including 

social movements.  In fact, social movements generally play a role in democratization as during 

democratic waves, social movements within states or transnationally frequently demand more 

democracy (Markoff 1996, 2).  This process can consist of competing claims of democracy, as 

―social movements on behalf of excluded groups often aim to reorganize political power; elite 

reformers, on the other hand, sometimes appeal to democratic notions of legitimation in an 

attempt to avoid changing the organization of political power‖ (Markoff 1996, 80).  Among the 

social movements which have been influential in democratization are women‘s movements.  

Markoff suggests that among the movements which played a significant role in the first wave of 

democratization was the American women‘s movement, which, through international congresses 

and organizations, became the foundation for a larger international women‘s movement for 

democratization (Markoff 1996, 64-65).  The rounds of restructuring which the electoral project 

seeks to provoke can be seen as a process of democratization, in which the state becomes more 

democratic as it extends political rights to more citizens.  The desirability of the electoral project 

and its prospects for success are also shaped by the level of democracy within a state, in addition 

to the democratic wave which the state was a part of. 

Quotas 

 Quotas are one possible feminist strategy for increasing women‘s integration and 

ensuring a fairer distribution of access to democratic legislatures.  In the context of the electoral 

project, quotas exist in recognition of the fact that sex/gender is a political variable which has 

historically been used to prevent women‘s political participation in electoral politics.  Quotas 

seek to redress this discrimination by promoting women‘s access, either by helping women gain 

candidacies or ensuring them a guaranteed number of seats.  A variety of measures and 
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theoretical justifications exist for quotas.  Quotas may be included in national legislation or 

constitutions, mandating a guaranteed percentage of seats, or suggesting a minimum number of 

nominations and candidacies.  They may have strict guidelines for implementation with strong 

punitive measures, or they may be recommended guidelines which remain unenforceable.  

Quotas may also be voluntary, adopted by political parties in response to internal pressure from 

women activists or with a view to increasing electoral popularity.  Quotas may be considered a 

temporary measure, until women‘s equal representation has been achieved (Dahlerup and 

Freidenvall 2003, 12), or they may be considered a permanent principle of democracy (Gaspard 

et al. 1992, 36).  Occasionally, as the cases of France, Uganda and India demonstrate, quotas are 

not called quotas, but referred to by other terms: parity, reservations, affirmative action.  In this 

essay, all deliberate measures which promote greater numbers of women in a public body, 

whether by manipulating party behaviour or by guaranteeing women a set number of seats, are 

considered to be a quota system. 

 Eighty-one countries in the world have at least one kind of quota; some have multiple 

measures.  Quota types include constitutional quotas for the highest legislature, an election law 

quota for the highest legislature, constitutional or legislative quotas for subnational bodies, and 

internal political party quotas.  The number of countries with each type of quota is portrayed in 

Table 1.1 below.  It should be noted that while the type of measure instituted has some effect on 

the outcome, averages of women‘s representation across quota type can be misleading.  For 

instance, the average representation of women in countries with a constitutional quota is 18.4%, 

but this average masks the gap between Rwanda at the top with 48.8% and Kenya at the bottom
3
 

with 6.7%.  It is clear, therefore, that the electoral outcome of quotas is more than a question of 

the measure adopted (International IDEA and Stockhom University 2004). 

                                                 
3
 Excluding three countries which have not yet had elections under the provision. 
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Table 1.1 Comparing Quota Types Globally 

Quota Type Number of countries with 

quota* 

Average representation of 

women across quota type 

Constitutional quota for 

highest legislature
4
 

14 18.4% 

Election law quota for 

highest legislature
5
 

31 16.3% 

Constitutional or legislative 

quota for subnational 

bodies
6
 

17 N/A 

Political party internal 

quota (one or more parties)
7
 

61  

(129 political parties) 

17.8% 

Total 81 17% 

* Some countries have multiple quota systems. 

Source: International IDEA and Stockholm University 2004 

 

 The success of quotas may be measured by the level of women in legislatures, but this is 

not the whole story.  First of all, this method of counting ―bodies in seats‖ hides the location of 

women in legislatures, that is, whether they are in government or opposition, in cabinet or other 

leadership positions.  Second, the number of women in the legislature says nothing about the 

behaviour of women once elected.  While in some situations the focus of quotas is solely on 

increasing numbers of women, in others it is intended to empower women and to enable them to 

pass women-friendly legislation.  In this essay, however, the focus is solely on the success of 

quotas in increasing women‘s descriptive representation.  Third, in some cases quotas have had a 

contagion effect, spreading to other levels or surrounding states.  In other cases, quotas have 

                                                 
4
 Countries with a constitutional quota: Argentina, Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Eritrea, France, Guyana, Iraq, Kenya, 

Nepal, Philippines, Rwanda, Taiwan, Tanzania (International IDEA and Stockholm University 2004). 
5
 In addition to most of the countries with a constitutional quota, countries with an electoral law quota include: 

Armenia, Bolivia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Brazil, Costa Rica, Djibouti, Dominican Republic, Ecuador, Honduras, 

Indonesia, Jordan, People‘s Republic of Korea, People‘s Democratic Republic of Korea, Macedonia, Mexico, 

Morocco, Pakistan, Panama, Paraguay, Peru, Sudan, Serbia-Montenegro and Venezuela (International IDEA and 

Stockholm University 2004). 
6
 Countries with subnational quota(s) include: Argentina, Bangladesh, Bolivia, Brazil, France, Greece, India, 

Namibia, Nepal, Pakistan, Peru, Philippines, Rwanda, South Africa, Taiwan, Tanzania, Serbia-Montenegro 

(International IDEA and Stockholm University 2004). 
7
 In addition to many of the countries listed above with other types of quotas, countries with one or more political 

party with an internal quota include: Algeria, Armenia, Australia, Austria, Belgium, Botswana, Canada, Cyprus, 

Czech Republic, Ecuador, Germany, Hungary, Iceland, Ireland, Israel, Italy, Mexico, Morocco, Mozambique, 

Netherlands, Niger, Norway, Poland, Portugal, Romania, South Africa, Sweden, Spain, Switzerland, Thailand, 

Tunisia, and the United Kingdom (International IDEA and Stockholm University 2004). 
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acted as a ceiling, without little electoral effect outside of reserved seats or nominations on party 

lists.  For example, while Uganda‘s quota appears to be successful in integrating women, since 

representation is at 24.7%, women have difficulty being elected in any but the reserved seats. In 

Argentina, on the other hand, quotas have spread to other levels, including 16 of 18 states (Jones 

1998) and Argentina‘s trade unions (Lubertino 2003).  They also have had an effect on 

neighbouring Latin American systems (Piatti-Crocker 2003).  In Norway, quotas exist for all 

public boards committees and councils (Kelber 1994, 81), and the corporate sector has been 

warned that if it does not reach 40% women on corporate boards by 2005, the government will 

introduce quota legislation to compel them.  The relative success of quotas must therefore take 

into account both numbers and contagion – representation of women beyond the quotas. 

 While quotas have been responsible for a general rise in women‘s representation without 

any changes in the political variables usually considered to facilitate or impede women‘s 

political access, the effect of quotas has not been uniform, as noted above.  To date, theories 

regarding the relative success of quotas have focused on the type of quota being instituted, 

although similar measures often achieve different results and different measures occasionally 

achieve similar results (Krook 2003, 5).  As a result, we need to look beyond measures to 

understand their interaction with political actors and institutions.  In the following sections, 

therefore, I will consider both the traditional literature regarding factors affecting women‘s 

political representation, and the literature regarding comparisons of women‘s movements, when 

they choose to engage in the electoral project and with what prospects of success, in order to 

understand the conditions under which quotas facilitate women‘s integration of democratically 

elected legislatures. 
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Comparing Electoral Systems: Institutional Variables Affecting Women’s Political 

Representation 

 

At the state level, democracy is rarely participatory.  Rather, it relies upon a model of 

representation which incorporates a representative political body (Catt, 1999).  This political 

body is exclusive in the sense that while it is intended to represent the members of a state in their 

entirety, it cannot physically include all members of the state.  One of the most important 

determinants of women‘s political citizenship is therefore the model of recruitment adopted by 

these bodies, which determines who gains access and by what criteria access is determined.  This 

section begins, therefore, with a consideration of Norris‘s framework of legislative recruitment.  

This is followed by a review of feminist literature that examines the influences of the variables in 

this framework on women‘s representation. 

According to Pippa Norris (1996), legislative recruitment is distinct from social 

movement recruitment in its selection process.  Social movement recruitment is largely 

determined by the supply side – all volunteers with minimum requirements are normally allowed 

to participate.  Few formal distinctions exist.  Legislative recruitment, on the other hand, depends 

on both supply of activists willing to run for office and the demands of gatekeepers who select 

candidates from among those eligible (Norris 1996, 192).  The demands of the gatekeepers are 

not simply arbitrary; they are shaped by institutional and electoral context, in addition to the 

party system and ideology of the party which gatekeepers represent.  Norris therefore 

distinguishes three levels of analysis: the political system, which creates the recruitment 

environment; the recruitment structure, which sets the rules of the game and is determined 

mostly, but not exclusively, by political parties; and individual level supply and demand factors 

of the recruitment process (Norris 1996, 195).  These three levels of analysis are represented 

below in Figure 1.1.   
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   Figure 1.1 Norris’s Three Levels of Analysis 

 

     Source: Norris 1996, 196. 

 

 From a POS perspective, for women seeking to integrate legislatures, this system 

provides multiple points of access where women‘s attempts to become representatives may be 

facilitated or hindered: in constitutions or electoral law, in party ideology or party rules, in 

having the motivation and the resources to seek candidacy, to obtain nominations and to win 

elections.  It should be noted that not all political systems have these multiple points of access, 

and that most political systems have other points have access in addition to these (Chappell 

Political System 
Legal System 

Electoral System 

Party System 

Recruitment Structures 
Party Organization 

Party Rules 

Party Ideology 

Non-Party Gatekeepers 

Recruitment Process  
 

Eligibles→Aspirants→Candidates→MPs 
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2002).  Nonetheless, many of these features are key elements of democratic representation, and 

variables affecting women‘s representation at each of these levels of analysis must therefore be 

considered in turn. 

Institutional 

 There is considerable evidence that institutional structures play a role in women‘s level of 

political integration.  How many representative/political bodies there are, where they are located, 

and their relative power/influence all affect women‘s opportunities.  While questions of women‘s 

political representation normally focus only on the national legislature, there is also some interest 

in women‘s integration of other public bodies (Hernes and Hänninen-Salmelin 1985; Nelson 

1985; Lœgrid 1995; Chappell 2000; Sineau 2001; Ahikire 2003; Barry et al. 2004).  As the case 

studies in this essay demonstrate, the relative power of political bodies has important 

consequences for women‘s ability to integrate them.  The political system also determines what 

defines eligibility, including qualifications and competence, and what characteristics may and 

may not be taken into consideration in determining what legislative composition should be 

considered representative. 

 Electoral systems have garnered the most attention in analyses of women‘s electoral 

prospects, with proportional representation (PR) almost universally viewed as the magic bullet 

which will solve all women‘s representational woes.  One notable exception is Richard Matland 

(1998), whose statistical analysis of developed and developing states suggests that PR is only 

effective in promoting greater representation of women above a certain development threshold 

(1998, 119-120).  While PR does undeniably correlate favourably with greater representation of 

women, it is by no means a guarantee of greater representation, nor the only way of increasing 

the election of women.  PR depends upon the placement of women candidates on party lists – if 



 22 

there are no women on the lists, or if women are given relatively low places, women will still not 

be elected.  When women are placed in significant positions on lists, their levels of election 

usually do increase.  Of the top ten states in the Interparliamentary Union‘s World Classification 

of Women in Legislatures, eight of the top ten countries had a PR system of some kind, while 

seven of the bottom ten countries use a variety of First-Past-The-Post (FPTP) plurality system.  

Nevertheless, at the top of the list is Rwanda which has a FPTP plurality system (IPU 2004). 

 Generally speaking, types of electoral system can be divided into families according to 

their degree of plurality, majority, PR and mixed-member systems (Blais and Massicotte 2002).  

The electoral formula (or allotment of seats to votes), district magnitude and ballot structure vary 

according to system and all have some repercussions for women‘s electoral opportunities.  The 

precise effects of each are disputed, however.  For example, Matland (1993) demonstrated that 

district magnitude in Norway has a positive correlation with women‘s electoral success, while 

Donley Studlar and Ian McAllister found that district size was statistically insignificant in their 

larger study (2002, 245). 

 Party systems also affect women‘s opportunities for electoral success.  Miki Caul‘s 

(1999) study of political parties in 12 advanced democracies revealed four general characteristics 

of parties that affect women‘s integration: party organization, party ideology, the presence of 

women activists within the party and party rules.  The centralization of party organization 

correlated slightly with increased representation of women, as did highly institutionalized parties 

(Caul 1999, 85).  More women were elected from localized rather than centralized nomination 

procedures, while high levels of women delegates and activists led to higher levels of women 

office holders, although there was a lag effect (Caul 1999, 90).  Caul also found that leftist 

parties were slightly more likely to promote women‘s integration, although in some countries 
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conservative and rural parties did better than some left socialist parties (1999, 85).  There was 

little evidence of diffusion of women‘s candidacies across the political spectrum from parties on 

the left to parties on the right, however (Caul 1999, 88). 

Recruitment Structures 

 Norris categorizes recruitment within political parties individually as informal-

centralized, informal-localized, formal-localized or formal-centralized (Norris 1993, 322-324).  

Each form has different implications for women‘s opportunities, depending on the amount of 

control exercised by party elites and by the desire of elites to incorporate women in all party 

activities.  Centralized control could represent the possibility of party elites imposing regulations 

which favour women‘s access on localized party institutions, or localized nomination processes 

could result in the subversion of the political elite by localized party organizations.  Additionally, 

the extent to which parties expect activists and legislators to abide by party discipline could 

affect women‘s opportunities for advancement, election and re-election.  Parties also decide, in 

the context of political culture and institutions, which qualifications and attributes should be 

valued in a potential candidate, what counts as political capital and what sort of political 

apprenticeship is necessary.  Joni Lovenduski lists a relationship with political incumbents, local 

experience, a long party career, and multiple mandates beginning at the local level as common 

forms of political apprenticeships (1993, 12). 

 Norris and Lovenduski theorize that parties will only include women when pressured 

externally by feminists and internally by party activists.  Lovenduski also suggests parties can 

choose one of three main strategies in responding to demands from women for greater political 

inclusion: rhetorical, positive or affirmative action, and positive discrimination (1993, 8-10).  

When parties adopt a rhetorical strategy, women‘s claims are recognized and incorporated into 
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campaign platforms, while party spokespersons refer to the importance of increasing women‘s 

representation.  A strategy of positive or affirmative action involves special training, 

encouragement and financial assistance for women, while specific targets are set for levels of 

women within the party.  Finally, seats may be reserved for women and special women‘s 

committees created under a strategy of positive discrimination. 

In addition to presenting different implications for women‘s electoral opportunities, 

different electoral systems are vulnerable to varying strategies.  For example, external pressure 

on political parties can be very effective in PR systems, where small shifts in total votes 

represent the loss or gain of seats (Matland and Studlar, 1996) while FPTP systems are very 

difficult to influence externally.  Similarly, centralized nomination procedures can be influenced 

by centrally concentrated efforts, while localized nomination procedures require much more 

diffuse, locally concentrated efforts. 

Recruitment Process 

 Because the factors which influence the recruitment process are far more individualized 

than those discussed above, it is difficult for a study of this magnitude to consider most of these 

factors effectively.  However, it should be noted that factors which are assumed to influence                                                    

the recruitment process include supply side factors such as motivation and demand side factors 

such as the willingness of the electorate to vote for women.  While women‘s motivation is 

influenced by personal factors, it is also shaped by larger systemic questions such as division of 

labour, particularly unpaid care work, access to education, and access to childcare (Vickers 1997, 

32).  The electorate‘s readiness to vote for women candidates also involves personal opinions 

and influences, in addition to being shaped by larger elements such as political culture and 

ideology. 
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 The recruitment process can also be affected by the presence of a women‘s movement, 

particularly when that movement is interested in pursuing an electoral project.  The women‘s 

movement can increase motivation by highlighting issues of representation, educating potential 

candidates and offering resources.  The women‘s movement can also affect recruitment 

structures and the political system, just as they are shaped by them.  In the next section, 

therefore, I will discuss the literature on comparisons between women‘s movements, focusing in 

particular on how movements choose whether or not to engage with the state and the strategies 

they favour. 

 

Comparing Women’s Movements: The Electoral Project in Context 

 As mentioned previously, not all women‘s movements choose the electoral project as a 

strategy for achieving their goals.  The decision to pursue an electoral project is based both on 

the institutional and state structure in which a women‘s movement is located, which offers 

certain opportunities or points of access and not others, and by the goals and strategies of the 

women‘s movement.  These in turn are also shaped by context, including the historical 

development of the women‘s movement in question.  Because it is difficult to compare across 

national, cultural and economic boundaries, a framework for meaningful comparison is therefore 

necessary. 

 Karen Beckwith (2000) suggests a comparative approach to research on women‘s 

movements which relies on a contextual, dynamic examination of women‘s movements that is 

issue-oriented.  She also suggests that the tendency to conflate women‘s and feminist movements 

has impeded comparisons across differently-located movements by implying greater coherence 

than exists: ―Any definitional conflation of women‘s activism, women‘s movements, and 
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feminism confounds our ability to disentangle women‘s interests (and gender interests) from 

class and race interests, and to assess the extent to which specific women‘s movments are also 

classed and racialized‖ (Beckwith 2000, 436).  Rather, Beckwith proposes, women‘s movements 

should be understood as socio-political movements ―characterized by the primacy of women‘s 

gendered experiences, women‘s issues, and women‘s leadership and decision making‖ (1996, 

quoted in 2000, 437).  Within these movements, women develop and organize according to their 

gender identity.  Rightwing, antifeminist, racist or classist women‘s movements are therefore 

possible.  Feminist movements, however, are characterized by their challenge of patriarchy and 

their reliance on a power analysis of gender and women‘s subordination (Beckwith 2000, 437). 

 While Beckwith‘s distinction between women‘s movements and feminist movements is 

important, her definition of feminist movements nonetheless has a strong Western bias in its 

understanding of feminism as relying on a challenge of patriarchy.  Some self-defined feminist 

movements in developing countries (and particularly former colonies) do not view patriarchy as 

their enemy, but understand their goal as the transformation of oppressive structures for the 

benefit of both men and women.  For this reason, I use feminist in this essay to refer to instances 

of self-defined feminist activists and movements.
8
  Otherwise, I refer to women activists or 

women‘s movements.  This allows the inclusion of those Walby categorizes as the third set of 

actors in gender politics: ―Gender politics are more complex than a simple division between 

varieties of feminist and anti-feminist political forces because there is a very important third-

position – that of the pro-women non-feminists who wish to defend and develop women‘s sphere 

of activity‖ (Walby 1997, 154).   

                                                 
8
 This may be problematic as well, since self-defined feminists can hold contradictory opinions and goals.  The 

terms feminist and feminism do have particular meanings which cannot include all women‘s activism or viewpoints, 

but since a satisfactory definition of the term is outside of the scope of this project, I will rely here on self-

definitions.  
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Beckwith also addresses the difficulties of comparing women‘s movements across 

national and historical contexts by identifying four well-developed feminist research areas in 

which common trends can be identified: women‘s movements and political parties, ―double 

militancy‖ of women activists, agency and opportunities for women‘s movements and women‘s 

movements and the state (2000, 439).  Examining these issues may ―facilitate the specification of 

conditions under which women‘s movements, emerge, mobilize, act, and succeed, for example, 

by identifying what actions and campaigns women‘s movements undertake and by 

contextualizing these actions and campaigns, in terms of the particular actors,‖ Beckwith 

suggests (2000, 439).   

State Engagement vs. Autonomy 

 The electoral project always follows from a decision to engage the state.  If women‘s 

movements choose to remain autonomous, then having more women elected will not be a 

primary concern.  Not all women‘s movements who choose to engage the state pursue an 

electoral project though (Chappell 2002).  Questions of autonomy, cooption, relative power, 

strategy and regime type all influence the decision of a particular movement to engage the state, 

although the state-movement relationship is never static nor unidirectional (Beckwith 2000, 452-

453).  Engaging the state may provide important resources; it may also imply cooption and 

control.  Women‘s movement activists are not always in accord among themselves on the issue 

of engaging the state either, Beckwith suggests.  This strategic divide may lead to fracturing, 

either rendering women‘s movements powerless to influence policy, or benefiting one sector 

while leaving other segments ―disempowered and unprotected‖ (Beckwith 2000, 452).  Women‘s 

movements‘ relationships to the state also change over time, particularly in the case of regime 

change. 
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While cooption by the state may result, it is not a necessary consequence of engaging the 

state, as Chappell‘s study of Australia and Canada reveals.  In both cases, feminists were able to 

identify and exploit opportunities, in addition to creating new ones (Chappell 2000b, 252).  As a 

result, Chappell concludes, political institutions should not be seen as inherently ―good‖ or 

―bad,‖ rather ―political institutions offer feminists different opportunity structures across place 

and time‖ (Chappell 2000b, 252). 

Affiliation with Political Parties 

 Institutionally, the relationship between women‘s movements and political parties is 

important for understanding when and how political parties advance or hinder women‘s interests 

(Beckwith 2000, 439-442).  The literature surveyed by Beckwith suggests that the role of 

leftwing parties is crucial in shaping women‘s movement‘s opportunities for influence, whether 

they promote or fail to protect women‘s interests (2000, 440).  Shifts in electoral balance or 

major, unanticipated changes in government are also identified as influencing the extent to which 

affiliation with a political party can further the goals of a women‘s movement.  Beckwith also 

highlights the tension between the benefits of party affiliation and the advantages of maintaining 

autonomy (2000, 441). 

