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Palitical Partiesand Women’s L eadership in Latin America
Introduction

Increasing women’s presence in political decision-making positions has been advocated by
development organisms, activists and academics as a means to strengthen democracy and to
make policy-making processes more representative of wider sections of the population. The
number of women represented in the political institutions of a given country is taken to
provide a good indication of the health of its political system. There is strong evidence to
suggest that the content of public policies changes when more women are incorporated into
legidative spheres. Thus, increasing women’s presence in political decision-making positions
is thought to have a democratising function, improve political gov and lead to better
representation of women’s interests.

Political institutions and institutional designs may either f the advancement of
gender policies. Political parties, in particular, play ac

However, political parties are not gender neutr
friendly, in-so-far as their internal rules and culture
political participation. But parties' responses to gender- demands differ. Understanding
what factors shape levels of parties cogami eness to gender initiativesis
important in order to define constraints &
of gender strategies. Thisisthe central ai qper. the context of Latin
America, it intends to assert when and unde ions political parties best respond to
gender-related demands.

Traditionally, parties ha
They havet

gement to women's political empowerment.
a strong instrumental perspective,

and political representation as campaign
and,to engage activists of the women’s movement —

essentially as a useful vote-winning ploy - women can
in elections and in disseminating parties’ ideals at a
grassroots leve

The number of womenFepresented in parties’ internal hierarchies and in elected position is
invariably small acrogs the continent. Thisis a direct consequence of political partiesfailing
to take the issue of women's under-representation, both in their internal leadership and in
elected positions, as a serious issue of political concern. The stage of selecting candidates is
central in granting citizens access to political decision-making positions. Y et, women are
usually disadvantaged in selection procedures. They may have larger networks at grassroots
levels, which although valuable politicaly, is not automatically trandated into political
capital. Men on the other hand, tend to have established more wide-ranging alliances of the
kind that matters most politically, such as with businesses and trade unions. They are better
networked within political parties and more easily conform to political styles that have
traditionally been more valued politically. Thus they are usually considered to be better



candidates and given preference over women as far as the selection of party leaders and
candidates are concerned.

There is a generalized lack of transparency in processes of selecting parties candidates. They
might be chosen in party conventions, but normally this is a task performed by committees of
party bosses without clearly specified criteria. More recently a few parties have held primaries
to select their candidates. They have been employed, by some or by al political parties, in
countries such as Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Dominican Republic, Mexico, Panama and
Uruguay. Despite their democratic credentials, primaries have not necessarily worked to
women'’ s advantage. They tend to favour those candidates with more resources, which are
usualy not female, as well as obstructing the implementation of quotas. For example in 2003,
agood proportion of the candidates of the Institutional Revolution ty (PRI), the Party

of the Democratic Revolution (PRD) and the National Action [
selected through primaries. The PRD selected 49.4 per cent

It has been suggested that primaries may have been u
avoid implementing gender quotas (Baldez 2004).

One reason commonly put forward to explain t
decision making positions, and thus to excuse politi
candidates, is voter bias. However, public opinion polls
Gdlup opinion poll (commissioned by th [ opment Bank and the Inter -
i i i i ities in the region, found

that 57 per cent believed that more womel ter governments; over
90 per cent would vote for a woman presiden eved their country would
elect a women as president in the following erican Dialogue, 2001). A Vox

Populis opinion poll cargiee 00 il pevealed similar results. According
[ i ustworthy, competent, firm, capable, and
responsible by the Brazilig ) pstrated that 84 per cent of the electorate
would vote for a woman it 80 per cent would vote for awoman state
pres ident (Fémea 2000: 2) These data

widespread lack of public confidence in political

ers in parliamentary democracies. Political parties remain
central for represen i jen’ s interests in political arenas and for granting them access to
' e question thus is how might agents who are interested in
achieving gender eq manage to push beyond these glass ceilings? Can these ingtitutions
be made more accougtable to women'’s interests? What factors can lead to an increase in the
number of women in decision-making positions and help to improve their political influence?
A number of structural, institutional and mobilising factors may contribute to this end. They
are discussed below.

1 According to Latinobarometro (2004), only 19 per cent of Latin Americans have any substantial degree of trust
in political partiesin the region. Thisfigureisdow n from 28 per cent in 1997.



