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Anne Phillips'

Democracy and Representation
Or, why should i1t matter
who our representatives are?

This paper looks at the arguments for positive action to raise the number of women elected,
focusing on the strong claim of gender parity, rather than the more modest claim for some more
women elected. The two most common arguments appeal to notions of justice between the sexes, or
identify particular interests of women that would be otherwise overlooked. In considering these, 1
explore the potential conflict between saying that the sex of the representatives matters, and saying
that politicians should be held accountable through the programmmes of their political parties.

Cet article analyse les arguments en faveur d’une action positive visant a augmenter le nombre de
femmes elues; il se concentre sur la necessite d’etablir la parite entre les sexes plutot que de se
contenter simplement a’accroitre la proportion de femmes. Les deux arguments le plus souvent
invoques sont la notion de justice entre les deux sexes et 'existence d’interets propres aux femmes et
dont la defense depend de la parite. En examinant ces arguments, j’explore le conflit potentiel entre
deux principes, celui qui soutient que le sexe des representants a son importance et I'autre que la
responsabilite du personnel politique repose sur le programme des partis.

Dieser Artikel untersucht die Argumente zugunsten von Forderungsmassnahmen zur Erhéhung
der Zahl der gewihlten Frauen, indem er sich auf die starke Forderung nach der Gleichstellung der
Geschlechter, anstatt auf die bescheidenere Forderung nach ein paar zusitzlichen Gewihlten kon-
zentriert. Die zwei hdufigsten Argumente zugunsten von Forderungsmassnahmen berufen sich auf
das Konzept der Gerechtigkeit zwischen den Geschlechtern oder identifizieren spezielle Frauen-
interessen, welche sonst libersehen wiirden. Unter Betrachtung dieser Argumente untersuche ich
den potentiellen Konflikt zwischen der Aussage, dass das Geschlecht der VertreterInnen einen
Unterschied macht und der Aussage, nach welcher die PolitikerInnen tiber ihr Parteiprogramm zur
Verantwortung gezogen werden sollen.

1 My thanks to Michéle Blondel, London Guildhall University, for translating my summary into
French.
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Though the overall statistics on women in politics continue to tell their dreary tale
of under-representation, this under-representation is now widely regarded as a
problem, and a significant number of political parties have adopted measures to
raise the proportion of women elected. That the issue is even discussed marks a
significant change. Even more remarkable is that growing support for a variety of
enabling devices (day-schools, for example, to encourage potential women candi-
dates) now combines with some minority backing for measures that guarantee
parity between women and men. Parties in the Nordic countries took the lead in
this, introducing gender quotas for the selection of parliamentary candidates from
the mid-1970s onwards, but a quick survey across Europe throws up a number of
parallel developments. At its annual conference in 1990, for example, the British
Labour Party adopted a fifty percent target for the number of women elected, to be
achieved within three general elections; at its annual conference in 1993, it agreed
the principle of all-women short lists for candidate selection in half the winnable
seats.” The bitter hostility this has aroused warns against easy optimism, but even
the bitterness testifies to a sea-change in political attitudes. Positive action to
increase the proportion of women elected is now on the political agenda. It has
become one of the issues on which politicians disagree.

In some ways, indeed, this is an area where those engaged in the practice of
politics have edged ahead of those engaged in its theory. Gatherings of party
politicians are significantly more likely to admit the problem of women’s under-
representation than gatherings of political scientists, for while the former remain
deeply divided over the particular measures they will support, most can manage at
least a lukewarm expression of «regret» that so few women are elected. The pres-
sures of party competition weigh heavily on their shoulders. In an era of increased
voter volatility, they cannot afford to disparage issues that competitors might turn
to electoral advantage. Hence the cumulative effect noted in Norwegian politics,
where the Socialist Left Party first adopted gender quotas in the 1970s; this was
followed in the 1980s by similar initiatives from the Labour and Centre Parties;
and was accompanied by substantial increases in the number of women selected by
the Conservative Party as well (Skjeie 1991). Hence the impact of the German
Green Party, which decided to alternate women and men on its list for the 1986
election; the threat of this small — but at the time, rapidly growing — party contrib-
uted to the Christian Democrats’ adoption of a voluntary quota, and the Social
Democrat’s conversion to a formal one (Chapman 1993: ch9). Hence the otherwise
suprising consensus that has emerged among Britain’s major political parties — at
central office level if not yet in local constituencies — in favour of selecting a higher
proportion of women candidates (Lovenduski and Norris 1989). None of this
would have happened without vigorous campaigning inside the political parties,
but the campaigns have proved particularly effective where parties were already
worried about their electoral appeal.