Political Opportunity Structure 

Much like Chappell, Beckwith theorizes that the political opportunities afforded by state 

structures and institutions are gendered in ways that may facilitate or preclude women‘s activism 

(2000, 446).  Women‘s movements adapt their strategies according to the institutions they face, 

their position vis-à-vis these institutions (internal or external), changes in these structures, and 

specific goals of the movement (Beckwith 2000, 447).  Beckwith lists five factors identified by 

Sidney Tarrow as structuring political opportunity: ―(1) increased access for the participation of 
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new groups; (2) ‗evidence of political realignment within the polity‘; (3) emergence of 

influential allies; (4) emergence of divisions among political elites; and (5) a decline in the states 

capacity or will to repress dissent‖ (Beckwith 2000, 447).  While gendered political opportunities 

may limit women‘s possibilities, they may also be structured in ways that advantage female, 

rather than male actors (Beckwith 2000, 447).  New constitutional arrangements, alternations in 

power and revolutionary or transitional periods are all specific moments when women‘s 

movements may be able to use the changing political opportunity structure to their advantage 

(Beckwith 2000, 448).  These changes may, however, be more or less difficult to consolidate, 

depending on the context (Beckwith 2000, 450, 453).  Within institutions, women may also 

engage in discursive politics, seeking to engage the norms which govern the institution 

(Beckwith 2000, 450-451). 

Double Militancy 

 Finally, Beckwith identifies the dilemma of ―double militancy‖ as a major research issue 

in comparing feminist movements.  Women activists are not always located in one political 

location – they can occupy multiple locations of collective action simultaneously (Beckwith 

2000, 442-443).  This is distinct from women‘s intersecting identities of gender, race, ethnicity, 

class and sexuality, but double militancy nonetheless necessitates the negotiation of multiple 

identities.  As a result, ―feminist activists have to negotiate their feminism within nonfeminist 

organizations that nonetheless provide resources, contacts, and scope for feminist activist goals‖ 

(Beckwith 2000, 443), and that may prove a powerful tool for integration of government and 

political party structures (Beckwith 2000, 445).  Activists may also transform the organizations 

from within, or create coalitions which achieve women‘s policy goals (Beckwith 2000, 445-446).  

Because France is the only one of the countries in this study for which double militancy has been 
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an issue in understanding women‘s political representation, this last characteristic will not be 

examined in the case studies. 

 

Conclusion 

 I began this discussion with two questions: Why do states or political parties adopt 

quotas?  And what accounts for the differing levels of representation when similar measures are 

adopted?  The answer this literature review suggests is that states or political parties adopt quotas 

either because they are pressured to do so, or because they choose to do so for political reasons.  

When they are pressured to do so, it is because women activists within the state have decided to 

seek full political citizenship by means of electoral integration and have therefore adopted an 

electoral project.  The decision to pursue an electoral project, the strategy chosen and the 

prospects for success are all shaped by the political opportunity structure of the system, which 

exists in a multidirectional relationship with activists.  Activists therefore target their strategies 

according to their structural context, but they can also create opportunities where none existed 

before.  The key to understanding the success of quotas and the electoral project more generally 

therefore lies in understanding the political system and the relationship of the women‘s 

movement to the system – the changes the women‘s movement seeks to provoke, its strategies 

and goals.   

 It should be noted that while the political system and the strategies of the women‘s 

movement are being separated for the sake of analysis, it is the relationship between the two 

which accounts for the success or failure of quotas.  The relationship is multidirectional, not 

unidirectional. To change one factor would be to change the nature of the interaction and 
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possibly, although not necessarily, change the nature of the outcome.  In this regard, Hege 

Skjeie‘s summary regarding Norway is revealing: 

[T]here is no simple explanation for the success of the campaign for full 

integration.  While a combination of contextual factors, political activism and a 

specific political culture provided the point of departure, the process can only be 

understood by reference to, on the one hand, the interplay between new 

participation claims and traditional principles of political representation, and on 

the other, the exact conditions under which party competition turned into a 

mechanism of integration (1991b). 

 

The result cannot be understood as the outcome of independent variables, but as the product of a 

contextually specific combination of elements reacting to one another in a particular way.    
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CHAPTER TWO 

QUOTAS IN FIRST WAVE DEMOCRACIES 

 

 Norway and France are both first wave democracies, but they represent contrasting 

experiences with quota systems.  Norway has consistently been among the highest in the world 

for women in the national legislature in the past thirty years and is currently ranked sixth in the 

world, close behind fellow Nordic countries Denmark, Sweden and Finland (IPU 2004).
9
  It is 

unique among the case studies considered by this research essay in that quotas were adopted 

after women had already begun to increase their representation (Dahlerup and Freidenvall 2004, 

2).  Quotas in Norway were thus a means of cementing gains that women were already in the 

process of achieving.  In addition to the quotas adopted by political parties in Norway, quotas 

also exist for other political and public bodies in Norway.  The electoral project in Norway has 

thus been extremely successful.  

 In France, the electoral project has not been so successful.  With the adoption of parity, 

women‘s representation in the National Assembly went up exactly 1.3% to 12.2%, placing 

France 66
th

 in the world in terms of women‘s representation (IPU 2004).
10

  Unlike Norway, 

France has not had a long, consistent pattern of women‘s representation either.  Women‘s 

representation in the National Assembly has remained below ten percent for most of the sixty 

years since women obtained the right to run for office in 1944 (Bataille and Gaspard 1999).  

Despite the fact that parity applies to local bodies of power as well, women‘s representation in 

departmental and regional councils also remains low (Sineau 2001).  The electoral project has 

thus far not been successful in France.   

                                                 
9
 For figures regarding women‘s representation in Norway, see Appendix D. 

10
 For figures regarding women‘s representation in France, see Appendix B. 
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 The reasons for the outcomes of France and Norway‘s quota systems and electoral 

projects lie in the differences between their institutional structures, political cultures and the 

history and strategies of their women‘s movements.  In this chapter, I outline briefly the history 

of women‘s representation in Norway and France to serve as a background for comparing them 

contextually.  I then compare and contrast their political systems to reveal how they facilitate or 

preclude women‘s political integration.  This is followed by a comparison of the development, 

strategies and achievements of the women‘s movements in France and Norway. 

 

Women’s Representation in Norway 

 In Norway, women‘s activism for political integration has a long history.  Before Norway 

even gained official independence from Sweden in the early years of the twentieth century, 

women were mobilized in organizations such as the Norwegian Association for the Rights of 

Women, formed in 1884 with the goal of improving women‘s rights in marriage and education, 

and the National Association for Women‘s Suffrage, formed in 1889 (Kelber 1994, 63).  These 

early efforts were rewarded in 1913, when the right to vote was extended to women in Norway.  

Because of women‘s association with the national project under Swedish occupation, they 

became part of the citizenship project at the same time as men. 

 Women continued to focus certain efforts on political integration after the achievement of 

suffrage in initiatives such as the Women‘s Electoral Association of Oslo‘s attempt to run an all-

female list and the creation of a Women‘s party.  Most organizational activity was centred 

around other goals, however: economic, religious, humanitarian or social (Bystydzienski 1995, 

37; Kelber 1994, 63).  The first woman was elected to the Storting, the Norwegian parliament, in 
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1921, but levels of women‘s political participation remained extremely low for the next few 

decades without being an issue of immediate concern. 

 The second-wave feminist movement which began in the 1960s was very strong in 

Norway, building on women‘s familiarity with organization and a strong Nordic belief in 

equality (Bystydzienski 1995, 28, 39).  This new wave was composed, generally speaking, of 

two factions, or what Jill Bystydzienski characterizes as ―establishment women‖ and ―new 

feminists‖ (1995, 39).  Establishment women were members of traditional organizations such as 

the Norwegian Association for the Rights of Women, the National Council of Women in Norway 

and the Norwegian Women‘s Association.  New feminists, on the other hand, represented new 

ideas about the goals of feminism, about structure and about strategy.  Despite their differences, 

these two factions were able to agree both on the desirability of political integration and 

strategies to achieve it, thereby ensuring a long and profitable cooperation (Bystydzienski 1995, 

40). 

 This new and focused interest in women‘s political integration led to grassroots 

campaigns and mobilization around the local/municipal elections of 1967 and 1971, culminating 

in what came to be known as the ―Women‘s Coup‖ of 1971 as women‘s representation on  

municipal councils surged dramatically (Bystydzienksi 1995, 40-45; Kelber 1994, 66-67).  This 

was due to smart manipulation of the voting system, which allowed voters to select candidates 

from lists and vote for single candidates multiple times (plumping).  Although the government 

supported and occasionally even directed the initiatives to increase representation in both 1967 

and 1971, electoral procedures were changed after 1971 to make it difficult for women to repeat 

their remarkable feat (Kelber 1994, 68).  
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 While at the grassroots level women were gaining new ground, the government was 

slowly but surely becoming involved in the campaign for greater equality – and this despite 

concerns regarding the elite‘s role in keeping women marginalized in the political system.  The 

Equal Pay Council was created in 1952 and was renamed the Equal Status Council in 1972.  It 

was subsequently responsible for drafting the Equal Status Act, adopted in 1979, and largely 

concerned with women‘s rights as workers (Kelber 1994, 66).  In 1975, the Storting rejected a 

constitutional amendment guaranteeing women equal representation (Skjeie and Siim 2000, 

353).  Feminists, however, had begun to adopt a new strategy: placing pressure on internal 

structures of parties to increase the number of women nominated, in particular through the 

adoption of quotas (Bystydzienski 1995, 46).  The Liberal Party was the first to capitulate, 

followed quickly by the Socialist Left Party, each adopting a regulation that 40% of nominations 

must be from both sexes.  While neither party won many seats in the following election, the 

effect was electric: other parties, and in particular the Labour party, nominated more women, 

despite the lack of an official quota, for fear of losing votes to the Liberal or Socialist Left Party 

(Matland 1993, 749).  Women‘s representation in the Storting jumped from 15.5% to 23.6% in 

1977.  Eventually other major parties also adopted official quotas.  In 2000, 5 out of 7 major 

parties followed such a regulation (Skjeie and Siim 2000, 353).  In 1988, the Equal Status Act 

was amended to require 40% representation of both sexes on all committees, boards or councils 

appointed or elected by a public agency or institution (Kelber 1994, 81).  This measure was 

important in the context of Norway‘s corporatist system, in which public boards and 

commissions are deeply involved in the policy making process.   

 Quotas have been extremely successful in promoting the integration of women into 

Norwegian politics, but have also had effects in other areas.  The level of women‘s political 



 36 

representation has remained consistently above 35% since the 1985 election, and there is 

evidence to suggest that women are achieving horizontal integration as well (Karvonen and Selle 

1995, 5).  Norway had a female prime minister, Gro Harlem Brundtland, for many years, and 

levels of women in government have consistently been higher than in the legislature (Raaum 

1995, 33).  Women are beginning to achieve parity in political parties and in the public service 

(Sundberg 1995, 93; Lœgrid 1995, 234).  There is some evidence that women have had a 

positive effect on legislation that directly affects many women (Skjeie, 1991b, 89-90).  Polls also 

demonstrate high levels of support for quotas, particularly among political elites (Kelber 1994, 

81-82; Skjeie 1991b, 98). 

 

Women’s Representation in France 

 France represents an interesting contrast to Norway, since it officially legislated measures 

to increase women‘s representation, rather than relying on parties themselves to increase the 

number of female candidates.  It also specifically rejected quotas, opting instead for parity, 

which feminists formulated as the antithesis of quotas (although one could make the argument 

that parity is simply a bigger quota with a different name).
11

  The history and success of feminist 

mobilization in France has also been somewhat different, in part because its nationalist project 

began long before Norway‘s and in part due to dramatic differences in political culture. 

France was one of the earliest countries to experience feminist activism in the world at 

the time of the French Revolution.  France was also the first country to discuss the extension of 

suffrage to women, while being among the last of Western states to actually grant women that 

                                                 
11

 Quotas were seen as both unFrench and American, and rejected as representing communautarisme, or the 

breakdown of the French system.  Parity, on the other hand, was presented as a principle for the representation of 

both halves of humanity, seen as distinctively different.  For further discussion of why French feminists rejected the 

idea of a ―quota‖ but felt that parity was philosophically different from a quota, see Gaspard et al., 1992, Debbasch 

1994,  or Pasma 2003. 
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right.  This perpetual paradox has constantly plagued French feminists since the French 

Revolution: the democratic ideals and Republican system which find their origin in the 

Revolution simultaneously open a theoretical space for women in politics while practically 

excluding them.  Thus it is that in France, after well over one hundred and fifty years of protest 

and mobilization from feminists during two empires, two monarchies and three republics, when 

women actually received the right to vote in 1944 it was as the result of a decree by Charles de 

Gaulle.  Karen Offen explains what this has meant practically for French feminists: ―The 

ultimate irony of the French suffragist campaign was that women‘s right to vote was finally 

bestowed in April, 1944, not by the magnanimity of the legislators of the parliamentary Republic 

but by General de Gaulle‘s decree.  Women‘s political enfranchisement is the result of a 

―fatherly gift‖ from the Liberation and the new provisory government‖ (1998, 62).
12

  Suffrage 

was thus seen as the result of de Gaulle‘s benevolence, and years of suffragist and feminist 

activism were abruptly minimized (Bataille and Gaspard 1999, 20). 

 While women experienced a certain amount of success in integrating themselves into the 

political system of the very shaky Fourth Republic, established after World War II, this trend 

was abruptly reversed with the creation of the Fifth Republic in 1958.  This disappearance of 

women is vividly illustrated by the abrupt change in the number of women who were candidates 

from the last election of the Fourth Republic to the first election of the Fifth Republic: 495 

women ran in 1956, but only 65 in 1958 (Fabre 2001, 151).  This new exclusion had two 

principle causes: the personality of Charles de Gaulle, the dominant figure in the first years of 

the new republic, notorious for his traditional views on women‘s place in society; and the 

institutional reforms of the Fifth Republic which made it difficult for women to access the 

political sphere (Sineau 2001, 29-41). 

                                                 
12

 All translations are mine, unless otherwise noted. 
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 When second-wave feminism erupted in France, following the events of May, 1968
13

, it 

was expressed in three general trends: revolutionary, syndicalist and egalitarian feminism 

(Jenson 1996).  Within these three general tendencies, groups formed and dissolved frequently, 

each promoting its own particular brand of feminism.  Unlike in Norway, there was little 

cooperation among groups and divisions ran deep, eventually crippling the movement.  Also, 

unlike in Norway, the most visible parts of the movement, including revolutionary and 

syndicalist feminists, were not interested in integration of existing political structures.  Rather 

than incorporation into a system characterized by male hegemony, they argued, women needed a 

transformation of social relations which could only be achieved by a rejection of male structures.  

Only egalitarian feminists continued to fight for political change, achieving laws on 

contraception and abortion. 

 Frustrated by their inability to provoke social change on a grand scale, during the 1990s 

feminists began to turn their attention to the political system.  In the years since 1945, women 

had never obtained more than 5.9% of the seats in the National Assembly, and most of the time 

their percentage never reached above 3.5%.  In other words, after fifty years, women had not 

increased their proportion of representation at all!  It was clear that evolutionary change would 

never bring about women‘s full integration of Parliament, and feminists began to look at 

alternatives.  Quotas had first been suggested in 1975, but they were seen by the larger political 

culture as unFrench and unnecessary, and a proposed law requiring representation of either sex 

to be no less than 30% had been vetoed by the Constitutional Council
14

 in 1982 as 

unconstitutional (Gaspard et al. 1992, 136).   

                                                 
13

 Students and unions revolted against de Gaulle, whose government was seriously destabilized for a short period of 

time.  Although the students and unions were ultimately unsuccessful, the events mark a rupture of traditional 

notions of authority for an entire generation in France. 
14

 France‘s equivalent of a Supreme Court. 
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It was in this context that French feminists seized upon the idea of parity, first suggested 

in 1992 in a book entitled Au pouvoir, citoyennes!  Liberté, égalité, parité, written by three 

eminent feminists: Françoise Gaspard, Claude Servan-Schreiber and Anne LeGall.  Officially the 

principle that the legislature should be divided equally between men and women, parity 

represented different things to different feminists: an eternal democratic principle to be added to 

the existing democratic pillars of liberty, equality and fraternity, the new embodiment of 

equality, or a temporary tool to be used for equality and then discarded when equality was 

achieved (Pasma 2003).  Similarly, different arguments were made in its favour: it was self-

justifying, it would transform women, it would transform society, and most importantly, it would 

transform politics (Pasma 2003).  As the French public and the Socialist government elected in 

1997 got on the bandwagon quickly, parity became a debate fought largely amongst feminists.  

The law ultimately adopted in June, 2000 requiring political parties to present as many female 

candidates as male candidates for every election (except presidential) thus irritated as many 

feminists as it satisfied.   

Analyses of the results of parity thus far are mixed.  In the first legislative elections 

following the adoption of the law in June, 2002, 71 women were elected for a total of 12.3% of 

the National Assembly.  While this represents an increase over the 10.9% of the seats held 

previously, it is obviously far from parity.  The problem lay with political parties which were 

willing to renounce part of their official state funding rather than respect the law.  The 

implementation of parity still rests largely on the good graces of parties dominated by a 

masculine elite, and unlike in Norway, few male elites feel any pressure to radically alter their 

practices concerning women.  This doesn‘t necessarily make parity a failure – only time will tell 

whether it will ultimately succeed in speeding up women‘s political integration.  And at the very 
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least, the parity debate made political elites and others in France aware of the role that 

sex/gender plays in determining political access and participation.  The final verdict on parity 

thus remains to be passed. 

Norway and France thus share a long history of women‘s political activism, but this 

activism has taken place in quite different contexts with very different results.  In both countries, 

there has been a significant feminist presence, expressed in multiple waves, and in both countries 

women participated in the national project.  In Norway, however, this participation translated 

directly into political citizenship, while in France women were excluded from the franchise for 

over one hundred and fifty years.
15

  In addition to this significant difference in the timing of 

enfranchisement, Norway and France have also seen different patterns of cooperation among 

women activists and feminists.  In Norway, traditional women‘s groups and new feminists 

cooperated for the common goal of women‘s political integration, while in France there has 

never been unanimity among feminists on the desirability of the electoral project.  The electoral 

project also took place twenty years earlier in Norway than in France, and the strategies adopted 

by Norwegian women have been far more successful than those adopted in France.  In Norway, 

women were able to successfully manipulate the voting system and bring internal pressure to 

bear on political parties.  In addition to the success of their electoral quotas, they have also seen 

successful integration of women into other public bodies, including cabinet.  In France, on the 

other hand, there have been no attempts to manipulate the voting system, which is not nearly as 

susceptible to manipulation, and internal pressure on political parties was largely ineffective.  

The reasons for these differences will be explored in the following two sections. 

                                                 
15

 While it has been common to assert that women received the vote as a result of their significant participation in 

the resistance during World War II, I find the argument proposed by Mariette Sineau that Charles de Gaulle believed 

women‘s natural conservatism would protect the country from socialism following World War II a much more 

convincing argument for de Gaulle‘s decision to extend the franchise to women (Sineau 2001, 30-31).  This 

interpretation aligns much more closely with de Gaulle‘s vision of ―l‘éternel féminin‖ (Sineau 2001, 29). 
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Comparing Political Systems 

 The differences between the success of quotas in Norway and the failure of parity in 

France relate partly to institutional differences between the two states, and the differing political 

opportunity structures they present.  In fact, France and Norway are a good example of 

Chappell‘s argument that similar institutions provide different opportunities according to context 

(2002, 6): proportional representation in Norway afforded an opening for women, while PR in 

France has not made any difference for women.  The difference has been the openness of 

political parties to women‘s candidacies and their susceptibility to internal pressure from women 

activists, in addition to differences in state structure.  Norway‘s corporatist structure makes 

power more diffuse – shared between the legislature and the public boards and commissions 

which are also involved in the policy-making process.  This has raised important questions 

regarding women‘s access to the legislature and whether it comes at the cost of a loss of power in 

this location.  In France‘s unitary state structure, however, the vast majority of power resides in 

the National Assembly, which women have had difficulty integrating.  In this section, I explore 

these differences between electoral systems, party systems and state structures.  A comparison of 

the basic elements of each system can be seen below in Table 2.1. 

Stucturally, the most important factor in women‘s representation has been the political 

system and its responsiveness to women‘s demands.  In Norway, a multi-party, proportional 

system with multi-member districts and relatively stable voting patterns has been very open to 

women‘s integration.  First, a large number of political parties open to women‘s candidacies 

increased women‘s opportunities for political nominations (Bystydzienski 1995, 31).  Second, 

both the proportional system of representation and multi-member districts have contributed to 

women‘s opportunities for elections (Matland 1993; Matland and Studlar 1996).  Since even  
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Table 2.1 Comparing Basic Structures in Norway and France 

 State 

structure 

Electoral 

system 

Number of seats 

in national 

legislature 

Number 

of major 

political 

parties* 

Quota type 

Norway Unitary; 

corporatist 

system. 

PR, multi-

member 

districts, closed 

party lists. 

165 – 

subsequently 

subdivided into 

upper and lower 

chamber. 

7 5 political parties 

have internal quotas 

requiring at least 

30% of each sex on 

party lists. 

France Unitary Single-member 

districts, 

majoritarian.   

577 – National 

Assembly; 

331 – Senate, 

appointed or 

indirectly 

elected. 

13 Parity – political 

parties required by 

law to present at 

least 30% women 

candidates; enforced 

by loss of official 

funding. 

Parti socialiste – 

internal quota of 

30% women. 

* Approximate 

Sources: Bataille and Gaspard 1999; IPU 2004; Skjeie and Siim, 2000. 

 

small differences in total votes in a PR system mean the loss or gain of seats, parties will do 

anything to minimize the number of votes going to opponents.  This is why the adoption of 

quotas by one party led other parties to nominate more women, in an attempt to prevent the loss 

of votes of those in favour of women‘s increased representation (Matland and Studlar 1996).  

Similarly, multi-member districts have been favourable to women because it changes the nature 

of the game from zero-sum – in order to nominate a woman in a district, men do not need to be 

shut out.  In addition, the larger the nomination list, the more obvious it becomes that women 

have been shut out, thus making parties wary of a negative reaction from voters (Matland 1993, 

738).   