Political Opportunity Structures

External trends and internal factors affect political parties and may help provide legitimacy
and strengthen struggles for gender equality. International political events such as the demise
of communism and the globalization of the women's movement have played central rolesin
bringing political institutions closer to gender demands. Changes in the global political
configuration at the end of the 1980s — driven by the crisis and then collapse of Communism
in the Soviet Union - worked to destabilize dd established certainties among left wing parties
in Latin America and to weaken their traditiona support base - the working classes. Asa
consequence, these organizations tried to strengthen their links with agents closer to
grassroots and civil society groups, such as women, as a means of enlarging their political
constituency. The growing participation of women in the labour m in formal education,
and in social movements of the last decades has helped further anise changesin the
relationship between women and political institutions.

The internationalisation of the women’s movement strgAgth r gender equality
globally. From the beginning of the 1990s, internatig [

agencies have worked towards linking women’s etworks
and alliances. The fourth UN World Conferenc key rolein

encouraging women’'s agency and in raising the profi uality. The
preparatory sage of this conference impelled the coordine

society sectors) in Latin America, who a poprpolicy agenda at that
forum. Subsequently, the Beijing Platfor Strument used by women

ideol@gical identity of political parties, for instance, are taken
mining their levels of commitment to gender related issues.
Parties that are insti alised are said to respond more easily to gender demands,
because their tra ent stftictures and clearly specified set of rules make them more exposed
to demands for accountabrlity. Left and centre |eft parties, as they support ideals of
substantive equality and inclusive citizenship, are a'so considered more open to women's
demands (Caul 1999, Norris 1993, Waylen 2003).® Right wing parties may also endorse
initiatives to promote gender equality and implement measures in support of women’s rights,
but the norm is that those on the left or centre will have started the trend of change.

2 According to Norris (1993), party institutionalisation refers to a situation in which the internal rules of the party
‘are detailed, explicit, standardised, implemented by party officias, and authorised in party documents' (327).

3 Some of these authors have particularly stressed the tendency of ‘new left’ types of parties, because of their
greater connections to social movements, and their tendency to be more sympathetic towards women’'s demands
(Caul 1999).



There seems to be some evidence to suggest that these interpretations hold true in Latin
America. The more institutionalised parties from the left or centre-left have been first to adopt
effective measures to promote women’s political representation, such as quotas - which
according to Lovenduski (1993) is amajor indicator of their levels of commitment to gender
issues.* These parties also have the highest number of women both in their internal |eadership
and in elected positions. For example, the Workes' Party (PT) in Brazil and PRD in Mexico
were the first political parties to adopt internal quotas in the region. In Brazil, parties that have
consistently elected more women for nationa legislature positions are PT, Communist Party
of Brazil (PC do B) and the Brazilian Socialist Party (PSB). These parties are more
institutionalised than their contemporaries and they are left-wing ori

Women’s Palitical Agency and Bar gaining Power

Exigting difficulties have not impeded women from r
parties play. As opposed to the 1970s and the 1980s,

focus instead on trying to find out how these i
from within.

Women's poalitical agency has been critic:
on board gender-related demands. A gre
parties and representative institutions we

strengthen women’ selitrcal coordination and improve the degree and intensity of advocacies
on gender issues. They have proved one of the most effective means to increase the number of
women elected both in political party leadership structures and in legislatures.

4 The adoption of quotasis considered to give a good indication of the level of commitment of political parties to
gender issues. According to Lovenduski (1993), there are three main strategies that define the level of response
of political parties to women's demands. They are: strategy of rhetoric, strategy of affirmative action, and
strategy of positive discrimination (quotas). She places them in a continuum which gives the level of their
commitment to gender issues. Those that had adopted quotas are considered to have a greater commitment to
women’s demands.



L eadership and candidate quotas have increasingly been adopted in the Latin America,
becoming an effective means to increase women’s presence in political decision-making
bodies of the region. In Brazil, of the major political parties, only those with internal quotas
have a representation of women in their leadership positions above 10 per cent (Sacchet
2007).> Women's presence in political legislatures has gone up from an average of 9 per cent
in 1990 to 21.6 per cent in 2007, making Latin America rank second among all the world's
regions (IPU 2006). This proves that quotas are effective as a means to increase women’'s
political leadership.

Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Chile, Costa Rica, Cuba, Dominican Republic, Ecuador, Mexico,
Panama, Paraguay and Peru now apply quotas in their candidates’ lists to national
legidatures. Venezuela passed this policy but then in 2000 made it ul, and Colombia

Even though quotas have represented an important br
presence in legidative positions in the continent, thel

system is Proportional Representation (PR), with clo
established placement order for male and female candi
magnitude from where candidates are ¢

In the PR with open lists, candidatures are : an voting for a political
party, voters select instead a candidate in thelpal Le paigns are focused on
competitions between cg iveand unequal. Candidates with
more resources and he 2 usually not female, will have the upper
cement order of candidatesin thelistin

fewer opportunities of being elected. Larger
idates and as a consequence, women have more

at failed to comply with quotas, political parties will almost
em. In Brazil, where a quota of 30 per cent has been in place
since 1998, the avera mber of women selected as candidates for seats in the lower
chamber has never exeeeded 13 per cent. The electora law in Brazil neither binds the
registration of political parties' lists to the fulfillment of quotas, nor does it pre-establish any
penalty in case of non-compliance with them. Thus in effect, the quota policy in Brazil is
rather a recommendation, and leads to a situation whereby despite Brazil having one of the
best organized women’s movements in Latin America, it has one of the smallest percentages

® For a full list of parties that have adopted quotas in Latin America see ‘ Quota Database’,
IDEA International. www.quotaproject.org

® See Sacchet 2008 and Htun and Jones 2002 for further details on these variables.



d women in representative position of the lower chambers. In 2006, the number of women
elected for these positions increased only dightly, from 8.2 per cent to 8.9 per cent. Below
Brazil stand only Guatemala and Haiti, countries these, which are much less socially and
economically developed and which have no quotas. So far, of the countries with a
parliamentary democracy in the region, Argentina and Costa Rica have had the best resullts.
Thisis so because all the conditions listed above are satisfied in the case of these two
countries. On the other hand, among the countries with quotas in the region, Brazil, where
these conditions are not fulfilled, is the one with fewer women represented in positions of the
lower chamber.

Implementing gender quotas in political party structures has aso not been straightforward. 1t
has demanded much organizing and mobilizing by women to stop from bending the
rules of this policy, either by putting women in standing in pos and/or failing to fill in
the quotas percentage, as established in the law. When they h lied with it, this policy
has most invariably been implemented only minimalisticall ages specified in the
guota laws have become ceilings, rather than minimum

orthwhile
as ameans to raise awareness about gender related i igning for

quotas, and the initiatives usually undertaken after its al in order to encourage women

to come forward as candidates and to tfai iti e provided visibility to issues

of gender relations, helped to raised awa > i issues, whist at the same
time, helped foster women'’s coalitions a het 2008).

Coalition Building

peen used by women to advance their ideas
seful in Chile during the military regime

0 their demands (Friedman 2002, Luciak 2001). In
pttempts to implement gender quotas, women have managed to
ough strong advocacy and coordination. In Brazil, the
women'’s organi
feature. Through thi
constitution of 1988,

ans they have managed to implement important gender policies in the
and this strategy has been successfully employed ever since.” These are

"In 1995, hundreds of groups combined to form the Articulagdo Nacional de Mulheres (Women's National
Coalition), a body that organised meetings in 25 Brazilian States in order to discuss proposds for the Women's
Conference in Beijing. In the same year, their unanimous coalition within the National Congress was vital in
approving the policy of quotas. In 2004, there were meetings in more than 2,000 municipalities all over Brazil in
which more than 120,000 women (from government, the voluntary sector and grassroots groups) participated,
then around 2,000 delegates attended a national conference in Brasilia to discuss proposals for national planning
on public policiesfor women.



afew illustrative examples only. In fact, coalition building among women has been widely
used in Latin America and it has become one of women’s main political tools.