2 This device reflects the contraints of the British electoral system, which operates with single
member constituencies and first-past-the-post election, and is not then amenable to the more
normal quota procedures.
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This pragmatically driven conversion contrasts with a more tough-minded resis-
tance inside the political science community, where arguments range from a sup-
posed lack of evidence that sex affects policy decisions, to a distaste with what is
implied in saying that it should. Women's under-representation in politics is in one
sense just empirical fact: they are not present in elected assemblies in the same
proportions as they are present in the electorate. But the characteristics of those
elected may diverge in any number of ways from the characteristics of those who
elect them, and this is not always seen as a matter of democratic consequence. In a
much cited article on representation, A. Phillips Griffiths (1960:190) argued that
some divergences are regarded as positively beneficial. We do not normally consid-
er the interests of lunatics as best represented by people who are mad, and «while
we might well wish to complain that there are not enough representative members
of the working class among Parliamentary representatives, we would not want to
complain that the large class of stupid or maleficent people have too few represen-
tatives in Parliament: quite the contrary (close quotes). Feminists may find the
implied parallels unconvincing, especially when we recall the many decades in
which women were classified with children and the insane as ineligible for the right
to a vote, but the general point remains. Establishing an empirical under-represen-
tation of certain categories of people does not in itself add up to a normative case
for their equal or proportionate presence. It may alert us to overt forms of discrim-
ination that are keeping certain people out, but does not yet provide the basis for
radical change.

The contemporary version of Phillips Griffiths» argument takes the form of the
notorious «slippery slope»: if measures are proposed for achieving a fair «represen-
tation» of the proportion of women in the electorate, why not also of homosexuals,
of pensioners, of the unemployed, of people with blue eyes and red hair? Though
usually raised with deliberately facetious intent, such questions combine with more
serious work on representation which has tended to dismiss ideals of «descriptive»
or «mirror» representation as a nostalgic yearning for direct democracy. In her
influential work on The Concept of Representation, Hanna Pitkin (1967:86) sug-
gests that the metaphors of descriptive representation are most commonly found
among those who regard representative democracy as a poor second-best, and who
therefore look to more «accurate» or pictorial representation of the electorate as a
way of approximating the old citizen assemblies. Yet representatives, she argues,
are supposed to act — what would be the point of a system of representation that
involved no responsibility for delivering policy results? — and too much emphasis
on who is present may divert us from the more urgent questions of what the
representatives actually do. «Think of the legislature as a pictorial representation
or a representative sample of the nation, and you will almost certainly concentrate
on its composition rather than its activities’ (1967:226). In Pitkin’s preferred ver-
sion, it is the activities rather than the characteristics that matter, and what hap-
pens after the action rather than before it that counts. Representing 'means acting
in the interests of the represented, in a manner responsive to them’ (1967:209). Fair
representation cannot be guaranteed in advance; it is achieved in more continuous
process, which depends on a (somewhat unspecified) level of responsiveness to the
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electorate. The representatives may and almost certainly will differ from those they
act for, not only in their social and sexual characteristics, but also in their under-
standing of where the "true» interests of their constituents lie. What renders this
representative is the requirement for responsiveness. «There need not be a constant
activity of responding, but there must be a constant condition of responsiveness, of
potential readiness to respond» (1967:233).}

Radicals may challenge this resolution as allowing too much independence of
judgement and action to the representatives, but the direction their criticisms take
also lends little support to arguments for gender parity. The most radical among
them will scorn what they see as a reformist preoccupation with the composition of
political elites — and they may express some dismay that a once obsessively demo-
cratic women’s movement could retreat to such limited ambitions. Others will give
more serious consideration to reforms that increase the representative nature of
existing national assemblies, but they will prefer mechanisms of accountability that
minimise the significance of the individuals elected. The shift from direct to repre-
sentative democracy has shifted the emphasis from who the politicians are to what
(policies, preferences, ideas) they represent, and in doing so, has made accountabil-
ity to the electorate the pre-eminent concern. We may no longer have much hope of
sharing in the activities of government, but we can at least demand that our
politicians do what they promised to do. The quality of representation is then
thought to depend on tighter mechanisms of accountability that bind politicians
more closely to the opinions they profess to represent. Where such processes are
successful, they reduce the discretion and autonomy of individual representatives;
in the process, they seem to minimise the importance of whether these individuals
are women Or men.