Finally, the relative stability of voting patterns in Norway has encouraged women‘s 

representation.  As Richard Matland explains, ―[F]or most of the post-World War II period 
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Norwegian politics has seen only very small voter movement from one election to another.  

Parties could predict, with a high degree of certainty, how many representatives they would win 

and in what districts‖ (1993, 745).  As a result, success in getting women nominated has 

translated directly into getting women elected.  Activists have been able to focus on integration 

into parties that were likely to have members elected.  This is particularly crucial since the 

willingness of parties to nominate women depends on the number of seats the party counts on 

winning (Skard and Haavio-Mannila 1985b, 57). 

In contrast to Norway‘s relatively open electoral system, the two round-majority/plurality 

electoral system in France works against women hoping to enter parliament.  The personalized 

nature of the system (electors vote for a person as much as for a platform) and the no-holds 

barred style in which it is normally waged tend to discourage women with little or no experience 

(Sineau 2001, 37).  It also privileges prominent locals – frequently those with business ties or 

with other political positions, since in France the accumulation of political mandates at multiple 

levels is permitted.  Nonetheless, France does not serve as an example of why proportional 

representation is necessary for women‘s political integration – far from it, in fact.  In 1986, under 

President François Mitterrand, the electoral system was changed to proportional representation.  

PR increased the number of female candidates, but hardly the number of female deputies.  One 

thousand, six hundred and eighty women ran in the 1986 election, representing a quarter of all 

candidates, but a mere 34 were elected to the National Assembly.  To put these numbers into 

perspective, in 1988, with a return to the two-round majoritarian system, only 336 women ran, an 

eighth of all candidates, and 33 were elected (Allwood and Wadia 2000, 147).  In 1986, only 5 

percent of women candidates were elected, while 20% of male candidates achieved the same 

goal.  The difference was parties‘ willingness, or lack thereof, to support women candidates and 



 44 

to place them in electable positions on the electoral lists.  Additionally, the lists were composed 

at the departmental, rather than national, level.
16

  Thus prominent locals were still privileged 

(Sineau 2001, 126).  This example suggests that PR only facilitates women‘s increased 

representation when political parties are willing to support women‘s candidacies by placing them 

high enough on electoral lists. 

 It is really upon the parties rather than on the electoral system that most of the blame 

must fall for women‘s political exclusion in France, therefore.  France has a very high number of 

political parties, with many small groups on the left in particular.  Few of these parties can hope 

to win many seats; most of the seats are divided by six or seven major parties.  Thus, two 

electoral studies in 1993 and 1997 note dismal prospects for women: the greater a party‘s 

chances of electoral success, the fewer women candidates it selects (Allwood and Wadia 2000, 

63).  In 1993, 46.5% of women candidates ran as independents or for a party with practically no 

chance of winning a seat.  The three parties with the greatest chances of winning, the Union pour 

la démocratie française (UDF), the Rassemblement pour la République (RPR) and the Parti 

socialiste (PS), nominated only 6.8, 6.3 and 8.7 percent of women candidates respectively 

(Allwood and Wadia 2000, 63).  In 1997, women as a proportion of successful candidates 

represented 37.5% of the Ecologists, 17.08% of the PS, 13.5% of the Parti communiste (PC), 

6.42% of the UDF and 6.3% of the RPR (Allwood and Wadia 2000, 63).  Of these parties, the 

UDF and the RPR held the greatest number of seats.  The greatest difficulty for women 

candidates is thus being nominated and supported by a party which actually has a chance of 

winning the seat.  This was also a problem of parity, which only punishes parties for failing to 

                                                 
16

 While France has a unitary state system, it is divided into 96 administrative departments, each of which has a 

departmental council.  The power of these councils is quite limited, although the accumulation of mandates allows 

departmental and regional councillors to also hold seats in the National Assembly. 
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present sufficient numbers of women candidates.  There are no repercussions if the candidates 

are not elected. 

In Norway, the support of political parties for women candidates contrasts with the 

French experience.  The political culture in which they operate is favourable to women‘s 

selection, and party ideology and candidate selection processes have not hindered women‘s 

opportunities.  Candidate selection is very localized, with party lists decided by party 

conventions in each constituency.  Conventions select nomination committees, which normally 

reflect the interests of major sub-groups within the constituency, such as representatives of 

various geographical areas, different occupational groups and the party‘s youth and women‘s 

organizations. Local organizations therefore carry very heavy weight in the selection process 

(Valen 1988, 213).  Candidates do not ―run for office,‖ they are selected from among active 

party members and are supposed to have been actively engaged in party work (Valen 1988, 214, 

220).  The political culture restrains expressions of ambition, and candidates cannot propose 

themselves – they must be suggested by someone else (Valen 1988, 220).  In addition to party 

work, competence, honesty, reliability and platform ability are all desired attributes, and 

incumbency is very significant for nomination (Valen 1988, 220-222).  Considerations of ticket-

balancing, as discussed above, do take place, but national leaders have very little influence.  

They are limited to naming their prospective candidates to prominent positions to allow them to 

gain experience and recognition (Valen 1988, 216-218).  All of this means that women have 

access to the same political apprenticeships and political capital that men do.  In fact, 

Bystydzienski suggests, the system allows women to gain legitimacy and acceptance, since at 

higher levels of power they are assumed to be as ―seasoned‖ as their male counterparts, having 

come through the same process and gained similar experience (1988, 80).  The additional focus 
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on ticket-balancing and representation of all local groups also promotes women‘s opportunities.  

The localized nature of nominations can be a mixed blessing, however, as the example of Sogn 

og Fjordane demonstrates.  In one election, the Labour Party could only hope to win two seats in 

that constituency, and the two previous male candidates had been renominated first and second.  

National leaders wanted the constituency to change the order, to give a woman a chance to win a 

seat, but the constituency defied them (Valen 1988, 215).  The national leaders were powerless to 

do anything to change the situation. 

 It is important to note, however, that in Norway‘s corporatist system, the legislature has 

competition in its policy-making function from the public boards and committees which 

comprise the corporatist structure.  These organizations are responsible for the preparation of 

policy initiatives or hold authority over particular areas of public responsibility (Skjeie and  

Siim 2000, 348).  In many cases, the corporatist system even ―dictates the terms for the activities 

of the parliamentary system‖ (Hernes and Hänninen-Salmelin 1985, 107).  Typically, access to 

these bodies is more restrictive because they are intended to involve those directly affected by 

issues and because professional expertise is highly valued (Hernes and Hänninen-Salmelin 1985, 

107; Skjeie and Siim 2000, 348).  However, despite a quota of 40% women, women remain 

numerically marginalized in some sectors of the corporatist structure, while women‘s 

organizations are almost never considered to be among the ―interested‖ organizations whose 

participation is required (Skjeie and Siim 2000, 350).  The consensus-based structure of these 

committees also makes it difficult for alternative points of view to be articulated (Skjeie and 

Siim 2000, 348).  There is some concern, therefore, that women are being allowed to enter the 

parliamentary system because most of the power over public policy now resides in the 
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corporatist structure, an argument which Hege Skjeie dismisses as unfair to the women‘s 

movement and to women politicians (Skjeie 1988; Skjeie 1991b). 

 In France, the unitary structure implies little competition for the National Assembly.  The 

institutional structure of the Fifth Republic has exacerbated women‘s difficulties in integrating 

the political system.  Two political reforms introduced by de Gaulle have been particularly 

crucial: the incompatibility of ministerial and parliamentary positions and the election of 

President by means of universal, direct suffrage.  The separation of parliamentary and ministerial 

posts led to the creation of a new administrative elite, recruited from the grandes écoles, which 

had not admitted women until very recently (Sineau 2001, 35).  The separation also implies that 

a very particular symbolic legitimacy and power reside in the representative body.  Women have 

had easier access to the appointed ministerial positions, making it appear once again as though 

their power relies on la volonté du prince (Pasma 2003, 85).   

 The election of the President by universal, direct suffrage increases the illusion of la 

volonté du prince, since it contributes to the virile image of politics fostered by de Gaulle.  It 

gives the President a legitimacy which competes with that of the National Assembly, allowing 

French presidents to behave like monarchs and encouraging the idea that women have no place 

in the presidency (Sineau 1992, 48).  The president also generally selects the prime minister and 

names the government, upon advice from the prime minister.  This allows the president 

discretionary powers which may favour women‘s advancement, but it also hinders the credibility 

of women who are named to the government, particularly when a leader fails to support them 

once in office.
17

 

                                                 
17

 The best example of this occurring came with Alain Juppé‘s first government, named by Jacques Chirac in 1995, 

which included 12 women.  Eight of these women were unceremoniously dropped in the first shuffle six months 

later – after Juppé accused them of lacking political weight (Gaspard 1999, 348). 
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 Despite a few common features, the political systems of France and Norway have thus 

had very different implications for women‘s political integration.  In Norway, the electoral 

system has been relatively open to women, vulnerable to pressure from women activists and 

susceptible to manipulation from women activists.  In France, the electoral system has not been 

open to women, particularly because political parties remain resistant to women‘s candidacies.  

The different institutional structures have therefore provided different opportunities for women‘s 

political representation.  These different contexts have also shaped the goals and strategies of the 

women‘s movements in each state, as shall be explored in the next section. 

 

Comparing Women’s Movements 

 The very different contexts in which the women‘s movements in France and Norway 

have developed have led to the creation of different goals and strategies, and different 

possibilities.  While women in both countries have been interested in engagement with and 

integration of the state, the early achievement of enfranchisement in Norway allowed women to 

focus on the electoral project, while the fight for political citizenship in France centred around 

women‘s lack of enfranchisement for a century and a half.  Divisions within France‘s women‘s 

movement over the desirability of engagement with the state also crippled the movement‘s 

effectiveness for several decades, while in Norway cooperation among women‘s groups 

facilitated the success of the electoral project.  Norway‘s social democratic model of citizenship 

also allowed women to make claims based on women‘s difference which were highly effective, 

while in France complex theoretical justifications for women‘s absence that developed over the 

many years of exclusion combined with unitary, universalist theories of representation and 

equality to constrain women‘s claims for representation.  Finally, women‘s affiliation with 
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political parties in Norway was highly effective, while in France political parties have rarely 

aided the women‘s movement in achieving its goals.  In the following sections, I will examine 

each of these themes in turn.                  

The Electoral Project 

 While both France and Norway have had long electoral projects, they have been 

structured quite differently, since Norwegian women received the vote along with men at 

independence, while French women had to wait over a century and a half after men received the 

vote before they were enfranchised.  The fight for full political citizenship in Norway was thus 

able to focus exclusively on getting more women elected, while in France it focused on the dual 

goals of the right to vote and the right to serve as representatives and to be represented.  Activists 

in France did not all agree on the strategy of engaging the state or pursuing women‘s 

representation either.  In Norway, there was relative consensus.  These factors thus structured the 

electoral projects of the women‘s movements quite differently. 

Examining the political situation of women in France, Françoise Gaspard lists two 

important characteristics which have affected feminism in France.  The first is a tendency to 

suffer from discontinuity.  There have always been feminists in France, according to Gaspard, 

but not always feminist movements (Bataille and Gaspard 1999, 18).  This discontinuity results 

from both the tendency to form movements for the achievement of specific goals, such as 

suffrage, which lose momentum or cease to exist once their goal is achieved, and from the 

tendency of feminists to be engaged in multiple causes – what Beckwith terms ―double 

militancy‖ (2000, 442).  The second major characteristic is the experience of being hidden or 

discredited as a movement (Bataille and Gaspard 1999, 19-21).  The achievements of feminism 

are presented as inevitable cultural transformations rather than hard-fought victories (Bataille 
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and Gaspard 1999, 19).  Feminists thus have difficulty capitalizing on the momentum of their 

achievements.  These two characteristics have shaped women‘s movements in France, including 

their particular focus on the electoral project. 

 The electoral project has a long history in France, as feminist activism in France has 

existed for well over two hundred years.  During the French Revolution, women such as Olympe 

de Gouges and the unknown Mme B.B. rejected the ruling Convention‘s refusal of all political 

action by women by calling for women‘s political representation (Gaspard et al. 1992, 80; 

Gaspard 1994, 42; Bataille and Gaspard 1999, 21).  Although the political exclusion of women 

remained a constant throughout the nineteenth century, women never ceased to claim their 

political rights and to denounce their exclusion.  Political representation was not the sole, nor a 

unanimous feminist goal, however (Allwood 2000, 154).  Certainly civil equality was seen as 

more important under the Empires and the Restoration and July monarchies since no one voted 

during this time apart from several plebiscites arranged by Napoléon Bonaparte.  Nonetheless, 

inclusion in political institutions was part of a larger Republican feminist project (Rochefort 

1995, 188-189).  In addition to claims for representation, the nineteenth century saw the first 

demand for parity by Hubertine Auclert in 1884 (Gaspard et al. 1992, 126).
18

 

The context of women‘s enfranchisement and the way in which the role of women‘s 

activism was minimalized resulted in a loss of momentum for feminism.  It did not cease to exist, 

but was certainly marginalized and lacking focus.  Feminism emerged again with strength 

following the events of May, 1968, expressed in three general trends: revolutionary, syndicalist 

and egalitarian feminism (Jenson 1996).  Within these three general tendencies, groups formed 

and dissolved frequently, each promoting its own particular brand of feminism.  There was little 
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 Auclert is also the person responsible for popularizing the term ―feminism,‖ coined by French militants in the 

1890s to characterize their battle for women‘s rights (Offen 1998, 57). 
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cooperation among the groups and eventually deep divisions and constant in-fighting led to the 

spectacular implosion of the most visible parts of the movement.
19

  Of these three tendencies, the 

most visible – revolutionary and syndicalist feminists – were not interested in integration of 

existing political structures which they understood as perpetuating a system constructed on the 

hierarchical division of the sexes (Pasma 2003, 68). 

 In making the decision to engage the state, women‘s movements may not come to any 

sort of accord within the movement, Beckwith suggests.  This strategic divide may lead to 

fracturing, either rendering women‘s movements powerless to influence policy, or benefiting one 

sector while leaving other segments ―disempowered and unprotected‖ (Beckwith 2000, 452).  In 

France, the question of whether or not to engage the states and its institutions was been 

extremely divisive for feminists.  Only egalitarian feminism was willing to cooperate with the 

state, seeking to influence policy outcomes.  This third trend of feminism, focused on reform and 

equality, grew out of the first wave feminist movement, building on its arguments for women‘s 

political representation.  A multitude of organizations existed, each with a specific goal or reform 

which sought in some way to improve women‘s lives.  In contrast to revolutionary feminists, 

these feminists did not always act in the name of ―women,‖ as Jane Jenson explains, 

―Demanding women‘s equality via reforms, egalitarian feminists did not represent women as a 

collectivity nor did they see reform as requiring action by women as a group.  For them it was 

obvious that inequalities had to be overcome through the actions of right-thinking women and 

men, primarily in mixed organizations‖ (1996, 87). 
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 The climax of these struggles came with the copyrighting of ―Mouvement de libération des femmes” or Women‘s 

Liberation Movement by Antoinette Fouque and her organization Psychanalyse et politique.  This represented an 

appropriation of the movement by a group which refused to call itself feminist, and thereafter it became necessary to 

distinguish between MLF marque deposée or MLF marque non-déposée (Pasma 2003, 71).   
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When the concept of parity began to be promoted, it represented a departure from the 

anti-institutionalist character of revolutionary and syndicalist feminism.  Nonetheless, it 

remained a divisive topic for feminists.  Parity received support relatively early from political 

elites and the general public, and was thus a debate fought largely among feminists.  The dispute 

did not involve the desirability of engagement with the state, however; the question was the 

appropriate strategy to achieve greater representation of women, particularly in the context of 

French Republicanism. 

Norway has a similarly lengthy history of women‘s and feminist movements, in addition 

to the specific goal of women‘s political involvement.  Not only was this goal fairly unanimous 

among women activists in Norway, it represented a goal which resonated in the context of 

Norway‘s social democratic model of citizenship and therefore received both popular and elite 

support.  Women‘s political activism began very early in Norway‘s history, as women‘s 

participation in the nationalist project
20

 resulted in their enfranchisement – first those above a 

certain income level in 1907, then all women in 1913 (Skard and Haavio-Mannila 1985a, 39).  

Although women‘s organizational activity following enfranchisement focused mainly on other 

goals, women continued to direct certain efforts towards political integration.  These included the 

formation of the Oslo Women‘s Party in 1927, which received a few hundred votes in the 1928 

election before dying unremarked a few years later (Skard and Haavio-Mannila 1985a, 46), and 

the women‘s party in Bodø following World War II, which resulted in the election of several 

women to the municipal council.  Otherwise, women‘s levels of political participation remained 

extremely low for the next few decades (Skard and Haavio-Mannila 1985b, 54).   
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 Women were excluded from voting in the national referendum on independence from Sweden, held in 1905.  In 

response, women‘s organizations created a petition signed by approximately 280 000 women supporting 

independence (Skard and Haavio-Mannila 1985a, 39). 
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With the rise in ―new feminism‖ in the 1960s, renewed attention was brought to bear on 

women‘s political participation, which was one area of understanding between new feminists and 

establishment women (Bystydzienski 1995, 40).  This was due in part to the social democratic 

model of citizenship in Norway, which embraces a particularly cooperative relationship between 

social movements and states which made it natural for women activists to consider political 

integration an empowerment strategy.  No division existed in the women‘s movement as in 

France regarding engagement with the state, therefore.  Hege Skjeie and Birte Siim describe the 

social democratic tradition as being based on an ideal of the gradual absorption of social 

movements into the representative structure: 

Social movements have played a crucial role in the political history of 

Scandinavia, and the formation of the universal welfare state is often described as 

an alliance between the working class and the peasant movement… Whether we 

look to history, political science or political sociology, this general description of 

gradual movement integration into state structures – of ongoing transformations 

of state/citizen relationships based on movement politics – remains central to an 

understanding of the distinct form of a social democratic tradition of governance 

and participation (2000, 347). 

 

This tradition contributes to a positive understanding of the state, and an expectation that the 

state will take a leadership role in social change (Skjeie and Siim 2000, 347).  It has also created 

an activist, participatory and egalitarian model of citizenship fostered in a culture of cooperation 

between state and society (Skjeie and Siim 2000, 347; Karvonen and Selle 1995, 10).  The result 

is a blurring of the lines between civil society and government (Karvonen and Selle 1995, 10).  

Political integration thus has the potential to be an important strategy for empowerment. 

 Traditional women‘s organizations and new feminists in Norway also agreed upon the 

reason for this goal: women‘s particular difference and experience needed to be incorporated into 

the political system.  According to Skjeie, this did not overlook differences among women: 

―Although divergences among women according to class positions and generations were 
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recognized, women were also argued to have common divisions that locked women into 

positions of relative inferiority (1991a, 237).  Feminists argued that conflicting interests between 

men and women required balanced representation of both sexes, since men could not negotiate 

the values and interests of women.  Actual, not token representation of women was necessary 

(Skjeie 1991a, 237).  Which interests conflicted and which differences needed representation was 

never elaborated upon, according to Skjeie (1991a, 237).  The Norwegian understanding of 

sex/gender was thus a positive ideology of difference.  This understanding was generally 

accepted by political elites, governing their attitudes toward women politicians (Skjeie 1991a).  

It also resulted in a relatively open political opportunity structure for women, that mirrored 

women‘s early enfranchisement. 

 In France, on the other hand, while attitudes toward women are generally positive, if 

complex, the long historical exclusion of women from politics and power has resulted in the 

development of extensive theoretical justifications for their absence.  The foundations of these 

theoretical justifications reside in the fifteenth century salic law which forbade women from 

inheriting the throne.  This did not prevent women from governing, but from assuming the 

official title and symbolic accoutrements of power (Viennot 1998).  It also ensured that women 

in positions of power held those positions at the behest of a man – what came to be known as la 

volonté du prince, the will of the prince.  What is crucial about the law is the political will it took 

to insist a Frankish law preventing women from inheriting salic territory applied to the kingdom 

of France.  It required a refashioning of French history to demonstrate the dangers presented by 

women in power (Viennot 1998, 111-114).
21
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 This sixth-century Frankish law was revived by the Valois dynasty to justify their hold on power – after it had 

already been consolidated.  This followed the usurpation of the throne after Jeanne, the five-year-old daughter of 

Louis X inherited it, and the Hundred Years War when marriages and agreements between the royal families of 
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 This political exclusion of women was further institutionalized at the time of the French 

Revolution and the birth of democratic ideals in France.  Citizenship was theorized as utilitarian 

and multiple (Perrot 1997; Offen 1998; Reynolds 1998) with women limited to a civil 

citizenship, requiring them to be well-informed but silent Republican mothers (Reynolds 1998, 

75).  At the same time, the dramatic nature of the rupture between the monarchy and the new 

―democracy‖ contributed to a conception of citizenship as sacred, with the citizen being 

substituted for the absolute monarch (Perrot 1994, 35).  How could women, excluded from the 

role of monarch, take on this new role of citizen with all its symbolic power? 

 In addition to these historical justifications for the exclusion of women, women‘s 

political opportunities were shaped by French notions of equality and representation, both of 

which are unitary and universalist. The historical French concept of equality is based upon the 

idea of an abstract, universal individual upon whom certain rights are bestowed (Allwood and 

Wadia 2000, 217).  The model is based on the assumption of indifference to difference (Lyon-

Caen 1995, 423).  Actual differences therefore do not undermine equality, but the official 

recognition and legal inscription of differences is presumed to do so.  Similarly, the French 

Republican concept of representation is a unitary model, in which a single body engenders 

sovereignty through the collective expression of the general will.  Within the representative body 

lies its own justification – it represents the French People or Nation, but without the 

representative body there is no People or Nation (Millard and Ortiz 1998, 190).  ―People‖ does 

not therefore signify population, or the diverse collection of people who compose the nation, 

with their differing needs, interests and desires, and representation does not involve representing 

their diversity but expressing their best interest as a collectivity (with the ―best interest‖ 

                                                                                                                                                             
France and England led to lengthy disputes over whom the throne of France belonged to.  In neither of these cases, 

however, was the question of women‘s right to inherit raised (Viennot 1998). 
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determined by the representative body).  This unitary model extends to the representative body a 

certain neutrality vis-à-vis the population they represent, placing meaning in the process rather 

than the components.  It also assumes that individuals themselves are not representatives, and 

that individual characteristics are therefore unimportant.  It thus becomes practically impossible 

to challenge the representativeness of parliament – it is representative simply because it exists.  