Forging alliances with leaders in high-profile political positions (who usually happen to be
men) has proved resourceful for advancing gender policies. For example, in Brazil, Mexico
and Argentina, support from leaders in political parties and in congresses helped secure the
approval and implemertation of electoral gender quotas. This has aso helped increase levels
of support among party followers and trade union members, for the project of implementing
internal quotas. In the PT and the Central Workers' Union (CUT) in Brazil, support from
party leaders was considered a key factor leading to the approval of this policy (Sacchet
2002). In the Farabundo Marti National Liberation Front (FMLN) in El Salvador and in the
Sandinista National Liberation Front (FSLN) in Nicaragua, allian ith politicalleaders
helped to secure the introduction of gender initiatives in their poli programmes and

party leaders, for gender -related policies may not always ' ard, they can be
persuaded to champion these initiatives, either out of comwi airness of the

in prominent position of power helps create a f [ ion of
gender-related demands.

Networking with the Media

Another strategy used by women is influe
function in political democracieﬁ By select

edia has an important
while leaving others
they frame these issues in

get the media to focu [ , certain tactlcs may be helpful. In Argentina

and Brazil, for exapig aliances with the press and
strengthened thelr links ' 2l to their causes, thereby succeeding in
attracting att gdiaa plitiedl times. During the first mobilisation for
intf y, comments about this initiative in the media
were usdaly negative The mpaigning for quotas became objects of mockery and men

orted quotas wereidi d and accused of paying lip service to the women’s cause

only to Sacchet 2002). This has changed considerably in Brazil
as quotas ha i iti and media professionas are better educated on gender

issues. Womef¥sie ontributed to this change, as they have learned how to deal

Strategic Communic

How arguments on women' s rights and needs are framed is important in influencing public
opinion, winning alies and supporters, and in putting pressure upon political institutions.
When women in political institutions have communicated their ams strategically, working
gender demands from within the ideological tenets of these organisations, they have increased
their chances of political success. In Brazil for example, advocators of leadership and
candidate quotas have based their claims on the notion of substantive equality and democracy,
caling into question ideological principles stated in official documents such as in political



manifestos of parties and national constitutions, and international agreements signed by
governments, in order to cemand accountability from political institutions.®

Strategic argumentation is also useful in raising the profile of women’s political role. By
highlighting the role they play within political parties for example, in terms of wining votes
and more generally, women have been able to grant credibility to their actions thus increasing
their bargaining power and political leverage (Sacchet 2002).

Conclusions

Political parties can either promote or obstruct the development of gender initiatives. In Latin

contributed to this end. However, changes in the structures o opportunities are not
only driven by globa structural factors. They are aso, infl itical agency. The
many forums on gender, race, climate changes, populatl een as much
driven by changes in the system as by pressure exerci ' idual agents at

local and international levels.

Highly ingtitutionalised and left-wing political parti
board gender-related demands. However, a key elemen
influence of gender demands in these Ogganizations is the of women’s political agency.
: ization where women have a
political opportunities,
and are able both to foster coalition with ke : ipate their actions
strateglcally AIthough polltlcal structures p ; e in fostering changesin
omen, socia agentsin turn
8 and to shape the nature of these changes.

Political parties sho

Implement concrete measures to equalize women’s and men’s participation in
decision-making positions, such the introduction of quotas, and implement them

effectively.
Make the necessary provisions to encourage women to participate in their activities,
such as child care, and take into account women'’s needs when planning their activities

81n the case of campaigning for quotasin the PT, this was achieved by women raising positions stated in the
founding documents of the party, on women'’s right and gender equality. In the campaign for legislative quotas,
women evoked both the national constitutions and int ernational agreements signed by the government.



so as to avoid booking them for times when women are most likely to be unable to
participate because of their family responsibilities.

Vaue women’s contribution at the grassroots level, taking them into account when
evauating political skills and resources of possible candidates.

Select more female candidates in el ections and provide effective support in their
campaign.

Increase women’s presence in internal party decision-making bodies, encouraging
their selection for positions of rea political clout.

Ensure that women are listed in winnable positions on candidate lists.

Adopt clear and transparent rules in party constitutions.
Promote political training for party leaders, members, and
gender inequality.

Promote political training for women in which they are

so on.
Increase political and financia support for wol
campaign fund.

Adopt quotas and implement them eff

eawomen’'s

ists on issues related to

to learn about legidative
procedures, and campaign skills such as how to deal edia, fundraising and

10
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