Consider, in this context, the guidelines that were introduced by the US Demo-
crats in the early 1970s, to make their National Convention (which carries the
crucial responsibility of deciding on the presidential candidate) more representa-
tive of the party rank and file. Dismay at the seemingly undemocratic nature of the
1968 Convention prompted the formation of a Commission on Party Structure
and Delegate Selection, which recommended more extensive participation by party
members in the selection of delegates, as well as quota guidelines to increase the

3 Even as it stands, this argument provides some minimal backing for an increase in the proportion
of women elected. The standard measure of responsiveness rests on the voter’s capacity to evict,
which will limit the most wayward of representatives and force him to acknowledge growing signs
of disquiet. This minimal condition of post-action responsiveness seems to imply at least some
element of «descriptive» representation, for what if none of the available parties offers policies
relevant to women? What if none even fields a woman candidate? In such contexts, the disap-
pointed female citizen can register her dissatisfaction only through abstention — and while
women did commonly abstain more frequently than men, this never produced any substantial
response. Indeed, throughout the period in which women voted less frequently than men, the
lower female turnout served mainly to convince politicians and political scientists that women
were not interested in politics. Representatives must surely be sufficiently «representative», even
in the disparaged descriptive sense, for us to be able to indicate dissatisfaction. So far, of course,
this is an argument for minimal conditions — some gender choice, some women present. It does
not establish a case for equal or proportionate presence.
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proportion of delegates who were female, black, and young. As a result of this, the
composition of the 1972 Convention was markedly more «descriptive» of Party
members than previous ones had been: 40% of the delegates were women, 15%
were black, and 21 % were aged 18—30.* But the reforms pointed in potentially
contradictory directions, for they simultaneously sought to increase rank and file
participation in the selection of delegates, to bind delegates more tightly to the
preferences of this rank and file, and to ensure a more descriptive representation
according to age, gender and race. As Austin Ranney (1982:196) — one of the
members of the Commission — later noted, the success of the first two initiatives
undermined the importance of the third. By 1980, the overwhelming majority of
delegates were being chosen in party primaries which bound them to cast their
votes for one particular candidate; they became in consequence mere ciphers, who
were there to register preferences already expressed. «If that is the case,» Ranney
argues, «then it really doesn’t matter very much who the delegates are». The more
radical the emphasis on accountability, the less significance attaches to who does
the work of representation.

Those engaged in campaigns for gender quotas have worked with some success
on the electoral sensitivities of party politicians, but have made less headway
among the tough-minded theorists of representation. My concern here is to
address the latter, and to create maximum difficulties for myself, I will focus on the
stronger claim of gender parity, rather than the more modest claim for some more
women elected.’ This reflects what may be a naive confidence on my part: that no
one who seriously considers the matter could regard the current balance between
the sexes as a fair process of representation. At the lowest points of women’s
under-representation (it is only in the last decade, for example, that the British
House of Commons has lifted itself above the 5% mark), one need only reverse the
position of the sexes to demonstrate the democratic deficit. What would men think
of a system of political representation in which they were outnumbered nineteen to
one? At such gross levels of gender imbalance, rhetorical devices are all that we
need — one would have to be a pretty determined patriarch to defend this as an
appropriate state of affairs. But recent initiatives have raised the stakes considera-
bly higher, insisting on positive action as a condition for effective change, and
aiming at fifty/fifty parity, or a 40 % minimum for either sex. What are the argu-
ments for this more radical position, and how do they engage with current conven-
tions of accountability and representation?