This also implied that women could not claim access to the legislature as women, but only on the 

same ―abstract‖ terms as men. 

 Those who argued in favour of parity developed differing a variety of theoretical 

justifications, including differing understandings of sex/gender (Pasma 2003).  Nonetheless, 

because of the traditional French republican notions of representation and equality, feminists 

who supported parity ended up stressing difference, even those who firmly believed in the social 

construction of that difference.  In order to justify a legal tool for increasing women‘s 

representation, paritaires needed to prove the necessity of women‘s representation as women.  

The way this was done – stressing women‘s difference from men and from all other 

underrepresented groups (Agacinski 2001; Halimi 1997; Bataille and Gaspard 1999) – alienated 

some feminists who were not otherwise opposed to women‘s political representation (Varikas 

1995; Badinter 1999; Badinter et al. 1999).  Discursive attempts to expand women‘s political 

opportunities in France thus proved divisive. 

Affiliation with Political Parties 

 The differences between the relative successes of women‘s movements‘ claims for 

political participation in Norway and France are most striking when the experiences of affiliation 

with political parties is considered.  As noted, political parties may further or hinder the goals of 

women‘s movements, and although they provide resources to women activists, they may also co-
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opt their activism (Beckwith 2000, 439-441).  In Norway, women‘s engagement in political 

parties has resulted in the successful integration of women‘s movements into existing political 

structures, as parties have supported women‘s claims for representation.  Parties have not always 

been so supportive, but very early in this century three parties – the Labour, Centre and Christian 

Democratic Parties – all had women‘s organizations in which all women members of the party 

automatically became members.  Despite the less than voluntary nature of membership, parties 

looked to them as experts on all topics relating to women (Dahlerup and Gulli 1985, 17-20).  

Since the late 1970s and early 1980s, women constitute close to 50% of all members of political 

parties, in addition to representing close to 50% of all candidates (Sundberg 1995, 93, 105).  

Norwegian society is generally very involved in organizations, and this includes political parties, 

with 15% of the population dues-paying members of political parties in 1988 (Valen 1988, 214).   

 The Labour government was responsible for several initiatives in the 1960s to increase 

women‘s political representation, although Richard Matland characterizes the attitude of the 

political elite at this time as ―One is enough‖ (1993, 747).  In other words, leaders recognized the 

electoral value of having women on their lists, but were not yet prepared to extend women full 

equality.  To increase their numbers, women needed to increase their influence on party elites.  

In the latter half of the 1970s, therefore, feminists adopted a new strategy: placing pressure on 

internal structures of parties to increase the number of women nominated, in particular through 

the adoption of quotas (Bystydzienski 1995, 46).  Women activists within the parties were 

supported in their demands by the women‘s movement externally.  Skjeie suggests this is the 

reason why women‘s demands resulted in party competition rather than in male co-option; 

feminists relied on women‘s organizations within parties as a channel to put their demands on 

the political agenda (Skjeie 1988, 25-26).   
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 In France, women have not been involved in political parties for as long as Norwegian 

women, in part because French women did not receive the right to vote until thirty years after 

their Norwegian counterparts.  Of the parties, the PS has the strongest women‘s organization, 

which is perhaps why it is the only party to have adopted a quota system internally.  In 1974, 

shortly after the PS was founded, a quota of 10% women in leadership positions and candidacies 

was adopted (Sineau 2001, 72).  The struggle for adoption was far from easy, as Françoise 

Gaspard details (Bataille and Gaspard 1999).  Unfortunately for the women who fought so hard 

to see it adopted, the quota was never really respected.  In 1994, Michel Rocard, then leader of 

the PS, imposed a quota for the European parliamentary elections, while shortly thereafter, in 

1996, the new leader Lionel Jospin proposed a 30% quota for national elections which was 

adopted by the party membership (Sineau 2001, 178).  Although the party membership voted in 

favour of the quota, Mariette Sineau stresses the fact that the quota would never have been 

adopted had it not been for Jospin‘s desire to feminize the party (la volonté du prince) and for the 

party‘s losses in the 1993 election (Sineau 2001, 178-179).  Seeking to rebuild, they turned to 

women as a possible new voice for the party.  As a direct result of the PS quota, 63 women won 

the election, while 59 sat in the Assemblée nationale after the composition of the government,
22

 

raising women‘s total proportion of seats above 10% for the first time since women gained the 

right to run for parliament (Sineau 2001, 180).  If only the socialists had shown the same 

initiative during the first election after the adoption of parity, perhaps a similar spike in women‘s 

representation would have been seen.   

 Norway‘s context thus allowed for a fruitful collaboration with political parties, as 

activists relied on combined internal and external pressure to achieve the adoption of quotas 
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 Ministers may not hold a seat in the Assemblée nationale, although typically cabinet members are drawn from 

elected representatives.  Every député is elected with a substitute who takes his or her seat in the case that they are 

named to the cabinet, resign or are otherwise incapable of holding their seat. 
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within the political parties.  Support from the electorate for women‘s political integration shaped 

by Norway‘s inclusive political culture also favoured women‘s access and parties‘ willingness to 

promote women‘s candidacies.  In France, by contrast, political parties were reluctant to support 

women‘s candidacies.  The political culture and the electoral system did not pressure them to 

change this gatekeeper mentality, and divisions in the women‘s movement have prevented it 

from being more effective in pressuring political parties to be more responsive to women‘s 

demands.   

 

Conclusion 

 The differences in women‘s electoral successes in France and Norway therefore relate to 

differences in institutional structures, the role of political parties and in the electoral projects of 

the women‘s movements.  In Norway, the electoral system has been relatively open to women, 

vulnerable to pressure from women activists and susceptible to manipulation from women 

activists who have consistently engaged in pressuring political parties for the greater inclusion of 

women.  In France, the electoral system has not been open to women, particularly because 

political parties remain resistant to women‘s candidacies.  The corporatist system in Norway may 

include women in the legislature because of the significant amount of power which resides 

outside of the legislature, but in France where representation is theorized in a very particular 

way, the National Assembly is extremely powerful and this is one reason for women‘s difficulty 

in gaining access to the legislature.  Meanwhile, the very different contexts in which the 

women‘s movements in France and Norway have developed have led to the creation of different 

goals and strategies, and different possibilities.  While women in both countries have been 

interested in engagement with and integration of the state, the early achievement of 
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enfranchisement of Norway allowed women to focus on the electoral project, while the fight for 

political citizenship in France centred around women‘s lack of enfranchisement for a century and 

a half.  Divisions within France‘s women‘s movement over the desirability of engagement with 

the state also crippled the movement‘s effectiveness for several decades, while in Norway 

cooperation among women‘s groups facilitated the success of the electoral project.  Norway‘s 

social democratic model of citizenship also allowed women to make claims based on women‘s 

difference which were highly effective, while in France complex theoretical justifications for 

women‘s absence that developed over the many years of exclusion combined with unitary, 

universalist theories of representation and equality to constrain women‘s claims for 

representation.  Finally, women‘s affiliation with political parties in Norway was highly 

effective, while in France political parties have rarely aided the women‘s movement in achieving 

its goals.  This is partly due to differences in political culture, as in Norway the social democrat 

model has encouraged the electorate‘s interest in women‘s political inclusion, placing additional 

pressure on political parties to support women‘s candidacies.  In France, on the other hand, 

political parties  escape punishment for their role in women‘s political marginalization, despite 

the fact that the parity law specifically targets political parties. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

QUOTAS AND DEMOCRATIC TRANSITIONS 

 

 Argentina and Poland are both third wave democracies which have experienced long 

periods of foreign domination and domestic authoritarian governments.  Each has also 

experienced a recent democratic transition.  While women were active in the opposition to 

authoritarianism in each state, in each case they had to fight for inclusion in the democratic 

system created by the transition.  In Argentina, this fight for inclusion happened as the creation 

of democracy was taking place, and women were quite successful in forcing their inclusion in the 

political system.  Argentina has had consistently high levels of women‘s representation as a 

result of its quota system, currently residing in the tenth spot for numbers of women in national 

legislatures with 34% (IPU 2004).
23

  In Poland, women who had experienced very high levels of 

representation under the communist system were initially marginalized by the democratic 

system.  Faced with the loss of many rights they held under communism, women were not 

initially interested in fighting for political inclusion.  The past few years, however, have seen the 

slow evolution of trends in favour of women‘s greater representation in Poland.  In the last 

election, held in 2001, women‘s representation nearly doubled to 20.2% (IPU 2004).
24

 

 Although the quota measures adopted by Argentina and Poland are quite different, these 

states are quite similar institutionally.  The electoral system in both countries is PR, and in both 

cases, PR itself was insufficient for guaranteeing women‘s representation, although it allowed 

activists to achieve greater electoral success for women when combined with pressure on 

political parties.  The greatest differences for Argentina and Poland have been their histories of 

authoritarianism which led to the development of contrasting political cultures in which quite 

similar understandings of sex/gender have had very different repercussions.  It also highlights the 
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 For figures regarding women‘s representation in Argentina, see Appendix A. 
24

 For figures regarding women‘s representation in Poland,  see Appendix E. 
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importance of political opportunity structure, as similar institutional structures provide differing 

opportunities or openings for women.  In this chapter, I outline briefly the history of women‘s 

representation in both Argentina and Poland to serve as a background for comparing them 

contextually.  I then compare the political systems of each state to elucidate how they have 

impacted women‘s opportunities for electoral success, and the openings they have afforded for 

the women‘s movement.  In the final section, I compare the development of the women‘s 

movements in Argentina and Poland to understand their different experiences of authoritarianism 

and democratic transition, their different goals and strategies, and in particular, their choice of 

strategy regarding quotas. 

 

Women’s Representation in Argentina 

 Argentine women have engaged in a long struggle to achieve political integration, just as 

Argentineans have experienced a long struggle to achieve a lasting democracy.  Colonized by 

Spain, Argentina gained its independence in 1816.  Since then, it has been ruled in a highly 

personalist fashion by presidents and dictators, been dominated by one or two political parties for 

most of its history, and the military was its most powerful political player between 1930 and 

1982.  As a result, between 1955 and 1991, Argentina had only 15 years of democratically 

elected governments (Feijoó 1993, 60). 

 Despite this difficult history, women have been very politically active.  There have been 

differences according to class, as lower class women tended to be involved in socialist 

organizations, while upper class women engaged in intellectual movements affiliated with 

international feminist organizations.  A first wave feminist movement existed from roughly 

1895-1914, originating with socialist women demanding their oppression as women be dealt 
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with separately from their oppression as workers (Feijoó 1993, 62).  Their strategy of pursuing 

change through legal reforms did not radically change women‘s position in society, but did lead 

to advances in women‘s legal status.   

 Juan Perón and his wife Eva were extremely influential figures for women‘s political 

involvement, as under Perón‘s government, 1946-1955, women‘s participation in politics was 

unusual, even at the international level (Bonder and Nari 1995, 183).  Not only did Peronism 

result in women‘s suffrage at the national level in 1947, but under the influence of Eva Perón, 

the branches in which the Peronist Party was organized included a women‘s section – the Partido 

Peronista Femenino, or Feminist Peronist Party.  One of its main goals was to incorporate 

women, who had very little experience within parties until that point, into the political system 

(Feijoó 1993, 64).  Because each branch of the Peronist Party was assured equal representation, 

women achieved their highest level of representation in Argentinean history before 1995.  In 

1953, women achieved 23.5% of the seats in the Senate, and in 1955, 21.7% of the House of 

Representatives (Bonder and Nari 1995, 184).  This representation did not necessarily ensure 

women a portion of power, however.  After Eva‘s death in 1952, the women‘s section began to 

decline in power (Feijoó 1993, 64) and in 1955, the Peronist party was banned from politics after 

the fall of the government (Bonder and Nari 1995, 184).  A second Perón government in the 

1970s gave Argentina its only woman President when Perón‘s third wife Isabel assumed power 

in 1974 upon his death (Feijoó and Nari 1994, 110). 

 In the 1960s, a second wave of feminism developed, despite a military coup in 1966.  In 

1976, a new, brutal, military junta commenced, with a policy of social engineering involving the 

―disappearance‖ of dissidents.  Some 30 000 people disappeared, and most political and social 

organizations were almost utterly destroyed.  Women did not suffer in silence, however, but 
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actively resisted the oppression of the dictatorship.  The most important act of resistance was 

carried out by the Madres or Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo, who gathered before the presidential 

palace to protest the disappearance of their loved ones.  Some of the mothers disappeared 

themselves, but the mothers continue to this day to gather and protest this treatment of their 

families.  Women also formed other organizations in defiance of the regime and in response to 

the economic hardships their families were facing – soup kitchens, day nurseries, mother‘s clubs, 

production cooperatives and community health centres (Bonder and Nari 1995, 185).   

 When the dictatorship was destabilized by a loss to Great Britain in the Falklands War, 

women were actively engaged in the period of transition to democracy.  Rebuilding democracy 

was seen as a society-wide effort (Feijoó 1998, 35).  Nonetheless, gratitude for the role women 

had played and the politicization of their maternal identity did not translate directly into political 

recognition.  Although women joined political parties in massive numbers, to the point where 

they constituted a majority of the membership in every party except one (Lubertino 2003, 32), 

women received only 4.71% of the seats in the Chamber of Deputies and 6.52% of the seats in 

the Senate (Lubertino 2003, 34).  Women‘s representation was even lower in 1985 and 1987 

(Feijoó and Nari 1994, 110). 

 In response to this perpetual lack of representation of women, a consensus emerged 

between women activists and women politicians for the strategy of using a quota to pressure 

political parties into including women in the political process.  On November 6, 1989, Senator 

Margarita Malharro de Torres of the Unión Civica Radical Party (UCR) introduced legislation to 

amend the Electoral Code with the addition of a requirement that all political parties present 

women candidates as 30% of their electoral lists, placed in electable positions (Lubertino 2003, 

33).  Ten days later, UCR deputies presented a similar bill before the Chamber of Deputies.  
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Women legislators organized across party lines and ideologies to achieve the legislation, and by 

all accounts, their actions were critical (Piatti-Crocker 2003, 11-12; Lubertino 2003, 34).  This 

was particularly the case during the Senate debate of September 20, 1990.  Women sat in the 

galleries, booing those who voted against the bill, cheering those who voted in favour and 

determined not to leave until they had their legislation (Lubertino 2003, 34; Piatti-Crocker 2003, 

12).  The legislation passed, and on November 6, 1991 was debated by the Chamber of Deputies 

and adopted (Lubertino 2003, 34).   

 The adoption of legislation only represented the first step, as it turned out.  The next 

battle was over respect for the law.  In 1993, few electoral lists respected the quota – violations 

occurred in every political party and every province (Lubertino 2003, 35).  Women activists had 

to respond quickly, due to the short period before electoral deadlines, but they were hampered in 

their attempts by judges who ruled that the electoral law was not public law, and that therefore 

only candidates on the lists could challenge the legality of the lists.  Women activists therefore 

contacted women candidates from all the parties whose lists violated the law, attempting to act 

simultaneously in 24 electoral districts, comprising 213 lists (Lubertino 2003, 35).  Every list had 

to be challenged individually, and those candidates who agreed to conduct the challenge did so at 

great personal political risk, in addition to facing antagonistic judges and federal prosecutors 

(Jones 1996, 79-80).  Women also began an active campaign to publicize the law (Jones 1996, 

78).  As a result of these efforts, ultimately only five electoral lists failed to comply with the law 

(Jones 1996, 79).  Nonetheless, parties were reluctant to place women on mandate positions – 

those guaranteed to be elected – on their electoral lists (Jones 1996, 88).  Women‘s proportion of 

representation in 1993, 21.3%, was thus lower than a 30% quota would tend to suggest they 

should receive due to a minimalist interpretation of the quota law (Jones 1996, 88).   
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 In 1994, the quota law was applied to the election of a Constitutional Assembly to reform 

the national constitution.  As a result of the high proportion of women constituents involved,
25

 

the new constitution committed Argentina to the full political participation of women.  With this 

commitment to support them, women activists received a ruling from the National Electoral 

Chamber and the Supreme Court that the quota law was public law (Lubertino 2003, 35), and 

therefore any party affiliate in an electoral district could challenge her party‘s list, as could the 

Consejo Nacional de la Mujer (Jones 1996, 80).   

 Women‘s representation has increased steadily ever since.  In 2001, women won 34% of 

seats in the Chamber of Deputies in 2001, in addition to gaining 33.3% of the Senate, a nearly 

30% increase due to the quota‘s application to Senate elections for the first time since a reform 

led to the direct election of senators (Carrio 2002, 3).  The results were also the effect of a new 

decree, signed by President Fernando De La Rúa in March 2001 (Piatti-Crocker 2003, 13), 

designating a new mathematical formula for the application of the 30% quota, which requires 

that if the division results in a fraction it must be rounded up in women‘s favour (Carrio 2002, 4).  

The results of the 2001 elections suggest that compliance with the law is still not a matter of 

choice for political parties, although at least compliance has now become routine (Htun and 

Jones 2002, 42). 

 

Women’s Representation in Poland 

Like their counterparts in Argentina, Polish women have a long history of involvement in 

political struggle, including in opposition to authoritarian regimes.  They also share the 

experience of a recent transition to democracy.  Unlike in Argentina, however, the transition did 

not open a new political space for women immediately.  Rather, the past fifteen years have seen 
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 Of 305 delegates elected, 81 were women; 2 subsequently resigned, leaving women‘s representation at 25.9%.   
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the political marginalization of women and the slow evolution of trends in favour of women‘s 

political representation. 

The Polish state effectively disappeared from the map from the 17
th

 century to the early 

20
th

, and during this period it fell to women to preserve Polish culture and traditions (Reading 

1992, 18).  The result was the creation of a strong sex/gender discourse which focused on the 

Matka-Polka, the Polish Mother, a strong, sacrificial figure.  In addition to their role in the 

family, women also had their own organizations in support of national independence – the 

Society of Ladies Patriotic Charity, the Enthusiasts, and the Fives (Siemieńska 1986, 10).  

During this period, male imprisonment and massive emigration occasionally gave women 

leadership opportunities (Regulska and Gerwel 1992), although men rarely allowed women 

partnership in their clandestine organizations (Siemieńska 1986, 10).   

After Poland emerged from World War I as an independent state, women were 

enfranchised in 1919.  This right was contradicted by a legacy of oppressive legal codes, 

however (Reading 1992, 162).  In the first election, women gained 2% of the seats in the upper 

house and 5% of the lower (Reading 1992, 162), however, politics in the new state were 

dominated by Joseph Pilsudski who initiated a coup in 1926 and ruled as a dictator, backed by a 

military junta, until his death in 1935 when the junta then took over (Reading 1992, 163).  Polish 

women‘s initiation to democracy was thus short-lived, and their political participation declined 

significantly between 1920 and 1935 (Regulska and Gerwel 1992, 177).   

Women actively resisted the German and Soviet occupations during World War II, 

although the family regained its status as the most important location of women‘s activity at this 

time (Regulska and Gerwel 1992, 177).  Poland‘s experience of occupation was utterly 

devastating, however, as a large percentage of the population was eliminated, rendering Poland 
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homogeneous – 97% Polish and Catholic.  After World War II, a ―national liberation‖ committee 

established by the victorious Soviets became the provisional government, leading to the rise in 

power in 1947 of the home-grown, Soviet-supported communist party (the forerunner of the 

Polish United Workers‘ Party) in an election in which only one opposition party was allowed to 

run.  In future elections, all pretence of democracy was officially abandoned.  Poland was now a 

communist state under the Soviet sphere of influence, despite the opposition of a majority of 

Poles.   

This imposition of communism was accompanied by an ideology of formal equality 

between men and women.  Women were actively encouraged to participate in the workforce, 

which they eventually integrated to levels which have consistently remained above 40%.  

Although no official quota governed political representation, communist officials seeking a 

façade of legitimacy through descriptive representation nominated relatively high numbers of 

women.  Since nominations were conducted on a single nomination per opening basis, to be 

nominated meant winning the seat.  Women thus constituted fairly high percentages of both local 

and national legislatures. 

Much of the equality instituted by the communist government remained formal rather 

than actual, however.  Women‘s integration of the workforce was not accompanied by a 

renegotiation of roles within the home, implying a double burden for many women of family and 

paid work (Wolchik 1985, 40; Siemieńska 1998, 127).  Furthermore, both politics and the 

workforce remained highly segregated (Siemieńska 1998, 127; Siemieńska 1985, 305-307; 

Nelson 1985, 161).  Rather than being allowed to participate as specialists or real representatives, 

women were recruited as ―fillers‖, intended solely to give parliament an appearance of 
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legitimacy (Nelson 1985, 156).  The real power in the communist system lay in the party, rather 

than the parliament, and few women integrated the communist hierarchy (Nelson 1985, 152). 

In addition, although women were active in Poland‘s highly organized opposition, they 

remained relatively marginalized and invisible (Regulska 1998, 38).  As a result, women had few 

positions of leadership within Solidarity, the official opposition organization, and few women 

were invited to participate in the negotiations which ended the communist regime in 1989 

(Jancar 1985, 169-173; Regulska 1998, 38).  This led some women to suggest that the ―Round 

Table‖ discussions were being held at a round table because the communist party, Solidarity and 

the Catholic Church were all on the same side (Reading 1992, 64).   