Arguments for raising the proportion of women elected fall broadly into four
groups. There are those that dwell on the role model successful women politicians
offer; those that appeal to principles of justice between the sexes; those that
identify particular interests of women that would be otherwise overlooked; and

4 This compared with 15% women, 5% black people, and only 4% aged 18-30 at the 1968
National Convention. (Lengle 1982: 175)

5 T use the term parity to indicate a rough equality between the proportion of women and men
elected. My use of this term should not be confused with the arguments that have recently
surfaced within the Council of Europe for so-called parity democracy. See Outshoorn, 1993, for a
critical review of this literature.
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those that point towards a revitalised democracy that bridges the gap between
representation and participation. The least interesting of these, from my point of
view, is the role model. When more women candidates are elected, their example is
said to raise women’s self-esteem, encourage others to follow in their footsteps,
and dislodge deep-rooted assumptions on what is appropriate to women and men.
I leave this to one side, for I see it as an argument that has no particular purchase
on politics per se. Positive role models are certainly beneficial, but I want to
address arguments that engage more directly with issues of democracy and repre-
sentation.

One final preamble. Though I deal here only with general issues of justification,
there 1s a second order question, which is how legitimate objectives can be best
achieved. The emphasis on quota mechanisms and other such guarantees has
aroused strong resistance even among those who claim to share the ultimate goal
of women’s equality in politics, and while some of this can be discounted as
intellectual or political dishonesty, much of it relates to pragmatic judgements of
what is possible in any particular context. The potential backlash against women is
one consideration here, as are the difficulties some political parties claim to experi-
ence in finding enough women candidates. Some of the resistance depends on
more general arguments against positive action; some of it reflects still unresolved
tensions between gender and class; some relates to a familiar problem in political
argument, which is that mechanisms proposed for achieving one desired goal can
conflict with other desirable ends. Considerations of space prevent me dealing with
this second order question, and I will merely note that there are pragmatic judge-
ments to be made, which do not flow simply from the conclusions on general
objectives. But if gender parity can be shown to matter, and existing structures can
be shown to discourage it, this constitutes a case for positive action.

I. The case for gender parity: (1) the justice argument

One of the most powerful arguments for gender parity is simply in terms of justice:
that it is patently and grotesquely unfair for men to monopolise representation. If
there were no obstacles operating to keep certain groups of people out of political
life, then we would expect positions of political influence to be randomly distrib-
uted between both sexes and across all the ethnic groups that make up the society.
There might be some minor and innocent deviations, but any more distorted
distribution of political office is evidence of intentional or structural discrimination
(Phillips 1991). In such contexts (that is, most contexts!) women are being denied
rights and opportunities that are currently available to men. There is a prima facie
case for action.

There are three things to be said about this argument. One is that it relies on a
strong position on the current sexual division of labour as inequitable and «unnat-
ural». Consider the parallel under-representation of the very young and very old in
politics. Most people will accept this as part of a normal and natural life-cycle, in
which the young have no time for conventional politics, and the old have already
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contributed their share; and since each in principle has a chance in the middle years
of life, this under-representation does not strike us as particularly unfair. The
consequent «exclusion» of certain views or experiences may be said to pose a
problem. But however much people worry about this, they rarely argue for propor-
tionate representation for the over-70s and the under-25s.° The situation of women
looks more obviously unfair, in that women will be under-represented throughout
their entire lives, but anyone wedded to the current division of labour can treat it as
a parallel case. A woman’s life-cycle typically includes a lengthy period of caring
for children, and another lengthy period of caring for parents as they grow old. It is
hardly surprising, then, that fewer women come forward as candidates, or that so
few women are elected. Here, too, there may be an under-representation of partic-
ular experiences and concerns, but since this arises quite «naturally» from particu-
lar life-cycles it is not at odds with equality or justice.

I do not find the parallel convincing, but my reasons lie in a feminist analysis of
the sexual division of labour as «unnatural» and unjust. The general argument
from equal rights or opportunities only translates into a specific case for gender
parity in politics when it is combined with some such analysis; failing this, it
engages merely with the more overt forms of discrimination that exclude women
from political office, and cannot deliver any stronger conclusion. Justice requires
us to eliminate discrimination (this is already implied in the notion of justice), but
the argument for women'’s equal representation in politics depends on that further
ingredient which establishes structural discrimination. Feminists will have no diffi-
culty adding this. This first point then helps clarify what is involved in moving
from a description of women’s under-representation to an analysis of its injustice.

The second and third points are more intrinsically problematic, and relate to the
status of representation as a political act. If we treat the under-representation of
women in politics as akin to their under-representation in management or the
professions, we seem to treat being a politician as on a continuum with all those
other careers that should be opened up equally to women. In each case, there is
disturbing evidence of sexual inequality; in each case, there should be positive
action for change. The argument appeals to our sense of justice, but it does so at
the expense of an equally strong feeling that being a politician is not just another
kind of job. «Career politiciany is still — and rightly — a term of abuse; however
accurately it may describe people’s activities in politics, it does not capture our
political ideals. If political office has been reduced to yet another favourable and
privileged position, then there is a clear argument from justice for making such
office equally available to women. Most democrats, however, will want to resist
pressures to regard political office in this way. So while men have no «right» to
monopolise political office, there is something rather unsatisfying in basing wom-
en’s claim to political equality on an equal right to an interesting job.

An alternative and more promising formulation considers the under-representa-

6 There are parties which operate quotas for youth — as with my own example of the 1972
Democratic National Convention — but when it comes to parliamentary candidatures, few people
worry about the paucity of those under 25.
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tion of women in elected assemblies as analogous to their under-representation in
the membership of political parties or the attendance at political meetings, and
thus treats the equal right to be an elected representative as part of an equal right
to political participation. This provides a more theoretically satisfying foundation,
for equality in participation is one of the criteria by which democracies are judged,
and the systematic under-participation of particular social groups is normally
regarded as a political problem (Verba, Nie and Kim 1978; Parry, Moyser and Day
1992). This is not to say that everyone must be equally enthralled by the political
process: the interest in politics is unevenly distributed, as 1s the interest in sport or
in jazz. But when the distribution coincides too neatly with divisions by class or
gender or ethnicity, political participation is by definition unequal and political
influence as a consequence skewed. The principle of a rough equality between
various social groups is already implicit in our idea of participation, and too
marked a deviation from this is already regarded as a political failing. Once gender
is admitted as an additional and relevant imbalance, it is easy enough to argue for
equal participation between women and men.

As applied to representation, however, the argument seems to assert what has
still to be established: that representation is just another aspect of participation, to
be judged by the same criteria. Yet many theorists of democracy proceed from just
the opposite direction, and they have based much of their critique of direct or
participatory democracy on precisely what differentiates representation from par-
ticipation. Participation implies activity, and yet activity is always a minority affair.
By setting the requirements for participation impossibly high, theorists of partici-
patory democracy are said to promote a politics that becomes «unrepresentative»
and unequal, for while most citizens can manage an occasional foray into the
polling booth, few are willing or able to take on more continuous engagement, and
the power then slips into the hands of those who most love politics. Representative
democracy claims to solve this conundrum by removing the requirement for physi-
cal presence. As long as there is a minimal level of equality in the act of voting, then
the representation can be said to be equal; we do not have to commit ourselves
additionally to the hard labour of the political life.

Equality of presence — a rough approximation to the social groups that make up
the society — is already implicit in the notion of participation. But it is not so
obviously implicit in the notion of representation, which was, if anything, dreamt
up to get round this bothersome condition. The two are, of course, related, for a
society that provided genuinely equal access to participation in meetings and
pressure groups and parties would almost certainly produce the same kind of
equality among the people elected. In principle, however, they are separate, for in
distancing itself from participatory democracy, representative democracy has dis-
tanced itself from physical presence as the measure of political equality. Represen-
tative democracy claims, for example, to represent the competing interests of
capital and labour by giving each of us an equal right to vote, and this is said to
encourage a variety of parties to emerge that will speak to our different concerns.
But representative democracy makes no claims about achieving a proportionate
representation of working class people inside the legislative assemblies: workers

70



should be equally represented, but not necessarily by workers themselves. So while
we can readily appeal to existing understandings of democracy as the basis for
women'’s equal participation, the case for gender parity among elected representa-
tives moves onto more unchartered ground.