With the transition to partially free elections in 1989 and fully free elections in 1991, 

there was an abrupt drop in the number of women in parliament.  No formal commitment to 

gender equality in the democratic system was made, and an appeal from the National Women‘s 

Section of Solidarity requesting a quota and a ministry for women (addressed to Lech Wałesa, 

the new President and leader of Solidarity) was flatly refused (Regulska 1998, 33).  Although 

Hanna Suchocka was Prime Minister of Poland in 1992-1993, levels of women in the Sejm and 

the Senate remained extremely low throughout the decade that followed.  Many policies that had 

protected and benefited women were quickly dismantled, including child care and access to 

medical services.  A prolonged debate over abortion saw women‘s access restricted during 

several periods.
26

  While a number of organizations were created in response to the debate, most 

were single issue organizations and suffered a fate similar to that of many activist groups in the 

post-communist transition period: burnout (Einhorn and Sever 2003, 171).  The few 

organizations interested in influencing women‘s longer term role in politics focused on helping 

                                                 
26

 Legislation severely limiting women‘s access to abortion was adopted in 1993.  Amendments liberalizing access 

were adopted in 1996, but invalidated by the Constitutional Tribunal in 1997.  Debate – both pro and con – has been 

constant and vociferous since the transition to democracy (Zielińska 2000).   
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female candidates get elected rather than influencing the political system as a whole (Siemieńska 

2003, 231).  Although feminist groups existed, there was generally a wide-scale rejection of 

feminism among Polish women (Einhorn 1993, 190-194; Einhorn and Sever 2003, 163; Fuszara 

2000, 282). 

Finally, in 2001, the first signs of what Renata Siemieńska characterizes as a ―nascent, 

but possibly influential women‘s movement‖ emerged (2003, 231).  The Pre-Electoral Coalition 

of Women was formed as the result of an agreement among fifty women‘s organizations and 

focused on a systemic strategy to increasing women‘s electoral representation (Siemieńska 2003, 

232).  As a direct result of this campaign, the Alliance of Democratic Left and Labour Union 

coalition and the Freedom Union adopted quotas requiring 30% of their nominees to be women 

(Siemieńska 2003, 240).  Other parties responded by nominating more women, and the 

consequence was a 10% increase in the number of women elected to the Sejm in 2001.  While it 

remains to be seen what long-term policy and electoral effects this campaign will have, it serves 

as a promising sign for the future representation of women in Poland. 

Both Argentina and Poland have experienced periods of domination by foreign powers 

and authoritarian governments domestically.  In both states, women were active in the resistance 

to authoritarianism.  Nonetheless, the experiences of authoritarianism were quite different, 

leading to a rejection of the state in Poland but a commitment to democratic government in 

Argentina.  The involvement of women in the resistance has also had very different implications, 

since with effort, Argentinean women were able to translate their involvement in the opposition 

into political involvement in democracy, while Polish women were initially marginalized under 

democracy despite their significant commitment to opposing communism.  In both states, the 

authoritarian regime stressed women‘s roles within the family; in Argentina this became the 
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basis for women‘s opposition to the regime, while in Poland the communist government‘s equal 

commitment to women‘s role in the paid labour force made women look for a return to the 

domestic sphere once communism ended.  Women also experienced political inclusion relatively 

early in each state, but in Poland the association of the quota system with communism and the 

lack of power legislative bodies experienced meant that this political inclusion was discontinued 

under democracy, while in Argentina, the experiences of authoritarianism made women eager to 

be included in the democratic project.  The final area of significant comparison is Argentina‘s 

long experience of feminism, and its ties to international feminism, which contrasts with  

Poland‘s lack of familiarity with women‘s movements in general and feminism in particular.  

Two quite similar histories have therefore had very different consequences for women in 

Argentina and Poland.  In the next two sections, I will compare how differences in the political 

systems and in women‘s movements in Argentina and Poland have contributed to different 

patterns of women‘s representation.  

 

Comparing Political Systems 

 Although Argentina and Poland differ in that Argentina is a federal state while Poland is 

unitary, both states have a PR electoral system which has functioned in similar ways in terms of 

openings for women.  Both cases reinforce the point that PR in itself is insufficient in ensuring 

women‘s greater representation.  The two systems differ in terms of the number of significant 

political parties which contest elections, the opportunities for success of these political parties, 

and their willingness to promote women candidates.  In this section, I explore these differences 

and similarities between the two political systems.  Table 3.1, below, presents a summary of the 

basic elements of each system. 
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Table 3.1 Comparing Basic Structures in Argentina and Poland 

 State 

structure 

Electoral 

system 

Number of 

seats in 

national 

legislature 

Number of 

major 

political 

parties* 

Quota type 

Argentina Federal  PR, closed 

party lists. 

257 – 

Chamber of 

Deputies;  

72 – Senate. 

3 Constitutional 

and legislated, 

both nationally 

and at state 

level.  Requires 

30% of party 

lists be women. 

10 political 

parties with 

internal quotas. 

Poland Unitary PR, open 

party lists. 

460 – Sejm;  

100 – Senate.  

8 Three political 

parties/coalitions 

with internal 

quota; 30% of 

lists women. 

 * Approximate 

    Sources: IPU 2004; International IDEA and Stockholm University 2004. 

 

 

 Both Argentina and Poland conduct elections by means of proportional representation.  

Their patterns of women‘s representation therefore demonstrate the extent to which PR is 

effective in promoting women‘s representation:  in and of itself, it is insufficient for guaranteeing 

women‘s representation, but it can make political parties vulnerable to the pressure of women‘s 

movements.  In Argentina, closed party lists have historically not promoted women‘s electoral 

opportunities, because parties were reluctant to place women in positions were they could be 

elected (Jones 1996, 83).  The zero-sum nature of closed lists also hindered parties‘ willingness 

to adhere to the quota law once it had been adopted, since men who had previously been 

nominated and even elected were shut out or moved down the list (Jones 1996, 78).  As women 

have held parties accountable to the law, relying on courts when they need to, women‘s access to 

significant list positions have increased.  With the exception of the Partido Justicialista (PJ), 
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inheritors of the Peronist legacy, parties have always been reluctant to nominate and support 

women candidates (Molinelli 1994; Jones 1996).  Women candidates have always had to be 

overqualified compared to their male counterparts (Bonder and Nari 1995, 187), and those 

women who attained leadership positions in parties have frequently advanced solely on the basis 

of their relationship to male leaders (Feijoó 1993, 63).   Some worry that the quota has not 

changed this situation (Carrio 2002, 4).  The closed list proportional representation system has 

therefore not tended to promote women‘s representation, since parties were reluctant to place 

women in mandate and challenge positions – those guaranteed to win and those with a good 

opportunity to win (Jones 1996, 83).   

 In Poland, the one party, single nomination system of communism promoted women‘s 

symbolic, but not actual representation.  Because women did not have to contest their seats, they 

had little perceived legitimacy.  In addition, parliament‘s role was largely decorative, reducing 

the amount of power women gained by being in parliament.  After the transition to democracy, 

the highly volatile multi-party, multi-member system was not initially favourable toward women, 

as male ―gate-keepers‖ were able to keep women out.  While a high turnover rate can be 

favourable to women, the large number of parties and the role played by male elites in 

nomination processes meant that women frequently ran in fringe parties with little to no chance 

of being elected.  In addition, women had difficulty being placed high enough on party lists to 

gain a seat in parliament when so many parties won only a few seats.   

Similarly, examinations of female candidates in Poland reveal that women must be 

―hyper-qualified‖ compared to male candidates (Siemieńska 2003, 219).  More women than men 

who hold seats in the Sejm have university degrees, and women tend to have longer records of 

party and trade union service (Siemieńska 2003, 219).  Despite this overqualification of female 
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candidates, parties are nonetheless reluctant to place women in key positions on electoral lists 

(Kunovich 2003, 279).  Although party lists are not closed, and voters may indicate their 

preferences, list placement nonetheless suggests party support,
27

 and the large number of parties 

contesting each Polish election implies the success of only a few candidates from most electoral 

lists, thereby making party support significant for electoral chances.  The frequency of coalitions 

exacerbate the difficulties for female candidates in obtaining significant list positions, since 

every group included in a coalition needs a representative and that representative is frequently a 

male leader (Siemieńska 2003, 222-224).   

While women‘s chances of obtaining the first position on a list improve with larger or 

left-wing parties, women are generally underrepresented on the top positions of these lists 

compared to smaller or more conservative parties (Kunovich 2003, 282-284).  Sheri Kunovich 

suggests that support from left-wing or larger parties for women candidates is limited, perhaps 

because governing parties in Poland, which has experienced a high rate of turnover, feel very 

vulnerable electorally (2003, 287-288).  Nonetheless, given evidence suggesting that the Polish 

electorate is less hesitant than Polish parties in supporting women politicians,
28

 thereby 

contradicting fears of electoral vulnerability, it seems more likely that the nominal support of 

leftist parties may be a continuation of the communist tradition of limiting equality to symbolic 

representation. 

This hypothesis is further supported by evidence that women candidates have been more 

successful in single district, majoritarian Senate races than in the proportional, multi-member 

district elections for the Sejm (Saxonberg 2000, 149).  In the 1997 election, women constituted 

                                                 
27

 Recognition of party support plays a role in Polish elections since very large numbers of political parties contest 

each election, but relatively little is known about parties or candidates (Kunovich 2003, 274).   
28

 Women usually constitute a greater percentage of party delegations to the Sejm than they do party nomination 

lists (Siemieńska 1998, 136-137). 
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15.7% of candidates for the lower house, winning 12.6% of the seats.  For the upper house, 

women were only 10.4% of candidates, but won 12% of the seats (Saxonberg 2000, 149).  

Women thus did better running on their own merits than on party lists which did not indicate 

sufficient support for their candidacies. 

Ultimately, once women mobilized and brought collective pressure to bear on the 

Democratic Left Alliance, they were able to use the system to their advantage.  Not only did 

other parties respond by nominating more women in an attempt not to lose votes, but high 

turnover led to a total loss of seats by the previous governing parties (including Solidarity) and 

major victories by parties on the left.  The rise in the number of women elected is not solely 

attributable to the victory of leftist parties, however, since women also captured 26.3% of the 

seats won by the League of Polish Families, an extremely conservative and nationalist party 

(Siemieńska 2003, 225-226). 

 The experiences of Poland and Argentina underscore the importance of political parties in 

facilitating or hindering women‘s electoral opportunities.  In both countries, PR was not 

sufficient for women‘s increased representation until women activists forced political parties to 

promote women‘s candidacies.  PR did make political parties in Poland vulnerable to the 

pressure of activists, while in Argentina, where women placed external pressure on the political 

parties, PR did ensure that a significant proportion of female candidates (those who  had obtained 

top list positions) were elected.  It is conjunction with appropriate strategies that PR becomes 

conducive to women‘s representation. 

The most significant differences between the electoral structure in Argentina and Poland 

are the number of significant parties contesting elections, the turnover rate of governing parties 

and incumbents and the closed lists in Argentina contrasted with the open lists in Poland.  These 
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differences have had an effect on patterns of women‘s representation, but these differences 

suggest that the role of political parties is fundamental to the success or failure of women‘s 

political integration.  In the next section, therefore, I will examine the relationship of women‘s 

movements to political parties.  I will also explore the development of the women‘s movements, 

their goals and strategies. 

 

Comparing Women’s Movements 

 The relative strength and differing strategies and goals of the women‘s movements in 

Argentina and Poland reflect the different contexts in which they have developed.  Differing 

experiences of authoritarianism have developed contrasting political cultures in which a very 

similar understanding of sex/gender has had very different repercussions, while opposing 

attitudes towards civil society and organizations have also structured the movements differently.  

This has also resulted in different positions on the desirability of state engagement and pursuit of 

the electoral project.   

Political culture 

In Argentina, sex/gender roles are understood traditionally, emphasizing women‘s roles 

in home and family.  This traditional understanding resonates in marianismo, the worship of 

Mary-mother characteristic of traditional sectors of society in Argentina, which is highly 

Catholic (Feijoó and Nari 1994, 121).  Women‘s politicization and mobilization has drawn upon 

the role and identity women possess in home and family, as women have used their private 

identities as the basis upon which they were to gain entrance to the public sphere (Feijoó 1998, 

34).   
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In the 1960s, a new profile of middle class and lower class urban women experienced the 

loosening of traditional family ties that accompanied increases in education.  This trend was 

reversed in a military coup in 1966 which sought to slow social change, however (Feijoó 1998, 

31-32).  Instead, successive military regimes promoted a traditional family, elevating 

motherhood (Waylen 1994, 338).  In protesting the actions of the government, women drew 

upon their maternal identities, wearing diapers – traditional signs of motherhood – on their heads 

(Feijoó 1993, 65).  Women also formed organizations in defiance of the regime in response to 

the economic hardships their families were suffering.  Soup kitchens, day nurseries, mothers‘ 

clubs, production cooperatives and community health centres all sought to collectively alleviate 

the damages inflicted by the political and economic context (Bonder and Nari 1995, 185).  These 

―feminine‖ practices took on ―different meanings in the context of the transition to democracy 

and the progressive modernization of gender values,‖ according to Gloria Bonder and Marcela 

Nari (1995, 185).  They represented ―women‘s desire to gain autonomy, to assert themselves in 

communities and in the family, as well as to gain full recognition of their rights as citizens‖ 

(Bonder and Nari 1995, 185).  As a result, traditional sex/gender roles have become the 

foundation for women‘s political involvement in Argentina, as well as the impetus for their 

mobilization. 

 In Poland, a similarly traditional understanding of sex/gender which also draws upon 

Catholic ideology has had a very different effect.  Under long periods of foreign domination, the 

burden of reproducing the nation fell to women, resulting in the tradition of the Matka-Polka, the 

Polish Mother, which has had a long, important influence on the roles and opportunities of Polish 

women.  The Matka-Polka was supposed to be strong and selfless, ―a figure of courage and great 
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strength and at the same time an ideal of women in which she is empty, with no meaning of her 

own‖ (Reading 1992, 20-21).   

Both contradicting and reinforcing this image, the imposition of communism 

disseminated an ideology of formal equality, reflected in legal and institutional frameworks, 

which could not overcome traditional attitudes (Regulska and Gerwel 1992, 179).  This ideology 

was imposed upon a largely rural, traditional society in which men were expected to be 

breadwinners and women were responsible for the home and family (Wolchik 1985, 32; Marody 

and Giza-Poleszczuk 2000, 154, 160).  These traditional notions of gender were even stronger in 

rural areas (Pine 1992, 67).  The correlating official image of women promoted by the 

communist party was of worker and mother.  The government‘s propaganda even drew on the 

image of the Matka-Polka (Reading 1992, 36).  An attempt in the 1950s to promote a ―modern 

family‖ in which partners shared duties and responsibilities was quickly abandoned after it met 

with widespread resistance from both men and women (Marody and Giza-Poleszczuk 2000, 

160).  In contrast to the positive image of communist propaganda, evidence suggests most 

women experienced a dichotomy of formal equality in the paid labour force and a patriarchal 

family structure in which they bore the brunt of responsibility for their husbands and children 

(Marody and Giza-Poleszczuk 2000, 161).  This role of self-sacrifice created the image of the 

―brave victim,‖ a source of pride and self-respect for many women (Marody and Giza-

Poleszczuk 2000, 163).   

 The transition to democracy led to a period of ambiguity about sex/gender roles.  On the 

one hand, the attempt to re-create a Polish national identity relied heavily on traditional ideas of 

gender (Einhorn and Sever 2003, 171).  These ideas were supported by a valuation of the home 

as a place of refuge for women, and by the Catholic Church (Einhorn and Sever 2003, 171; 
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Marody and Giza-Poleszczuk 2000, 166).  At the same time, Western images of gender 

infiltrated the media, suggesting a new individualized consumer identity (Marody and Giza-

Poleszczuk 2000, 166).  The result for Polish women has been that of the limited number of 

women‘s organizations that exist, a significant number express a strong conservative tendency 

rather than envisioning new gender relations (Bystydzienski 2001, 506).  In addition to 

contributing negative attitudes regarding female political elites (Marody and Giza-Poleszczuk 

2000, 172), this traditional sex/gender discourse has not served as a catalyst for the political 

mobilization of women in Poland. 

 In addition to these differences regarding the effects of a traditional sex/gender 

understanding, Argentina and Poland also present very different experiences with civil society 

and organizations.  Argentina has a long history of women‘s organizing in both feminist and 

nonfeminist organizations.  Around the turn of the century, women mobilized in both socialist 

and anarchist organizations, in addition to creating first wave feminist groups such as the First 

Feminist Centre of the Free Thinking and the Women‘s Council (Feijoó 1993, 62).  Despite 

authoritarian governments, a second wave of feminism resulted in the Feminine Liberation 

Movement, the Feminist Argentine Organization and the Argentine Feminist Union (Feijoó 

1993, 63).  Under the brutual military junta of 1976, organizational life was severely limited, and 

most feminist groups dissolved, although a number of new groups formed in 1978 (Feijoó and 

Nari 1994, 115).  The Front for Women‘s Rights, an umbrella organization for women‘s groups, 

temporarily ceased activities under the junta, then reorganized itself in 1981 as the Argentine 

Feminist Organization (Feijoó and Nari 1994, 115). Women also organized in local, grassroots 

groups focused on responding to the economic crisis and the disruption it caused in their families 

lives (Bonder and Nari 1995, 185).  Although many groups had trouble adjusting to the rules of 
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democratic engagement with the state following the end of the authoritarian regime, many 

groups continued to exist and grow.  Women educated themselves with events such as the 

Encuentros Feministas, or Feminist Gatherings, and National Women‘s Meetings (Carrio 2002, 

2).   

 While Poland also has a history of women‘s organizations, their historical situation has 

not allowed them to capitalize on their experience as Argentinean women did.  Women‘s 

organizations existed under partition, with the goal of furthering the nationalist cause.  Under 

communism, however, all organization was centrally controlled by the communist party, which 

had its own women‘s organization.  Because a formal ideology of equality was implemented, any 

movement seeking equality for women would have been considered superfluous (Einhorn and 

Sever 2003, 166).  As well, many rights that Western feminists fought for were taken for granted 

under the communist regime (Fuszara 1997, 129).  Meanwhile, women who opposed the 

communist government generally joined Solidarity, which was essentially conservative where 

gender issues were concerned (Jancar 1985, 177).  Protests and strikes by women against 

government policy tended to be unorganized in nature, a factor which interestingly may have 

accounted for their success (Jancar 1985, 175).  The Polish Feminist Association, based in 

Warsaw, and the Poznań Women‘s Club were both formed in 1980 with explicit feminist goals, 

however their numbers and their influence remained small (Einhorn 1993).  

 After the transition to democracy, the number of organizations remained small intitially.  

Groups formed around the abortion debate, but most remained single-issue in focus, and often 

framed abortion as a socio-economic issue rather than a right for women (Einhorn and Sever 

2003, 177).  While there were a number of attempts to form a women‘s movement following the 

transition, these efforts were stymied in part due to women‘s unfamiliarity with movements and 
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in part due to a widespread popular rejection of feminism (Einhorn 1993; Siemieńska 1998; 

Fuszara 2000).  Under communist rule, feminism was derided, as Malgorzata Fuszara explains, 

―[I]t was associated with irrational campaigns in defense of sham problems and was at the same 

time completely unknown, reminiscent of Communist propaganda about the equality of men and 

women whose purpose was to conceal their actual inequality‖ (1997, 139).  Thus, although small 

feminist organizations were active, they had difficulty organizing a women‘s lobby.  This was 

partly the result of a resistance to unification among women‘s organizations, born of the 

monolithic nature of the women‘s movement under communism (Aulette 1999, 232).   

 As the decade after the transition has progressed, attitudes toward organizations have 

evolved and activist women are becoming more adept at mobilizing other women.  In 2001, 

when women created the Pre-Electoral Coalition of Women, uniting 50 women‘s organizations 

behind a common goal and successfully lobbying for the adoption of quotas, it was, according to 

Renata Siemieńska, ―one of the first times that politically active women had been effective in 

mobilizing women who were not members of a specific political party to participate in a greater 

call for representation‖ (2003, 233).   

The Electoral Project 

In Argentina, the women‘s movement has a long history of engagement with the state 

both in times of democratic government and under authoritarian rule.  In Poland, on the other 

hand, state control of the women‘s movement under communism led to women‘s organizations‘ 

initial refusal to engage with the state under democracy, with the exception of a lobby organized 

to protest proposed legislation banning abortion.  This trend was only slowed recently with the 

creation of the Pre-Electoral Coalition of Women in 2001.  The reason for this strategic 
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difference between the Argentinean and Polish women‘s movements lies in the differing 

historical and political experiences of the two countries. 

 In Argentina, women led protests against military dictatorship, drawing on their maternal 

identities to protest the ―disappearance‖ of their loved ones, playing upon the government‘s 

supposed elevation of motherhood and daring the government to persecute them for playing their 

feminine role and protecting their families (Waylen 1994, 338).   Despite the long role of the 

military in Argentinean politics, the authoritarian regime was not seen as synonymous with the 

state.  Rather than a general rejection of the state and formal politics, after the end of the military 

junta in 1982, rebuilding democracy was seen as a society-wide effort – everyone felt invested in 

it, wanted democracy to work this time (Feijoó 1998, 35).  Despite their exclusion from political 

structures, women did not depoliticize or demobilize, but continued to involve themselves in the 

political life of their country.  This led to the eventual consensus between women activists and 

women politicians promoting the strategy of a quota law as a means of improving women‘s 

political representation (Bonder and Nari 1995, 187).   

 In Poland, not only did the state control all forms of public expression, including 

feminism – the state controlled everything.  This experience, as well as the sentiment that 

communism represented a foreign imposition, led to a general rejection of the state as the answer 

to social problems (Bystydzienski 1989, 681).  This in turn contributed to a ―civil society gap‖ in 

newly democratic Poland, as links between ―grassroots activity and state-level institutions, 

legislation and policy are either non-existent or inadequate‖ (Einhorn and Sever 2003, 178).  The 

civil society gap has been deepened by a sense of alienation from elites and a certain hostility on 

the part of elites toward civil society and grass roots movements (Regulska 1998, 35; Einhorn 

and Sever 2003, 172).  In addition to a rejection of state intervention because of the communist 
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experience, prevailing expectations at the time of transition were that a democratic system and a 

free market economy would by themselves generate freedom and equality (Siemieńska 1998, 

129).  The result is that there are few to no expectations that political integration is a source of 

equality and empowerment for women, or that the state could play a role in promoting women‘s 

equality. 