What we can perhaps do is turn the argument around, and ask by what «natu-
ral» superiority of talent or experience men could claim a right to dominate
assemblies? The burden of proof then shifts to the men, who would have to
establish either some genetic distinction which makes them better at understanding
problems and taking decisions, or some more socially derived advantage which
enhances their political skills. Neither of these looks particularly persuasive: the
first has never been successfully established; and the second is no justification if it
depends on structures of discrimination. There is no argument from justice that
can defend the current state of affairs; and in this more negative sense, there is an
argument from justice for parity between women and men. But there is still a
troubling sense in which the argument overlooks what is peculiar to representation
as a political act. When democracy has become largely a matter of representing
particular policies or programmes or ideas, this leaves a question mark over why
the sex of the representatives should matter.

II. The case for gender parity: (2) women’s interests

The second way of arguing for gender parity is in terms of the interests that would
be otherwise discounted: this is an argument from political realism. In the hetero-
geneous societies contained by the modern nation state, there is no transparently
obvious «public interest», but rather a multiplicity of different and potentially
conflicting interests which must be acknowledged and held in check. Our political
representatives are only human, and as such, they cannot pretend to any greater
generosity of spirit than those who elected them to office. There may be altruists
among them, but it would be unwise to rely on this in framing our constitutional
arrangements. Failing Plato’s solution to the intrusion of private interest (a class of
Guardians with no property or family of their own) we must look to other ways of
limiting tyrannical tendencies, and most of these will involve giving all interests
their legitimate voice.

This, in essence, was James Mill’s case for representative government and an
extended franchise, though he notoriously combined this with the argument that
women could «be struck off without inconvenience» from the list of potential
claimants, because they had no interests not already included in those of their
fathers or husbands. (He also thought we could strike off «young» men under forty
vears of age.) Part of the argument for increasing women’s political representation
looks like a feminist rewrite and extension of this. Women occupy a distinct
position within society: they are typically concentrated, for example, in lower paid
jobs; and they carry the primary responsibility for the unpaid work of caring for
others. There are particular needs, interests, and concerns that arise from women’s
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experience, and these will be inadequately addressed in a politics that is dominated
by men. Equal rights to a vote have not proved strong enough to deal with this
problem; there must also be equality among those elected to office.

At an intuitive level, this is hard to fault. It takes what is a widely accepted
element in our understanding of democracy and applies it to women’s situation.
Looked at more closely, however, the argument from women'’s interests or wom-
en’s concerns seems to rest on three conditions: that women have a distinct and
separate interest as women; that this interest cannot be adequately represented by
men; and that the election of women ensures its representation. As critics of gender
quotas will be quick to point out, each condition is vulnerable to attack. The
notion that women have at least some interests distinct from and even in conflict
with men’s is relatively straightforward (we can all think of appropriate examples),
but this falls a long way short of establishing a set of interests shared by all women.
If interests are understood in terms of what women express as their priorities and
goals, there is considerable disagreement among women, and while attitude sur-
veys frequently expose a «gender gap» between women and men, the more striking
development over recent decades has been the convergence in the voting behaviour
of women and men. There may be more mileage in notions of a distinct woman’s
interest if this is understood in terms of some underlying but as yet unnoticed
«reality», but this edges uncomfortably close to notions of «false consciousness»,
which most feminists would prefer to avoid. Indeed the presumption of a clearly
demarcated «woman’s interest» which holds true for all women in all classes and
all countries has been one of the casualities of recent feminist critique, and the
exposure of multiple differences between women has undermined more global
understandings of women’s interests and concerns (see, for example, Mohanty
1992). If there is no clearly agreed and recognised «women’s interest», does it really
matter if the representatives are predominantly men?

Definitive as this might seem, it does not seriously undermine the claim to
gender parity; if anything, it can be said to strengthen it. Consider, in this context,
Edmund Burke’s rather odd understanding of interests as reflecting «an objective,
impersonal, unattached reality», which can then be represented by any sufficently
competent and honest individual (Pitkin 1967:168). Odd as this is, it conveys a
partial truth. The more fixed the interests, or the more definite and easily defined,
the less significance attaches to who does the work of representation. So if wom-
en’s interests were transparently obvious to any intelligent observer, there might be
no particular case — beyond the perennial one of trust — for insisting on representa-
tives who also happen to be women. We might feel that men will be less diligent in
pressing women'’s interests or concerns, but if we all know what these are, it will be
correspondingly easy to tell whether they are being adequately pursued. If, how-
ever, the interests are varied, unstable, perhaps still in the process of formation, it
will be far more difficult to separate out what is to be represented from who is to
do the representation. The greater problems arise, that is, where interests are not so
precisely delineated, where the political agenda has been constructed without
reference to certain areas of concern, or where much fresh thinking is necessary to
work out the appropriate policies. To this extent, the very difficulties in defining

.



what are in women’s interests strengthen the case for more women as representa-
tives.

The more decisive problem lies in the third condition. Does the election of more
women then ensure their representation? Again, at an intuitive level, an increase in
the number of women elected seems likely to change both the practices and the
priorities of politics, increasing the attention given to matters of child care, for
example, or ensuring that women’s poor position in the labour market is more
vigorously addressed. This intuition is already partially confirmed by the experi-
ence of those countries which have changed the gender composition of their elected
assemblies. But what does this mean in terms of political representation? Elections
are typically organised by geographical constituencies, which sometimes coincide
with concentrations of particular ethnic or religious groups, or concentrations of
certain social classes, but which never coincide with concentrations of women or
men. Elections typically take place through the medium of political parties, each of
which produces candidates who are said to represent that party’s policies and
programmes and goals. In what sense can we say that the women elected through
this process carry an additional responsibility to represent women? In the absence
of mechanisms to establish acccountability, the equation of more women with
more adequate representation of women'’s interests looks suspiciously undemo-
cratic. How do the women elected know what the women who elected them want?
By what right do they claim responsibility to represent women’s concerns?

Though this is rarely stated in the literature, the argument from women'’s inter-
ests implies that representatives will have considerable autonomy: that they do
have currently, and by implication, that this ought to continue. Women’s exclusion
from politics is said to matter precisely because politicians do not abide by pre-
agreed policies and goals. As any observer of the political process knows, policy
decisions are not settled in advance by party programmes, for new problems and
issues emerge alongside unanticipated constraints, and in the subsequent weighing
of interpretations and priorities, it matters immensely who the representatives are.
Feminists have much experience of this, gained through painful years of watching
hard won commitments to sexual equality drop off the final agenda. When there is
a significant under-representation of women at the point of final decision, this can
and does have serious consequences, and it is partly in reflection of this that
feminists have shifted their attention from the details of policy commitments to the
composition of the decision-making group. Political experience tells us that all
male or mostly male assemblies will be poor judges of women’s interests and
priorities and concerns, and that trying to shore up this judgement by pre-agreed
programmes has only limited effect. There is a strong dose of political realism here.
Representatives do have considerable autonomy, which is why it matters who those
representatives are.

It is worth dwelling on this point, for it highlights a divergence between current
feminist preoccupations and what has long been the main thrust in radical democ-
racy. Radical democrats distrust the wayward autonomy of politicians and the way
they concentrate power around them, and they typically work to combat these
tendencies by measures that will bind politicans more tightly to their promises, and
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disperse over-centralised power. Feminists have usually joined forces in support of
the second objective: feminism is widely associated with bringing politics closer to
home; and women are often intensely involved in local and community affairs. But
when feminists insist that the sex of the representatives matters, they are expressing
a deeper ambivalence towards the first objective. The politics of binding mandates,
for example, turns the representatives into glorified messengers: it puts all the
emphasis onto the content of the messages, and makes it irrelevant who the
messengers are. In contesting the sex of the representativies, feminists are querying
this version of democratic accountability.

The final point about the argument from interests is that it may not of itself
justify equal or proportionate presence. In a recent discussion of demands for
group representation in Canada, Will Kymlicka (1993) makes a useful distinction
between arguments for equal or proportionate presence (where the number of
women or aboriginal Indians or francophone Canadians in any legislative assem-
bly would correspond to their proportion in the citizenry as a whole), and the case
for a threshold presence (where the numbers would reach the requisite level that
ensured each group’s concerns were adequately addressed). When the group in
question is a numerically small minority, the threshold might prove larger than
their proportion in the population as a whole; when the group composes half the
population, the threshold might be considerably lower. On this basis, there might
be an argument for greater than proportionate representation of Indians, for
example, but less than proportionate representation of women: not that women
would be formally restricted to 25% or 30% of the seats, but that they might not
require any more than this in order to change the political agenda. It is the
argument from justice that most readily translates into strict notions of equality;
the argument from women’s interests need not deliver such strong results.