Discussions of transition frequently identify them as periods of possible opening for 

women, because they represent a significant change in the political opportunity structure of the 

state (Beckwith 2000; Jaquette and Wolchik 1998).  Changes in regime type and in the dominant 

political actors, combined with the creation of new political and legal frameworks can offer 

women significant opportunities for political inclusion (Jaquette and Wolchik 1998).  This is far 

from a necessary consequence, however, as the case of Poland demonstrates.  Najma Chowdhury 

and Barbara Nelson identify women‘s opportunities for activism within revolutionary 

movements, but conclude that these opportunities do not remain after political consolidation 

(1994, 16).  On the other hand, some scholars have suggested that ―some women‘s movements 

move into the state in the post-revolutionary period if the movements arose from or were 

associated with parties in the revolutionary struggle‖ (Beckwith 2000, 450).  The cases of 

Argentina and Poland suggest that while struggle against authoritarian governments can open a 

space for women‘s political activism, consolidation of this space does not occur naturally after 

democratic transition.  Rather, it requires concerted efforts from activists.  This has been the case 

in Argentina as well as in Poland.  While Argentinean women were included in the democratic    

system created following the end of authoritarianism, this inclusion did not follow naturally – 

even within political parties, women activists had to be constantly vigilant to ensure that they and 

their issues were taken seriously. 



 84 

Affiliation with Political Parties 

 The relative benefits of internal influence compared with those of external independence 

with regard to political parties is visible in the differing relationships between political parties 

and women‘s movements in Argentina and Poland.  In Argentina, where women were very 

active in political parties, party members nonetheless relied on the external strategy of passing 

quota legislation to achieve what they could not internally, that is, to convince their parties to 

support women‘s candidacies.  In Poland, where political elites are regarded with suspicion, the 

women‘s movement has largely refrained from involvement with political parties.  Nonetheless, 

the Pre-Electoral Coalition was successful in externally pressuring parties into adopting internal 

quotas.   

As the discussion of political contexts above revealed, the relationships between political 

parties and activist women in both Argentina and Poland have not always been positive.  In each 

country, male ―gatekeepers‖ in political parties played a crucial role in preventing women‘s 

political integration.  This reluctance by the parties to promote women‘s candidacies led activists 

in both Argentina and Poland to adopt new strategies to press for the election of more women.  

While in both countries the new strategies relied upon placing external pressure on political 

parties, in Argentina the favoured solution was a nationally legislated quota while Polish activists 

focused on internal party quotas.   

In Argentina, the failure of the Unión Civica Radical (UCR) to support women‘s 

candidacies, particularly compared to their main rival, the Partido Justicialista (PJ), led to UCR 

women‘s support for a nationally legislated quota rather than internal party quotas (Piatti-

Crocker 2003, 9).  The bill proposed by UCR members in 1989 thus achieved a high level of 

consensus within the UCR‘s female constituency, and once introduced to Parliament, also 
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received the support of PJ women.  The organization of women across party and ideological lines 

was critical to the success of the bill (Piatti-Crocker 2003; Lubertino 2003).  Once the legislation 

had been adopted, women also relied on external pressure, by means of court challenges, to hold 

political parties accountable in the creation of their electoral lists (Jones 1996; Lubertino 2003).   

In Poland, the Pre-Electoral Coalition of Women, formed in 2001 as the result of an 

agreement among fifty women‘s organizations, focused on a systemic strategy to increase 

women‘s electoral representation (Siemieńska 2003, 232).  The Coalition successfully lobbied 

the Democratic Left Alliance, Labour Union Coalition and the Freedom Union to adopt quotas 

requiring 30% of all nominees to be women (Siemieńska 2003, 240).  Other parties responded by 

nominating more women without the formal adoption of a quota. 

Greater nominations of and support for women candidates by political parties was 

therefore crucial to women‘s greater electoral success in each country, but in neither situation did 

this increase in support take place voluntarily in political parties.  Rather, political parties had to 

be coerced into greater support for women.  The differing POS in Poland and Argentina led 

activists to adopt different strategies in order to coerce political parties, and in each case, the 

strategy adopted was successful.  It is because of the efforts of the women‘s movement, 

therefore, that women have been politically included following the transitions to democracy in 

Poland and Argentina. 

 

Conclusion 

The success of the electoral project in Poland and Argentina therefore relates directly to 

the efforts of the women‘s movement in forcing women‘s inclusion in democratic systems.  The 

timing and the strategies of the electoral project in each state have related to their differing 
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experiences of authoritarianism which resulted in contrasting political cultures.  The involvement 

of women in the resistance has also had very different implications, since with effort, 

Argentinean women were able to translate their involvement in the opposition into political 

involvement in democracy, while Polish women were initially marginalized under democracy 

despite their significant commitment to opposing communism.  In both states, the authoritarian 

regime stressed women‘s roles within the family; in Argentina this became the basis for 

women‘s opposition to the regime, while in Poland the communist government‘s equal 

commitment to women‘s role in the paid labour force made women look for a return to the 

domestic sphere once communism ended.  Women also experienced political inclusion relatively 

early in each state, but in Poland the association of the quota system with communism and the 

lack of power legislative bodies experienced meant that this political inclusion was discontinued 

under democracy, while in Argentina, the experiences of authoritarianism made women eager to 

be included in the democratic project.   

These differences account for the different strategic choices of the women‘s movements 

in Argentina and Poland, since structurally the two states are quite similar.  In Poland, women‘s 

mobilization around representation was relatively limited, but successful because it relied on 

external pressure to coerce political parties into supporting women‘s candidacies.  In Argentina, 

women activists who were determined to be included in the democratic system relied on legal 

frameworks and the judiciary to force political parties to support women‘s candidacies.  Because 

of the PR system in each country, this support then translated into greater electoral success for 

women. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

QUOTAS IN ELECTORAL AND PSEUDO-DEMOCRACIES 

 

 India is a second wave democracy that, despite its lengthy democratic history, remains an 

electoral democracy (Huntington 2000, 7).  Since India gained its independence from Britian, 

quotas for certain castes and tribes have existed, but despite a very lengthy debate regarding 

quotas for women it was only recently that quotas for women were adopted for the local level.  

While quotas are still being debated at the national level, the institution of quotas in the 

panchayat raj system seems to have hardened opposition to quotas at the national level.  Thus, 

despite two national political parties with internal quotas, the local quota system has had no 

effect on women‘s representation at the national level, which currently places India                            

90
th

 in the world with 8.3% in the Lok Sabha and 10.3% in the Rajya Sabha.
29

   

 Uganda is also a former British colony.  Its democratic status is uncertain – it holds 

elections, but political parties are not allowed to compete.  The National Resistance Movement is 

allowed to compete, and since it functions much like a political party, Uganda is a de facto one 

party state.  Observers have also critiqued the amount of power which resides in the hands of 

President Yoweri Musevni and his advisors – the National Executive Committee of the 

Movement (Goetz 2003, 132-134).  While I would hesitate to state categorically that Uganda is 

no more than a pseudo-democracy, we should nonetheless be highly sceptical regarding the 

depth of democracy in Uganda.  Uganda‘s relative success regarding quotas is therefore difficult 

to quantify.  Not only is the power of the legislature in question, but the effect of the quotas is 

difficult to ascertain. On the one hand, women‘s proportion of elected bodies has increased 

steadily since the adoption of quotas in the 1980s, to the point where Uganda is sixth among 

African states (Tamale 2003, 4) and 26
th

 in the world with women occupying 24.7% of the seats 

                                                 
29

 For figures regarding women‘s representation in India, see Appendix C. 
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in parliament.
30

 At the same time, the quota tends to act as a ceiling, as women have difficulty 

being elected outside of the reserved seats, and the particular nature of the reservation and its 

imposition leave it in a precarious position as Uganda contemplates political change (Tamale 

2003, 6). 

 Although both India and Uganda are postcolonial states, they have very different histories 

as well as very different institutional structures.  In the case of India, the historical context has 

limited the electoral project and its appeal, while Uganda‘s history has ruled out an electoral 

project entirely.  In conjunction with institutional structures that do not favour women‘s access, 

these contexts have resulted in quotas for women that have acted as ceilings for their 

representation, rather than contributing to a growth in women‘s political inclusion.   In this 

chapter, I provide a brief historical overview of women‘s representation in India and Uganda to 

serve as a background for contextual comparison.  I then compare and contrast the political 

systems to reveal the opportunities they offer women.  Finally, I examine the development of the 

women‘s movement in each state to reveal why the electoral project has been so limited in these 

contexts. 

 

Women’s Representation in Uganda 

 As an entity, Uganda did not exist before British colonization in 1894 (Tamale 1999b, 4).  

In the pre-colonial period the territories which would become Uganda contained multiple groups 

with differing forms of political organization (Byanyima 1992, 130; Tamale 1999b, 4).  While 

the societies which pre-existed colonization were patriarchal in nature, the fusion of politics with 

social life created opportunities for women‘s political participation (Tamale 1999b, 3-4).  There 

was no division of public and private, and the political and juridical structures depended on 

                                                 
30

 For figures regarding women‘s representation in Uganda, see Appendix F. 
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personal relationships which women could influence (Byanyima 1992, 130).  Therefore women‘s 

physical absence from decision-making structures did not equal political passivity (Tamale 

1999b, 4).  In kingdoms, mothers and sisters of kings were able to play particularly influential 

roles, much like those women seen as divine mediators in societies where the link with the 

ancestral spirits was considered very important (Tamale 1999b, 6).   

 Thus, despite the patriarchal nature of pre-colonial society, women‘s position deteriorated 

under colonialism when Uganda became a British protectorate in 1894 under a series of 

agreements and treaties with chiefs and kings (Tamale 1999b, 8).  The British dismantled the 

family systems which had governed women‘s lives, replacing them with a nuclear family model 

that disempowered them (Byanyima 1992, 131).  They also introduced capitalism, with its 

requisite division of public and private sphere, entailing that the previous complementary 

division of roles between the sexes became hierarchicalized (Byanyima 1992, 131; Tamale 

1999b, 8-9).  Women became the primary producers, while wielding absolutely no political or 

formal economic power (Byanyima 1992, 131; Tamale 1999b, 9). 

Nonetheless, some women participated in women‘s organizations such as the Uganda 

Council of Woman, in addition to participating in the anti-colonialist movement (Tamale 1999b, 

9-10).  Women were not entirely excluded from colonial government, as two women sat on the 

Legislative Council in 1954; however, both were British.  Women‘s formal participation was 

extremely elitist; in fact, only five African women actually sat on the Legislative Council prior to 

Uganda‘s independence, and all 5 were nominated rather than elected (Tamale 1999b, 10).
31

  

Few women were able to vote, as well, since few women could meet the qualifications necessary 

                                                 
31

 The Legislative Council was composed of both elected and non-elected seats (Tamale 1999b, 10). 
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to vote (Tamale 1999b, 10).  In general, the British discouraged women‘s political 

participation.
32

 

In this context, negotiations for Uganda‘s political independence were an affair 

conducted between men – British and Ugandan.  Because of this, a young, male elite was ready 

to assume political and social power (Tamale 1999b, 13).  Women, meanwhile, ―were 

deliberately ignored by the colonial power and the Ugandan patriarchs despite their protests and 

their active participation in the [anti-colonialist] struggle‖ (Tamale 1999b, 13).  Women thus 

found themselves alienated from and marginalized within the new political system, established in 

1962 (Tamale 1999b, 14). 

Uganda also struggled to establish democracy, as Milton Obote, the country‘s first Prime 

Minister, formally declared himself president with extensive executive powers after tailoring a 

new constitution to his liking (Tamale 1999b, 14).  This was followed by a 1971 a coup d‘état by 

the military, bringing Idi Amin to power.   Amin‘s dictatorship was a reign of terror during 

which an estimated 500 000 women, children and men were killed (Byanyima 1992, 133).  

Women peasants and workers suffered disproportionately, particularly from rape (Byanyima 

1992, 133).  According to Byanyima, ―rape by soldiers became so common that a raped woman 

was often told she had only herself to blame for getting caught – soldiers were rapists and 

women were expected to know how to avoid them (Byanyima 1992, 133).   

In 1979, Amin was toppled by a joint force of Ugandans and Tanzanians (Tamale 1999b, 

15).  Women still remained marginalized, as only two women sat in the interim National 

Consultative Council, and in national elections which returned Obote to power, 5 women ran 

with only one elected (Tamale 1999b, 16).  The elections, presumed to have been massively 

                                                 
32

 The Secretary-General of the Protectorate Government even publicly cautioned Ugandans about involving 

women in politics in the 1950s (Tamale 1996, 313). 
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rigged, fuelled the outbreak of armed resistance against the Obote government led by the 

National Resistance Army (NRA), the armed wing of the National Resistance Movement (NRM) 

(Byanyima 1992, 135).  Women participated extensively in both the NRA and the NRM. 

In 1985, Obote‘s army removed him from power.  Shortly thereafter, the NRA stormed 

Kampala, bringing an end to five years of guerrilla warfare.  Democracy was reinstituted, but not 

democracy as it had existed for the four years before Milton Obote‘s first coup d‘état.  The first 

action of the NRM was to suspend political parties (Goetz 2003, 113).  In a move to prevent the 

ethnic and sectarian violence previously associated with party activity in Uganda, the NRM 

proclaimed candidates would be selected solely on the basis of their individual merit (Goetz 

2003, 113).   

Despite questions about the democratic nature of Uganda‘s system, women tend to be 

strong supporters of the ―movement system‖ created by the NRM (Tamale 1999a, 255; Tripp 

2001, 113).  This is probably due to the official steps the NRM government has taken to 

incorporate women into formal political participation.  In 1986, the NRM mandated a reserved 

seat for women at all levels of the five-tiered Resistance Council system (since renamed the 

Local Council System).  Initially, the post of secretary of women on the executive committee of 

each level was guaranteed to a woman, meaning there was always a seat reserved for women 

(Tamale 2003, 2).  In 1989, the NRM extended women‘s participation by adding 39 seats to 

parliament, reserved for women (Tamale 2003, 2).  Each seat represented a district and MPs 

were selected from all-female lists (Tamale 2003, 2).  In 1995, a revision of the constitution 

guaranteed women would always have a reserved seat in the parliament for every district in the 

country (Tamale 2003, 2).  In 1997, the Local Councils were also restructured, adding 33% more 

seats to the existing councils, all reserved for women (Tamale 1999b, 86).  The NRM has also 
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given women some significant government positions, including a vice president, deputy speaker 

of parliament, and deputy chief justice (Tamale 2003, 7).  The government also created a system 

of women‘s councils in 1993 which paralleled LCs, although their committees were only 

composed of five members (Tamale 1999b, 65). 

 In response to growing pressure, both domestically and internationally, President Yoweri 

Museveni has promised that in 2006, political parties will be allowed to compete in elections 

(Chitauro 2004, 1).  Women politicians and activists have expressed fears regarding the 

transition, uncertain how they will adapt and what their situation will be under the new system 

(Chitauro 2004).  They are taking steps to educate themselves in advance (Chitauro 2004), but 

only time will tell whether multi-party democracy will be favourable to women‘s political 

integration in Uganda.  

 

Women’s Representation in India 

Much like Uganda, women‘s representation and women‘s organizations in India have 

been marked by India‘s colonial past and nationalist movement.  Under British imperialism, 

women were involved in male-initiated movements responding to the social context under 

British imperialism.  Some worked hand in hand with British elites, while others opposed them.  

Activities were also governed by caste and ethnicity (Swarup et al.1993). Women were also 

involved in nationalist organizations, attending Indian National Congress (INC) meetings as 

early as 1889 (Varma 1997, 65).  A number of women rose to prominence in Congress when 

they took over leadership roles during the imprisonment of male leaders (Kumari and Kidwai 

1998, 35).  Their actions kept the movement alive, but they were relegated to secondary positions 

with the return of the men.  In 1928, in recognition of the growing presence of women within the 
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movement, the INC established the All-India Women‘s Conference (AIWC), which became one 

of the most important organizations for the mobilization of women (Rai and Sharma 2000, 150).  

For a time, the Indian nationalist movement brought elite women and lower class women 

together (Swarup et al. 1993, 367). 

 Although women‘s activism was dominated and shaped by the nationalist movement, 

there was sustained interest in achieving the political integration of women, inspired in part by 

British suffragists.  The first formal demand came in the form of a request to the Montague-

Chelmsford Committee on Constitutional Reforms (Rai and Sharma 2000, 151).  The Indian elite 

were much quicker to support the suggestion than the British.  Nonetheless, in 1919 the 

Montague-Chelmsford Committee recommended that provincial legislatures be allowed to 

decide the issue for themselves (Rai and Sharma 2000, 151).  Madras was the first province to 

allow women to vote (Rai and Sharma 2000, 151).  Some of the indigenous councils even 

decided unanimously in women‘s favour (Varma 1997, 69-70).  However, because of the 

qualifications attached to voting at the time, only 14% of men and 1% of women could vote 

(Varma 1997, 70).  Enfranchisement was thus extremely limited. 

In 1928, the Nehru Report created by the All Parties Conference supported both universal 

adult franchise and the principle of gender equality (Gopalan 1997, 269).  India‘s nationalist 

leadership supported the demand for several reasons: the denial of equality to women could 

undermine the nationalist cause for greater autonomy and later independence on the grounds of 

representative government, large-scale participation of women in the movement made their 

demand harder to refuse, and women‘s vote did not seem to challenge the prevailing social 

structure (Rai and Sharma 2000, 151).  Most believed that women would either not avail 

themselves of the right to vote, or would simply vote as their husbands did (Rai and Sharma 
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2000, 151).  In 1935, the Government of India Act granted women the right to vote, provided 

they met the conditions of education and property (Gopalan 1997, 269).  In 1937, 56 women 

entered Indian legislatures (Chopra 1993, 18).  Forty-one seats were reserved for women in 

provincial legislative assemblies, while ten women won unreserved seats.  The other five were 

named to provincial legislative councils (Chopra 1993, 18).  The majority of the new women 

politicians were Congress (Chopra 1993, 18). 

As discussions regarding the nature of post-colonial India began to take place, they 

included deliberations over quotas for women, scheduled castes and tribes,
33

 and the two 

tendencies of the women‘s movement came down on opposing sides of the debate (Chopra 1993, 

16).  Those women who were active in the nationalist movement saw reservations for women as 

a step backward, casting women as victims in need of a concession from men in opposition to the 

strong role they had played in the independence movement (Rai and Sharma 2000, 154-155).  

Thus it was that the Constitution of 1948, while expressing a commitment to women‘s rights, 

incorporated a reservation for scheduled castes and tribes but not for women (Raman 2003).   

Despite the support of male elites for female enfranchisement, there was no genuine 

attempt made for mass politicization of women following independence (Kumari and Kidwai 

1998, 39).  Gandhi himself recruited women from the families of his colleagues, and the majority 

of active female politicians came from the nationalist movement, had family ties to the 

nationalist movement and came from wealthy and progressive families (Kumari and Kidwai 

1998, 39-40).  Women representatives were therefore anything but representative.  Additionally, 

the women‘s movement became extremely fragmented after independence (Mazumdar and 

Agnihotri 1999, 225).  Even the AIWC split, with women from the left leaving to create the 
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 Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes are Hindus who do not fit into the four main caste categories of 

Brahmins, Kshatriya, Vaishya and Sudra (Bryld 2001, 154).  They are generally marginalized and underprivileged in 

Indian society.   
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National Federation of Indian Women (Swarup et al. 1993, 368).  Only occasionally did women 

present a unified front.   

 In the 1970s, a Committee on the Status of Women in India was formed, releasing its 

report Towards Equality in 1975.  The report concluded that equality of the sexes was far from a 

reality in post-independence India and was never really a serious topic of debate (Kumari and 

Kidwai 1998, 26).  As far as political representation of women was concerned, the report 

suggested the creation of women‘s panchayats or councils at the village level to look after 

development and welfare programs for women and children (Mohanty 1999, 20) and the 

institution of a 15% quota of women candidates for political parties (Gopalan 1997, 279).  The 

quota was never implemented, and only two states actually complied with the recommendation 

for panchayats (Gopalan 1997, 279; Mohanty 1999, 20).   

 The Committee hearings also brought up a renewed discussion of reservations for 

women, with a division between women activists arguing in favour and women legislators 

arguing against (Raman 2003, 23).  The Committee itself was largely opposed to quotas, 

although there were two significant voices of dissent who suggested that the reality of women‘s 

situation made them overlook their initial distaste for quotas (Raman 2003, 23-24).   

 There was thus limited and very muted support for reservations for women from elite 

women, primarily experts and academics (Nanivadekar 1998, 1815).  Then the government, 

which had long opposed quotas for women, reversed its position in Rajiv Gandhi‘s National 

Perspective Plan in 1988 which called for the restoration of the panchayat raj or village council 

system and included a reservation for women on the panchayats (Varma 1997, 171).  The 

eventual adoption of the proposal was largely due to the influence of Rajiv Gandhi, but it had the 

support of the other political parties (Varma 1997, 171).  Thus the 73
rd

 Amendment to the 
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Constitution was adopted in 1992, coming into effect in 1993.  It was followed shortly by the 

74
th

 Amendment, also adopted in 1992 which required that not less than a third of the total 

number of seats filled by direct election in municipalities be reserved for women, with reserved 

seats rotating between the various constituencies within the municipality at every election 

(Varma 1997, 184-185).  This created over a million places for women in local politics. 

 At the national level, a debate over the institution of quotas has existed since the 

mid1990s without the successful adoption of any legislation (Nanivadekar 2003).  Although all 

major parties profess a principled agreement with reservations, they have been unable to agree 

on the specific format to be adopted, thereby holding up legislation which would institute a quota 

(Nanivadekar 2003).  This seems to be due in part to a hardening of opposition to quotas at a 

higher level which followed the institution of quotas at the panchayat raj level (Allwood and 

Wadia 2004, 383).  No deliberate attempt has been made therefore to expand women‘s political 

opportunities at the national level. 