II1. The case for gender parity: (3) towards a revitalised democracy

The third argument is less developed, and I offer it here as a way of dealing with
some of the problems I identify above. The argument from justice works well
enough on the limited ground that treats being a politician like any other kind of
job, or on the negative ground that denies any just basis for a male monopoly. The
argument from women'’s interests works well enough as a case for a threshold, but
not necessarily equal, presence, but is best understood in terms of a realistic
assessment of how rarely politicians abide by their pre-agreed programmes. These
are powerful arguments, but they are not, on the whole, the kinds of arguments
that feminists most admire: they are too much grounded in an impoverished
experience of democracy to bear the full weight of feminist ambition. And they
leave unresolved that recurrent radical concern about controlling wayward politi-
cians. Apart from the argument that women should get an equal chance at a
political career (which is a fair enough argument, but not intrinsically about
democracy), we can only believe that the sex of the representatives matters if we
think it will change what the representatives do. In saying this, we seem to be

74



undermining accountability through party programmes. We are saying we expect
our representatives to do more — or other — than they promised in the election
campaign.

There is often an expectation, for example, that women politicians will operate
on a cross-party basis, forging alliances to press for improvements in child care
provision or changes in the abortion laws. In her study of Norwegian representa-
tives, Hege Skjeie (1991) records a number of such initiatives, but she notes that it
is the priorities of their party that finally dictate the way women politicians vote. If
we are either surprised or disappointed by this, it must because we see an increase
in the number of women politicians as challenging the dominance of the party
system or the tradition of voting along party lines. Those who feel that the tighter
controls of party discipline have discouraged serious discussion and debate may be
happy enough with this conclusion. But in the absence of alternative mechanisms
of consultation or accountability, it does read like a recipe for letting representa-
tives do what they choose to do.

What makes sense of this, I believe, is an additional presumption that is implicit
in most feminist arguments, a conviction that changing the composition of existing
elected assemblies is only part of a wider project of increasing and enhancing
democracy. When the argument for gender parity is taken out of this context, it has
to rely more heavily on arguments from political realism, and while these are
powerful enough arguments in themselves, they fall short on some key concerns.
Put back into its context, the argument often reveals a more ambitious programme
of dispersing power through a wider range of decision-making assemblies, and
changing the balance between participation and representation.

We might think here of the further initiatives that are so typical of women in
politics: the use of the open forum, for example, as a way of consulting women in a
local community; the report back to women’s sections or women’s conferences; or
just the extraordinary energy so many women politicians devote what they see as
their responsibilities for representing women. Even among those most committed
to party politics (and many women deliberately stay outside, in the more amor-
phous politics of women’s movement groups and campaigns), the political party is
frequently viewed as an inadequate vehicle for representation. In 1980s Britain, for
example, there was a flowering of women’s committees within the framework of
local government (usually associated with more left-wing Labour councils), and
these made extensive use of co-option or the open forum as a way of consulting
women outside the political parties. Now you could think of this as a short term
compensation for women’s current under-representation among elected council-
lors, but there is little to support this view. More commonly, those associated with
the development of women’s committees saw the additional mechanisms of consul-
tation and participation as always and everywhere desirable — even under some
future scenario where women might hold fifty per cent of council seats. The
women involved were querying the exclusive emphasis on the party as the vehicle
for representation; they were pursuing complementary (sometimes conflicting)
ways of empowering women to make their needs better known.

The case for gender parity in politics should, I believe, be understood within this
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broader context, and to this extent, it confirms Hanna Pitkin’s intuition. The
argument for more «descriptive» or «mirror» representation does move in close
parallel with arguments for a more participatory form of democracy; and those
concerned with the under-representation of women in politics do look to addition-
al mechanisms of consultation and accountability and participation that would
complement our occasional vote. We do not need this additional ammunition to
argue for more women in politics; there are arguments enough from justice or
interests that provide a basis for substantial change. But as a more profound set of
issues about democracy and representation, the case for gender parity is at its
strongest when it is associated with the larger dream.
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