 Uganda and India have had similar situations of colonialism, therefore, but their post-

colonial situations have been quite different.  In India, women‘s involvement in the nationalist 

struggle under colonialism resulted in their enfranchisement following independence, while the 

end of colonialism did not lead to the establishment of lasting democracy in Uganda.  Women‘s 

later participation in the armed resistance to authoritarian government did aid in their 

achievement of political citizenship once democracy was established, however.  Uganda and 

India also have similar systems of local councils, which include a form of quota for women.  The 

source of this quota was quite different, however, since in Uganda it was established by the 

government as a form of neopatrimonialism, rather than in response to a demand from women, 

while in India the quota was part of a government imposed reform which received support from 
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some women within the women‘s movement.  In neither situation have quotas been an 

unmitigated success however.  In the next two sections, I will explore how the institutional 

context has dampened women‘s opportunities for electoral success in each state, and how the 

women‘s movements have developed in response to the post-colonial context. 

 

Comparing Electoral Systems 

 On the surface, India and Uganda have very similar state structures, since each has a 

complex system of local councils.  Each of these councils has a number of seats reserved for 

women.  Apart from this similarity, however, the institutional structures of India and Uganda are 

quite distinct.  Uganda, a federal state, has a relatively high percentage of women in its 

parliament, however, the movement system with which Uganda functions means that 

parliament‘s power is not as extensive as it appears, or as democratic.  In India‘s federal state, 

efforts to include women at lower levels of power have not translated into electoral success for 

women in the relatively powerful Lok Sabha or Rajya Sabha – the House of the People and the 

House of States.  Similarly, the relationships between women and political parties in Uganda and 

India are quite different, although each seems to have the same effect – the cooption of women 

who become involved in politics.  In this section therefore, I explore the institutional structures 

and party systems of India and Uganda, to understand their implications for women‘s 

representation.  The basic elements of each state are compared in Table 4.1, below.  

In Uganda, following the victory of the NRM, a five-tiered Resistance Council system 

was created.  This system, later called Local Council (LC), is composed of the village council 

(comprising all village residents), parish, subcounty, county and district councils.  Each LC 

elects an executive committee of nine members which implements policies and decisions made  



 98 

Table 4.1  Comparing Basic Structures in Uganda and India  

 State structure Electoral system Number of 

seats in 

national 

legislature 

Number of 

major 

political 

parties* 

Quota type 

Uganda Local council 

system, 

culminating in 

national 

assembly. 

Single member 

district, FPTP; for 

reserved seats, 

electoral college. 

304 1** Reserved seats 

for women in 

national 

assembly and 

on local 

councils. 

India Federalist – 

includes both 

states and local 

councils. 

First-past-the-post 

in single member 

districts for Lok 

Sabha; PR with 

state lists for 

Rajya Sabha. 

545 – Lok  

Sabha (2 of 

which are 

nominated); 

245 – Rajya 

Sabha (12 of 

which are 

nominated). 

6 national;  

45 state 

parties. 

Reserved seats 

for women on 

local councils. 

2 national 

parties with 

internal quotas. 

*Approximate 

** Although other political parties exist, the NRM is the only one officially allowed to contest 

elections. 

Sources: Tamale 2003; IPU 2004; International IDEA and Stockholm University 2004. 

 

 

at that level.  Only the parish council is elected directly; the rest are elected by electoral colleges 

composed of councillors from the level immediately below (Tamale 1999b, 69).   In 1997, the 

LCs were restructured, with the addition of 33% more seats to the existing councils, all reserved 

for women (Tamale 1999b, 86).  A series of parallel women‘s councils were created in 1993, 

although their committees were composed of only five members (Tamale 1999b, 65).  At the 

national level, 39 seats were added to the national assembly in 1989, reserved for women 

(Tamale 2003, 2).
34

  Each seat represented a district and MPs were selected from all-female lists 

(Tamale 2003, 2).   

                                                 
34

 Seats are also reserved for youth, organized labour, persons with disabilities and the army (Tamale 2003, 4). 
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India has a very similar system, in addition to being a federal state.  The panchayat raj 

system is composed of multiple layers of councils, the Grama Panchayat for every five to ten 

villages, the Taluk Panchayat for every five to ten Grama Panchayats and the Zilla Panchayat at 

the district level (Bryld 2001, 155).  There is also a Grama Sabha or village meeting conducted 

twice a year to allow villagers direct contact with their panchayat representatives (Bryld 2001, 

155).  When these councils were reinstituted by Rajiv Gandhi, a reservation for women was 

assured of 33% of directly elected seats.  Given the scope of the councils and the size of the 

population, a large number of political openings were thus abruptly created for women – well 

over a million – and ―all political parties and women‘s organisations were caught unawares as 

the gates of the political arena were thrown wide open all of a sudden‖ (Nanivadekar 1998, 

1815).  Because of the lack of equivalent numbers of women activists, the reservation acted as a 

vacuum, rather than a political space for women, open to manipulation by parties and male 

relatives (Nanivadekar 1998, 1815).  The result has been a large number of political ―proxies‖ – 

women holding a seat because of family connections, vulnerable to manipulation by their 

husbands, brothers or fathers and occasionally even holding the seat in name only as they fail to 

attend meetings or a male relative attends for them (Nanivadekar 1998, 1815-1816; Bryld 2001, 

159-160).  While this tendency to nepotism or dynastic politics disturbs some observers, it also 

has its proponents, as Gill Allwood and Khursheed Wadia note: ―[S]ome proponents of reserved 

seats have tried to defend nepotism, arguing that family-based patronage networks constitute the 

foundation of Indian politics; women should use the family as an entry point, and then use their 

power to transform institutions of oppression including the family‖ (2004, 387). 

The political party systems in Uganda and India differ dramatically, as India is a multi-

party democracy, while Uganda is technically a no-party democracy which functions as a one-
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party pseudo-democracy.  The approach political parties take to women‘s representation also 

differs, as parties in India have been largely uninterested in women‘s representation while in 

Uganda the NRM has adopted several measures to improve women‘s representation.  Because 

these measures amount to symbolic gestures, or tokenism, however, the results in Uganda are not 

much better than in India – reservations tend to act as a ceiling for women, rather than a base 

from which to expand women‘s political representation. 

The system established in Uganda by the NRM is supposed to be a no-party democracy.  

In reality, it has functioned more as a one-party system, in which candidates are promoted or 

hindered on the basis of their support for the movement vs. multi-party politics rather than based 

on their individual merit (Tamale 2003, 1).  Although the NRM does not define itself as a party, 

it conducts itself like one, providing resources and support to its chosen candidates (Goetz 2003, 

115).  Candidates are recommended to the NRM for support by district level committees, 

ensuring that no multipartyists or other ―inappropriate‖ candidates will receive NRM support 

(Goetz 2003, 134).  Furthermore, the NRM is funded by the state, rather than by its members 

(Goetz 2003, 114).  Those candidates who are supported by the NRM therefore have access to 

state resources in running their campaigns.   

The NRM appears to have had mixed motivations, rewarding women for their role in the 

resistance (Byanyima 1992, 141), seizing an opportunity to prove to the international community 

their commitment to democracy (Tamale 1999b, 19), and taking advantage of an opportunity for 

symbolic patronage (Ottomoeller 1999, 89).  What it does not seem to reflect is a genuine, deep-

seated commitment to gender equality.  Statements made by President Yoweri Museveni 

frequently remind women that quotas are nothing more than a symbolic gesture (Tamale 1999b, 

20; Tamale 2003, 5) and he himself prevented the passage of the Land Bill which would have 
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given women the right to own part of their husband‘s land (Goetz 2003, 127; Kawamara-

Mishambi and Ovonji-Odida 2003).  The NRM remains a male-dominated party reluctant to 

embrace gender equity (Goetz and Hassim 2003, 3).  Most decisions are made by the National 

Executive Committee of the Movement, which is mostly men, and the President‘s circle of 

intimates, which is entirely male (Goetz 2003, 132, 134).   

The principle motivation behind the NRM‘s commitment to quotas appears to be 

symbolic patronage, currying favour with women voters who are significant supporters of the 

NRM.  The NRM is obsessed with maintaining and extending its power, making it extremely 

pragmatic (Ottomoeller 1999, 93).  At the same time, the adoption of neo-liberal economic 

policies limit its ability to bestow traditional patronage (Ottomoeller 1999, 89).  The NRM has 

therefore turned to symbolic gestures, which cost it nothing.  The result is an extension of the 

state – adding seats for women to existing structures, to create a large vote bank of women for 

the NRM (Goetz 2003, 120).  This add-on mechanism has important implications for women‘s 

perceived legitimacy, in addition to fuelling suggestions that women‘s seats can be scrapped to 

ease the strain on an overreached state (Tamale 2003, 6).  Decentralization of power through the 

expansion of local councils is also viewed as an attempt by the NRM to deepen its hegemony 

(Ahikire 2003, 214).  Even the distribution of significant positions to women is troubling, since 

there is a tendency on the part of the NRM to deputize women, always placing the real power in 

the hands of a man (Tamale 2003, 7).  Women have also complained that when they run for 

election in open seats rather than reserved seats, they have not received the support of the NRM 

(Goetz 2003, 134). 

The greatest challenge to women‘s political participation may be yet to come, as Uganda 

is currently in the process of preparing itself for a transition to multi-party democracy in 2006 
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(Chitauro 2004, 1).  Women politicians and activists have expressed fears and reservations about 

the transition, uncertain how they will adapt and what their situation will be under the new 

system (Chitauro 2004).  They are taking steps to educate themselves in advance (Chitauro 

2004), but only time will tell whether multi-party democracy will be favourable to women‘s 

continued political integration, or if parties will seize the opportunity to act as gatekeepers, 

guarding power for a masculine elite.   

For Indian women, the main systemic hindrance to women‘s full participation has been 

political parties, who are reluctant to nominate and support women candidates.  A large number 

of women run as independents, but 70% of them interviewed by Sudhir Varma admitted they 

only did so because they failed to find support from a political party (1997, 166-167).  In general, 

women candidates have complained that political parties refuse to take them seriously or to allow 

them access to the appropriate resources (Kumar 1995, 68).  Central party distribution of seats 

and candidate selection committees in which women have no say maintain a strict control over 

both candidacies and resources (Kumari and Dubey 1994, 29; Rai 1995, 113).   

In addition to lacking resources, women who run as independents generally lack the 

necessary knowledge about the political system to be successful candidates.  Varma‘s interviews 

with women running as independents suggested an alarming lack of awareness: 

Except for some social work, none of them had actually cultivated her 

constituency seriously.  All the candidates were fighting the legislative assembly 

elections for the first time.  Only 20% of them had experience fighting a 

panchayat election earlier.  It was obvious that they had not done their ground-

work seriously and were in the field without much preparation.  It was because of 

this that 90% of them had little or no confidence of winning the election (1997, 

169). 

 

Without any political capital or apprenticeship, women have little hope of winning an election in 

their own right.  They need the support of parties or of the women‘s movement.  This is probably 
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why a growth in women voters in India has never been mirrored by a growth in women 

candidates (Eashvaraiah 2003, 132).   

The electoral systems in each state also have implications for women‘s representation.  In 

Uganda, different electoral methods are used at different levels.  For the national assembly, 

women are elected by electoral colleges, rather than directly, limiting their contact with their 

constituencies (Tamale 1996, 316; Tamale 2003, 3).  At the LC level, women were initially 

elected through the traditional method of queuing up behind the candidate, with secret ballot 

being introduced in 2001 (Goetz 2003, 119).  Elections for women at the local level are always 

held after the main elections, generating low voter turnout (Tamale 2003, 3).  In 1998, many 

elections failed to achieve the required voter quorum, but after several attempts to rerun these 

elections, the initial results were accepted, delegitimating the women who held those seats 

(Goetz 2003, 119).  Elections additionally favour elite women, since patronage plays an 

important role and not all women can muster the necessary resources to curry voter favour 

(Tamale 1999b, 97).  Frequently women must work in partnership with the male representatives 

within their districts to secure patronage for their district (Tamale 2003, 6).  Finally, the role 

played by district committees in recommending women candidates has hindered women‘s 

opportunities to run in open seats, since committees may be reluctant to recommend them.  In 

1996, all the women elected in open seats claimed to have received no support from the NRM 

(Goetz 2003, 134).   

 In India, the Lok Sabha, or House of the People, is elected by first-past-the-post in single 

member districts, while the Rajya Sabha, or Council of States, is elected by proportional 

representation with state lists (Rai 1995, 110).  Neither electoral system favours women, 

however, as women‘s representation has remained extremely low in both houses (IPU 2004).   
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Elections for the panchayat raj are first-past-the-post in single member districts.  At this 

level however, the practice of rotation of reserved constituencies tends to hinder women‘s 

opportunities for political growth.  Besides the lack of accountability that such a system 

generates, it leaves women unable to cultivate a constituency the way men are able to and 

prevents many women from utilizing whatever skills they gained through political practice in a 

new election (Bryld 2001, 162-163).  As a result, Erik Bryld suggests, ―95 per cent of the women 

elected for the 1993 Panchayat elections did not have any political experience, even though 

reservation for women in Panchayats has existed in Karnataka since 1987‖ (2001, 163).  As a 

result of such difficulties, none of the women politicians Bryld surveyed in Karnataka had been 

elected outside of the reserved seats (2001, 159).  The reservation has actually tended to act as a 

ceiling, rather than as a platform for women to grow from (Nanivadekar 1998, 1816).  In fact, 

women who have won open seats have occasionally been asked to vacate their seats and run in a 

reserved constituency (Nanivadekar 1998, 1816).   

 

Comparing Women’s Movements 

 Women‘s movements in India and Uganda have both been shaped by their colonial past 

and neo-colonial present, in addition to their shared experience of nationalism and electoral 

democracy.  Because of these experiences, women‘s movements in both countries have been 

limited in the extent to which they engage the state and the strategies by which they do so.  The 

electoral project has been rather limited in India and nonexistent in Uganda therefore.  Women‘s 

movements‘ affiliation with political parties has also been limited, although individual women‘s 

support for political parties has been fairly significant.   
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This is not to say that women‘s organizing has been limited however.  In Uganda, formal 

women‘s organizations have existed since the colonial era, as, rather than passively accepting 

their colonial oppression and marginalization by sex, women organized in response to their 

domination (Tamale 1999b, 9).  In 1947, Ugandan women formed the Uganda Council of 

Women (UCW) in response to a single event, in which a young widow and her daughter lost all 

their property to an illegitimate son (Tamale 1999b, 9).  The UCW is often portrayed as an elitist 

organization with limited effect, but it had a political agenda which targeted issues such as 

citizenship, civic education, voting rights, and the right to participate in national politics (Tamale 

1999b, 10).  Those women who participated were thus able to gain a political education.  The 

nascent women‘s movement also had a close relationship with the anti-colonialist movement 

(Tamale 1999b, 10).  Women in the nationalist movement were mostly elite, well-educated 

women, frequently with male relatives prominently involved in Ugandan politics (Tamale 1999b, 

10).   

Although excluded from electoral politics in newly independent Uganda, women‘s 

associational life did not cease.  The women‘s movement continued to grow, and new women‘s 

organizations formed, even during Obote‘s dictatorship (Tamale 1999b, 14).  Meetings were 

viewed suspiciously by government officials, and memberships in women‘s organizations 

declined as the climate grew more tense, but those women‘s organizations which stressed their 

non-political nature were able to survive under Obote‘s dictatorship (Byanyima 1992, 132-133).  

These organizations were led by elite women motivated by values which reinforced male 

domination, but women still developed leadership and organizational skills (Byanyima 1992, 

132).  Under Amin‘s dictatorship, in contrast, all women‘s organizations were banned, as Amin 

sought to eliminate all possible sources of opposition (Tamale 1999b, 15).  Following the victory 
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of the NRM, women‘s organizations have once again appeared.  Generally small and local, they 

tend to emphasize autonomy and focus on human rights rather than political integration.  Most 

are small and informal. 

In India, the women‘s movement has similarly been influenced by India‘s colonial past, 

strong nationalist movement and electoral democracy.  J.K. Chopra lists four characteristics of 

the women‘s movement in India that reflect the movement‘s beginnings: male direction, the 

concept of complementary sex roles, the absence of a radical onslaught on the patriarchal bases 

of Indian society and an orientation towards elite direction rather than mass mobilization (1993, 

5).  Women have also mobilized differently according to caste and/or religion.  These elements 

were all present in the nineteenth century, as women became involved in male-initiated 

movements responding to the social context under British imperialism.  Peasant women joined 

the famine revolts of the lower classes, while elite women joined the Indian Renaissance 

movement for social reform led by Western educated men (Swarup et al. 1993, 365).  The social 

reform movement sought to change practices affecting women‘s lives that were viewed as 

backward from a Western perspective.  Many of these – child marriage, education for women, 

widow remarriage – did make a difference in women‘s lives, but reformers efforts were mostly 

concentrated on improving women‘s positions within families rather than radically restructuring 

society (Gopalan 1997, 268).   

 Towards the end of the nineteenth century, independent women‘s organizations began to 

be formed, composed largely of educated, urban elite women, principally drawn from the social 

reform movement and often related to male participants in the reform movement (Swarap et al. 

1993, 366; Gopalan 1997, 268).  The influence of the British could be seen in organizations such 

as the Women‘s Indian Association (WIA) founded in 1917 by three former Irish suffragists 
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(Basu 2000, 165).  The goals of the organization were the achievement of the right to vote and 

the right to be elected for women (Varma 1997, 66).   

 After independence, however, the women‘s movement became extremely fragmented 

(Mazumdar and Agnihotri 1999, 225).  Even the AIWC split, with women from the left leaving 

to create the National Federation of Indian Women (Swarup et al. 1993, 368).  Only occasionally 

did women present a unified front on social issues, such as sati, rape and dowry murders (Kumari 

and Dubey 1994, 59).  The 1970s saw renewed interest in women‘s organizations and 

associations, but most were not concerned with women‘s representation despite being willing to 

work with the government and political parties (Kumar 1995, 63). 

The Electoral Project 

In Uganda, individual women have become deeply invested in the NRM.  Women‘s 

organizations, on the other hand, have little experience in democratic engagement with the state, 

because of Uganda‘s history of conflict, human rights abuses and authoritarian government.  

Rather, their focus has been on human rights issues (Goetz 2003, 122) as women‘s associations 

and organizations have tried to retain as much autonomy vis-à-vis the state as they are able 

(Tripp 1998a; Tripp 2000; Tripp 2001).  Although there is a proliferation of women‘s 

associations, most of them remain small and informal (Tripp 1994, 113).  Women do challenge 

local authorities to allow them greater access to resources (Tripp 1998b, 120) and they have 

developed a sense of political accomplishment since 1986 (Tripp 1998b, 124).   

The NRM deliberately undermined women‘s organizations with the creation of women‘s 

councils.  Designed to mobilize rural women into political work and to channel development 

resources to women, the National Women‘s Council was an attempt to co-opt women‘s 

politicization to further the government‘s hegemony over women (Goetz 2003, 123).  The NRM 
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forced the National Council of Women, which had existed from colonial days, to change its 

name to the National Association of Women‘s Organizations of Uganda (Tripp 2001, 125).  

Despite this assertion of government power, the women‘s councils have never lived up to their 

promise as they remain relatively inactive (Tripp  2001, 125).   

Because of Uganda‘s history of conflict and lack of experience with democratic 

government, and due to women‘s involvement in the NRM, little attention has been paid by 

women‘s organizations to women‘s elected representation.  Only one organization has been 

formed to assist women to enter political life, helping them to gain access to resources and 

educating them in the political process.  The Forum for Women in Democracy (FOWODE) 

utilizes the strategy of identifying and supporting female candidates (Tamale 1999b, 92).  

Women politicians have also distanced themselves from feminism, fearing its negative 

connotations will have repercussions on their political careers.  Even Miria Matembe, arguably 

the best known feminist in Ugandan politics, prefers the term ―strugglist,‖ feeling it better 

represents her struggles for the betterment of women‘s lives (Tamale 1999b, 45). 

 In India, on the other hand, the election of women was an early, albeit far from 

unanimous, goal among women‘s organizations.  In the first part of the century, despite the 

nationalist movement‘s dominance of women‘s activism, there was sustained interest in 

achieving the political integration of women, inspired in part by British suffragists.  In fact, 

certain male elites of the nationalist movement became allies in the fight for women‘s political 

enfranchisement.  This campaign had two major phases: the fight for enfranchisement of women, 

from 1917 to 1928, and liberalization of the terms of enfranchisement from 1928 to 1937 

(Chopra 1993, 12).  The first formal demand for the right to vote came in 1917, when a group of 

Congress women, led by Sarojini Naidu and Margaret Cousins made a request to the Montague 
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and Chelmsford Committee on Constitutional Reforms (Rai and Sharma 2000, 151).
35

  Demands 

continued from women with access to British authorities and to the Indian political elite (Chopra 

1993, 12).  These demands relied on two major tendencies, or arguments, for women‘s political 

involvement.  One focused on equal rights, or the achievement of political integration on the 

same terms as men.  The other stressed women‘s difference, while seeking a reformation of 

social practices (Chopra 1993, 12).   

At the time of independence, debates over the structure of post-colonial Britain focused 

on the question of quotas, including the suggestion of a quota for women.  Nonetheless, women 

elites opposed any quota.  In fact, three major women‘s organizations, AIWC, WIA and the 

Central Committee of the National Council of Women in India wrote a letter to the Chairman of 

the Minorities Committee on the status of women in the proposed constitution, demanding 

recognition of women‘s equal political status in theory and practice, but reiterating their 

opposition to any sort of quota (Rai and Sharma 2000, 154). 

The divisions which arose in the women‘s movement following independence resulted in 

little attention being given by the women‘s movement to political integration.  A few women‘s 

organizations adopted a policy of collaboration with the government, and some even became 

associated with political parties, but for the most part, women‘s organizations rejected organized 

political action in favour of non-confrontation (Kumari and Kidwai 1998, 27).  This trend was 

particularly strong during the 1970s – a fact which Radha Kumar suggests may result from a 

distaste for Indira Gandhi and her political legacy (1995, 60).   

 More recently, there is a lack of consensus among women‘s groups regarding electoral 

participation (Kumar 1995, 62), and there seems to be no concerted focus by women‘s groups on 

                                                 
35

 At the same time, a British government report suggested that men needed to be educated in the use of the vote 

before women could be allowed the opportunity (Varma 1997, 68).   
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political representation.  Nonetheless, there is near-unanimous support among national women‘s 

organizations for legislation for women‘s reservations at the national level (Raman 2003, 26), 

suggesting that women‘s groups are not disinterested in representation, even if it is not their 

primary goal. 

The electoral project, to the extent that it exists, lacks mass appeal.  A survey by the 

National Institute of Advanced Studies in 1998 revealed that 47% of women did not feel they 

should have more decision-making power in community affairs than they already had, compared 

to only 39% of men who felt the same way.  Eighty-five percent of women also felt that men 

should be treated with more respect than women, while only 65% of men expressed the same 

sentiment (Bryld 2001, 158).  An earlier survey by D.M. Shukla found similar results, as 44% of 

Indian women expressed a very low opinion of politics and only 24% stated that participation 

was essential for democracy (Kumari 1992, 12).  Women therefore also hold negative attitudes 

regarding women‘s political participation which hinders growth in women‘s political 

involvement. 

 Women politicians also generally lack any ties to the women‘s movement (Nanivadekar 

1998, 1816).  Most women politicians did not become involved in politics through experience in 

the women‘s movement (Rai 1995, 114) and there has generally been no cooperation between 

women inside and outside the political structures (Kumari 1992, 13).  Women candidates and 

politicians have no resources to draw on outside of their families and political parties, therefore. 

Affiliation with Political Parties 

In Uganda, women have a long, multi-faceted relationship with the NRM, which dates 

back to the early years of the NRM.  Women‘s relationship with the armed resistance which 

opposed Milton Obote was double – on the one hand, it served as a source of empowerment in 
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the face of suffering and oppression, while on the other it reinforced gendered roles and failed to 

combat gender discrimination.  Violence against women increased under Obote‘s second regime 

(Wakoko and Lobao 1996, 312), and because of the human rights abuses by government 

soldiers, most women supported the NRA (Byanyima 1992, 136).  For the first year of armed 

struggle, women were not allowed to join the rebel camps, as leaders thought the situation would 

be too difficult for them to bear.  Eventually they were forced to give into women‘s demands for 

inclusion, but the camps remained largely sex-segregated, with women relegated to traditional 

roles such as cooking and healthcare and non-combat activities (Byanyima 1992, 138).  Finally, 

leaders decided to create a Women‘s Wing to maintain discipline and prevent promiscuity.  

Women were initially opposed, but the wing actually served as a tool of empowerment for 

women.  Not only did women learn to fill every role themselves, they learned to support one 

another and to be independent of men (Byanyima 1992, 138).  Eventually as the NRA expanded, 

the Women‘s Wing was disbanded and women moved into positions within the NRA, including 

positions of power (Byanyima 1992, 139).  At the same time, the NRA established Resistance 

Councils in captured territory in which women were allowed to participate (Byanyima 1992, 

135).  Despite women‘s involvement, and in spite of professed opposition to all forms of 

discrimination, the male leadership remained ambivalent about sex discrimination.  Their 

reluctance was partly a question of embedded attitudes and partly a belief that focusing on 

women‘s situation would divert attention from the struggle for liberation (Byanyima 1992, 135).  

These attitudes hindered women‘s full participation in the NRM, however there is no doubt that 

to the extent that women were able to participate in the resistance, it was due to their own 

determination and insistence. 
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In India, the reaction of women‘s groups to political parties is mixed.  Some choose to 

associate themselves with political parties, thereby benefiting from their resources (Swarup et 

al.1993, 371).  Many women, however, remain reluctant to participate in political parties, as a 

masculine image of politics is perpetuated by their indirect and male-dominated exposure to 

politics (Kumari and Kidwai 1998, 3).  As a result, women and women‘s organizations within 

parties are marginalized (Kumari and Kidwai 1998, 9).  In general, there are few women within 

party organizations (Gopalan 1997, 278) and those women within parties are reluctant to ever 

defy party loyalty (Kumari and Dubey 1994, 73).  According to women MPs, the factors which 

most influence their involvement within the party are age or seniority, the tendency of women to 

appear as show pieces constantly looking to a male relative for guidance, and the tendency to 

treat women as a category rather than as competent individuals in their own right (Kumari and 

Dubey 1994, 73).    

Pressure for reservations has come from those elements of the women‘s movement that 

are associated with political parties (Allwood and Wadia 2004, 382).  These activists have thus 

far been unsuccessful in pressuring political parties to adopt legislation regarding national 

quotas, although two national parties have adopted internal quotas (International IDEA and 

Stockholm University 2004).  The effect of these quotas has been quite muted, however.  Recent 

trends also seem to suggest an ebb in the strength of women‘s demands and a second 

fragmenting of the women‘s movement (Allwood and Wadia 2004, 382).  This undoubtedly 

contributes to the inability of activists to coerce political parties into greater support of women‘s 

candidacies. 
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Conclusion 

 Quotas have had limited success in achieving greater representation of women in India or 

Uganda because of limited openings in the POS in each state, as well as the limited extent of the 

electoral project in India, and the lack of an electoral project in Uganda.  The decisions of the 

women‘s movements to refrain from state engagement or to limit their state engagement also 

have been shaped by the postcolonial context of each state and the lack of democratic depth.  In 

India, women‘s involvement in the nationalist struggle under colonialism resulted in their 

enfranchisement following independence, while the end of colonialism did not lead to the 

establishment of lasting democracy in Uganda.  Women‘s later involvement in the armed 

resistance to authoritarian government did aid in their achievement of political citizenship once 

pseudo-democracy was established, however.  Uganda and India also have similar systems of 

local councils, which include a form of quota for women.  The source of this quota was quite 

different, however, since in Uganda it was established by the government as a form of 

neopatrimonialism, rather than in response to a demand from women, while in India the quota 

was part of a government imposed reform which received support from some women within the 

women‘s movement.  In both contexts, the quota has tended to act as a ceiling for women‘s 

representation, rather than serving as the basis for growth in women‘s democratic inclusion. 
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CONCLUSION 

 While concerns regarding the dangers of comparing across national, economic, cultural 

and ideological boundaries are valid, comparisons can nonetheless be conducted on a 

contextualized, controlled basis.  These comparisons may in fact be useful in elucidating the 

conditions in which certain feminist strategies can be effective in achieving particular feminist 

goals.  They may also enable us to understand better which conditions and structures facilitate 

women‘s representation.  The case studies in this research essay suggest that common patterns 

do exist, even if they are not as prevalent as has been previously supposed.   

 Above all, these case studies highlight the importance of the interaction between actors, 

institutions and contexts in understanding women‘s electoral opportunities.  Women‘s 

representation is not merely a question of having the appropriate institutional variables.  Some 

variables facilitate women‘s political access in certain situations and not others.  More 

frequently, certain institutional structures are susceptible to pressure from social actors seeking 

change within particular contexts.  Both political parties and women‘s movements can use 

structures to the advantage of women, just as they can be used to the disadvantage of women‘s 

electoral opportunities.  Questions regarding women‘s political choices and opportunities must 

therefore include consideration of the political opportunity structure in which they are located.  

This will also elucidate questions of when and how women‘s movements choose to engage the 

state, or to pursue an electoral project. 

 These case studies also provide insight into other variables and conditions which 

facilitate or impede women‘s political access.  These include the relationship between 

democracy and commitment to women‘s full political citizenship, the relationship between 

economic development and women‘s representation, and the effect of political systems on 
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women‘s electoral opportunities.  In addition, these case studies provide insight into the 

conditions under which women‘s movements choose to engage with the state, particularly 

through an electoral project and the conditions under which women‘s movements‘ affiliation 

with political parties is successful in promoting the interests of women‘s movements.   

 These case studies suggest that a lack of commitment to democracy, including the failure 

to deepen democracy, implies a lack of interest in women‘s full political citizenship.  In India, an 

electoral democracy, women‘s representation has not received a significant commitment from 

elites despite party rhetoric and calls for quotas.  In Uganda, which lies somewhere between an 

electoral democracy and a pseudo-democracy, women‘s representation has become a tool of 

neopatrimonialism rather than a measure for women‘s empowerment or citizenship.  This lack of 

commitment from ―lesser‖ democratic states should not be taken as implying that states which 

have shown a greater commitment to democratization are necessarily committed to women‘s full 

political citizenship, as the cases of France, Argentina and Poland demonstrate.  In France, this 

lack of commitment is the result of complex, extensive theoretical justifications developed for 

women‘s absence during their long exclusion.  In Argentina and Poland, this failure came at a 

moment of democratic transition in which women had to fight to be included. 

 Among democracies, the social democratic model of the Scandinavian countries has been 

singular in its opportunities for women‘s political inclusion. This has led to ―Scandinavian‖ 

being a variable occasionally singled out in examinations of factors promoting women‘s political 

representation.  Certainly Norway has the highest level of women‘s representation among the 

case studies considered in this essay, and has been consistently high for the past thirty years.  

While the importance of this social democratic model cannot be understated, it is important to 
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remember that Argentina is not far behind Norway, at 34%.  Social democracy certainly helps, 

but it is not the sole model which offers women opportunities for political integration. 

 As for the economic development issue, women‘s representation among these six case 

studies lack a clear pattern in relation to economic development.  On a spectrum of highest to 

lowest representation of women, Norway and Argentina are at highest end, France and India at 

the lowest end, and Uganda and Poland in the middle.  This places a developed and developing 

state at the highest end, a developed and developing state at the lowest end, and a lesser 

developed and developing state in the middle.  This clearly indicates the greater effect of 

variables other than economic development. 

 

Comparing Political Systems 

 In terms of constitutional and legal frameworks, the case of Argentina suggests that 

constitutional and electoral law quotas can be useful tools for women‘s political integration.  In 

this case, the laws gave Argentinean activists recourse to the courts which allowed them to 

coerce reluctant political parties into respecting the quotas.  If it were not for the legal status of 

the quotas, representation of women would not be at 34% in Argentina today.  The contrasting 

example of France, however, suggests that constitutional and electoral quotas are not always 

successful in increasing women‘s representation.  The difference appears to lie in the specific 

nature of the quota, including measures of interpretation and enforcement.  In Argentina, not 

only were political parties required to present at least 30% women candidates, these candidates 

had to be placed in electable positions.  The initial court challenges by candidates on party lists 

of lists that did not meet this criteria were successful; subsequent changes to the electoral act 

have made it possible for anyone to challenge party lists for non-compliance with the law.  In 
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France, the law does not require political parties to nominate female candidates in constituencies 

where they have a reasonable chance of winning.  As long as fifty percent of a party‘s nominees 

are women, a party is in compliance with the law, no matter how many of those women are 

elected.  Additionally, enforcement comes in the form of loss of state funding for parties which 

fail to comply.  This loss is in proportion to the percentage of female candidates a political party 

presents in an election campaign.  Larger political parties – those with the greatest chances of 

electoral success – can therefore afford to forego part of their funding by not complying with the 

law.  Smaller political parties, or those with lesser chances of electoral success, are the ones 

forced to comply. 

 The most important variable for legislative recruitment in terms of constitutional and 

legal frameworks is the electoral system. The case studies in this research essay reinforce the 

idea that PR favours women‘s access to democratically elected bodies, but is not sufficient to 

ensure it.  Argentina, Poland and Norway all have relatively high representation of women in 

part because of their electoral system of PR.  However, Argentina, Poland and France are all 

indicative of the limitations of PR in ensuring women‘s electoral success.  During France‘s 

experiment with PR, the number of women candidates increased but the number of women 

elected did not.  In Argentina and Poland, PR was ineffective in promoting women‘s 

representation in the legislature as long as political parties refused to give them adequate support 

by placing them in positions likely to win.  Once political parties were committed – whether 

willingly or unwillingly – to promoting women‘s candidacies, the PR system did ensure that 

women‘s electoral success improved. 

 In Uganda, which operates with single member districts and a first-past-the-post plurality 

system, women‘s electoral success has also been quite significant.  This should not be interpreted 
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as an example of the possibilities presented by FPTP systems, however, since most women 

candidates are elected in constituencies reserved for female candidates.  In fact, women 

candidates have experienced a great deal of difficulty in being elected in the general 

constituencies.  Women‘s electoral success has therefore been limited to the extent that there are 

reserved seats for women. 

 In general, these case studies suggest that the electoral system is important in facilitating 

or impeding women‘s candidacies and their electoral success: to the extent that it determines 

whether or not the nomination or election process is a zero sum game for existing political elites, 

normally men; whether or not ticket balancing is possible; and in the extent to which an electoral 

system can be manipulated or makes political actors vulnerable to manipulation.  Each of these 

factors suggests the importance of actors in the political process, particularly political parties.  It 

is generally political party members who fear losses in a zero sum nomination process, just as it 

is political parties who engage in ticket balancing.  They could be pressured into ticket balancing 

by a conscientious electorate or a social movement, however.  Social movements and activists 

can also engage directly in manipulation of the voting system or manipulate political parties 

because of the electoral system.  This underscores the importance of the interaction between 

actors and institutions. 

 Among all the actors involved in the political process, it would appear from these case 

studies that most of the credit or the blame for women‘s level of political representation lies with 

political parties.  Political parties can impede or facilitate women‘s electoral opportunities, 

including their ability to obtain nominations and their potential in winning elections.  Political 

parties can choose to: cooperate with women activists as in Norway and Poland; they can be 

forced to adapt to women‘s demands when they choose not to cooperate as in Argentina; they 
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can co-opt women‘s demands for their own purposes as in Uganda; or they can remain 

unresponsive as in France and India.  The cases of Norway and Poland suggest that certain 

factors increase the likelihood of cooperation.  Norway demonstrates how the opportunities 

presented by a favourable political culture, including a commitment to the deepening of 

democracy and a commitment to women‘s equal right to participation, was responsive to 

women‘s claims for the right to participate on the basis of a different identity requiring 

representation.  Proportional representation also seems to increase party‘s sensitivity and 

responsiveness to women‘s claims.  In Norway, the willingness of the electorate to support 

women‘s claims contributed to the response political parties gave women‘s demands, as parties 

hoped to minimize the loss of votes of those favouring quotas to other political parties which had 

responded to women‘s claims. In the case of Poland, unstable voting patterns made parties eager 

for a constituency and therefore vulnerable to the demands of the PreElectoral Coalition of 

Women.   

 Surprisingly, the presence of women activists within the party does not seem to increase 

the likelihood of parties cooperating with women activists.  Although Norway had a significant 

number of women within political parties lobbying for an internal quota, in addition to 

substantial external pressure, Poland had almost no women activists inside political parties.  

While some women parliamentarians did support the PreElectoral Coalition of Women, the small 

number of women elected before the adoption of the quota, in addition to the conservative 

tendencies of some of the women elected, limited the possibilities for internal pressure.  

Meanwhile, two countries with a significant presence of activist women within political parties, 

Argentina and France, did not experience much cooperation from political parties.  While 

women within France‘s Parti socialiste were able to push for the adoption of an internal quota, 
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they could not enforce respect for the law, just as they were later unable to persuade their party 

to respect the parity law.  Similarly, in Argentina, activists relied upon the strategy of an external 

quota to coerce their parties into adopting what they were unable to achieve internally.  This lack 

of correlation between the presence of women‘s activists and cooperation from political parties 

does not suggest it does not matter whether or not women affiliate with political parties or not, 

however.   In Uganda, women activists who remained autonomous from both the state and the 

NRM have not been able to prevent the cooption of the issue of women‘s representation by the 

NRM government. 

 Certain factors also increase the likelihood that political parties will not cooperate with 

women activists.  These include an unfavourable political culture, whether due to a lack of 

commitment to the deepening of democracy, or, as in the case of France, due to the development 

of extensive theoretical justifications for the exclusion of women from democratic participation.  

Single member districts and FPTP also increase this likelihood, since competition for 

nominations and elections takes place on an individual, as well as a party basis.  This allows 

political parties to justify the lack of women among the elected, in addition to creating a situation 

in which parties do not engage in ticket balancing and in which nominations are a zero sum 

game.  It should be noted that this is not the case for Uganda, where the problem is that the NRM 

candidates get resources the other candidates do not.  Uganda also suggests that lack of party 

competition does not favour cooperation of political parties with women‘s movements.  The lack 

of competing voices has allowed the NRM to co-opt women‘s representation in a form of 

neopatrimonialism. 
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Comparing Women’s Movements 

 The case studies contained in this research essay illustrate the close connection between 

the development of women‘s movements, their strategies and goals and their context and 

historical development.  Nonetheless, some generalizations can be made.  The first is that 

women‘s movements seem to develop partially in response to the likelihood of success within 

their particular context.  That is to say, the weaker the opportunities for political integration, the 

weaker the electoral project. This would support the idea of POS – that women‘s movements 

develop their strategies in conjunction with the opportunities afforded by their environment. This 

is not to say that electoral projects do not develop in countries where the potential for success is 

lesser – only Uganda does not have an electoral project.  Uganda also demonstrates women‘s 

ability to achieve relatively high levels of political representation without an electoral project.  

Of greater concern, however, is the way in which this fairly high level of women representatives 

in Uganda has not led to women‘s greater political citizenship because of the way this 

representation has been co-opted.   

 It would also seem that the tendency to pursue an electoral project is weaker in electoral 

or pseudodemocracies.  This may be because other rights seem more important, and 

representation, while not meaningless, less important in these contexts. It also appears that the 

electoral project is more successful in situations where enfranchisement of women took place 

relatively early, or at the same time as men, as is the case in Norway, Poland and Argentina, 

particularly when compared to France.   Early political inclusion of women does not guarantee 

support for the electoral project, however, as Poland, India and Uganda all demonstrate.   Finally, 

the electoral project seems to be the most effective when it exists as a unanimous goal of the 

women‘s movement, as in Norway and Argentina. 
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 As for the decision to affiliate with political parties, these case studies demonstrate no 

clear pattern.  In Norway, France, Argentina, and India, women activists have chosen to affiliate 

themselves with political parties, while in Uganda and Poland they have not.  This does not seem 

to correlate in any way with the existence of an electoral project nor with the prospects for 

success of an electoral project.  This would suggest that the decision is motivated by other 

concerns. 

 Overall, the case studies in this research essay highlight the extent to which women‘s 

representation is determined by context.  The interaction between institutions and actors changes 

according to context, and no one factor is therefore ultimately determinant of women‘s levels of 

representation in democratically elected bodies.  Commonalities do exist, however, suggesting 

that under the right circumstances, political actors can use certain institutions or situations to 

their advantage.  Thus, favourable political culture and PR both favour women‘s opportunities, 

while unfavourable political culture, FPTP, lack of party competition, and lack of democratic 

commitment all hinder women‘s opportunities for political integration. 
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Appendix A: Women in Argentina’s Chamber of Deputies  

Year Women as  

% of Deputies 

1951 18 

1953 23.5 

1955 21.7 

1983 4.71 

1993 21.3 

1995 27.7 

1999 28 

2001 34 

        Source: Lubertino 2003 

 

Appendix B:  Deputies to the National Assembly of France 1945-2002 

 Women Women and Men % of Women 

October 21, 1945* 33 586 5.6 

June 2, 1946* 30 586 5.1 

November 10, 1946* 35 518 5.7 

June 17, 1951* 22 627 3.5 

January 2, 1956* 19 596 3.2 

November 23/30, 1958 9 586 1.5 

November 18/25, 1962 8 482 1.7 

March 5/12, 1967 10 487 2.1 

June 23/30, 1968 8 487 1.6 

March 4/11, 1973 8 490 1.6 

March 12/19, 1978 18 491 3.7 

June 14/21, 1981 26 491 5.3 

March 16/23, 1986* 34 577 5.9 

June 5/12, 1988 33 577 5.7 

March 21/28, 1993 35 577 6.1 

May 25/June 1, 1997 63 577 10.9 

June 9/16, 2002 70 574 12.2 

* denotes proportional election Source: Bataille and Gaspard 1999, 187; IPU 2004 



 136 

Appendix C: Women in the Lok Sabha in India 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Source: Raman 2003; IPU 2004 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix D: Women Deputies in Norway’s Storting 

 

Year % Women Deputies 

1953 4.7 

1957 6.7 

1961 8.7 

1965 8.0 

1969 9.3 

1973 15.5 

1977 23.9 

1981 25.8 

1985 34.4 

1989 35.8 

1993 39 

1997 36 

2001 37 

 Source: Bystydzienski 1995; IPU 2004 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Year Seats Women MPs % Women MPs 

1952 499 22 4.4 

1957 500 27 5.4 

1962 503 34 6.8 

1967 523 31 5.9 

1971 521 22 4.2 

1977 544 19 3.3 

1980 544 28 5.2 

1984 544 44 8.1 

1989 517 27 5.2 

1991 544 39 7.2 

1996 543 39 7.2 

1998 543 43 7.9 

1999 543 49 9 

2004 541 44 8.1 
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Appendix E: Women Deputies In Poland’s Sejm 

 

Year % Women in Sejm % Women in Senate 

1952 17 n/a 

1956 4 n/a 

1961 13 n/a 

1965 12 n/a 

1969 13 n/a 

1972 16 n/a 

1976 20 n/a 

1980 23 n/a 

1985 20 n/a 

1989 13 n/a 

1991 9.1 ? 

1993 13 13 

1997 13 11 

2001 20.2 23 

  Source: Fuszara 2000; IPU 2004 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix F: Women’s Representation In Uganda 

 

Year Total seats Women Deputies Women as % 

1996 279 50 17.9 

2001 304 75 24.7 

       Source: IPU 2004 

 

 

 

 


