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research: 

d isco u rses of g e n d er q u otas I 
lea sgier 

I
ntroduc i n g  gender  q u otas i n  

po l i t i cs  i s  often a d i ffi c u l t  

endeavo u r :  q u otas tend  t o  tri g -

g e r  controvers i a l  debates between 

those who fi n d  them a n ecessary, j ust 

a n d  leg it i m ate measure to red ress 

women 's u n d e r- re p resentati o n ,  a n d  

those who th i n k  that they a re a rb i 

tra ry, d i scri m i n atory, contra ry to  the  

free w i l l  of the voter o r  a n  o bstac le  to 

nati o n a l  cohes ion . More or less exp l ic

i t ly, q u ota debates extend  to issues 

much w ider  than  the n arrow q u estion  

of women 's p resence i n  parl ia ment : 

d i scou rses o n  gender  q u otas express 

contrasti n g  understa n d i n g s  of po l i t ica l  

j u st ice ; gender, gender  i dent it ies a n d  

g e n d e r  i n eq u a l it ies ; a n d  t h e  rol e  of t h e  

state with rega rd t o  socia l  a n d  po l it ica l 

i nequa l it ies between women a n d  men . 

More genera l l y, q u ota debates ca n be 

cons idered as  s ites of strugg l e  for the 

redefi n it ion of the re lat ion between 

gender, j ust ice and the po l it ica l .  

Th i s  paper  exp l o res some o f  the 

issues at sta ke i n  q u ota debates.  It  

focuses m a i n l y  on  the l evel of d is

cou rse ,  e . g .  where po l i t i ca l  ' p rob lems '  

a re fra med a n d  ' so lut ions '  to them 

d efi n e d ,  conceptua l i sed and l e g it

i m ised . At th is  leve l ,  q u ota d ebates 

a re strugg l es over the mea n i n g  of 

words,  categor ies,  conceptua l  bound

a ries a n d  con n ecti ons  or  d i scon n ec

t ions .  Such p rocesses can best be 

' . . .  quota debates can 

be considered as sites of 

struggle for the redefinition 

of the relation between 

gender, justice and 

the political. ' 

a n a lysed u s i n g  d i scou rse - a n a lyt ica l 

a p p ro a c h e s ,  w h i c h  a re becom i n g  

i ncrea s i n g l y  i m po rtant i n  t h e  socia l  

sc iences . '  

QUOTAS, G E N DE R  AN D 
JUSTICE 

Gender  q u otas cha l l enge  d o m i n a nt 

norms of pol it ical justice at two levels : 

red i stribut ion and  recogn it ion ( Fraser, 

1997;  Young ,  1990) . The redistributive 

cha l lenge cons ists i n  the obvious fact 

that quotas a re a imed at a red istribution 

of seats and power i n  favou r  of women .  

A l th o u g h  t h e  p ri n c i p l e  of  g e n d e r  

equa l i ty a s  s u c h  i s  w ide ly  shared a n d  

recog n ised , i t  ra rel y  m a n i fests i tsel f  i n  

a com m itment t o  assuri n g  women h a l f  

o f  t h e  seats i n  i m po rtant po l i t i ca l  bod

ies .  The on ly  countr ies where gender  

pa rity i n  par l i ament  cu rrent ly  i s  near

l y  ach i eved a re Rwa nda  a n d  Sweden  

a 
:r 
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(49 per cent and  45 per cent fema le  

M Ps at the nat ion a l  leve l ) .  Most quota 

reg u l at ions throughout  the world fix 

q uotas at less tha n 50 per cent, a n d  

t h e  major ity o f  a l l  ex isti ng q u ota laws 

set ca nd idate or l i st quotas,  not resu l t  

q u otas (see : www.quota project .org ) .  

Where quotas a re set a t  50 per cent, 

they tend  to be des ig n ed in such a way 

that women w i l l  not end up getti ng 50 

per cent of the seats . The best exa m

p le  i s  the  French pa rity law that  fixes a 

5 0  per  cent  ca n d i d ate q u ota fo r 

nat iona l  e lect ions to the l ower house .  

But due  to i nsuffi c ient  sa n ction i n g  

mechan i sms  and  a n  a bsence o f  po l i t i 

ca l w i l l  i n  the pol it ica l part ies,  the law 

has  rema i ned ' h a rm l ess' at the nat ion

a l  l evel (Gen isson ,  2002 ;  Observato i re 

de l a  pa rite , 2002) : i n  the 2002 e lec

t ions with the pa rity law,  women 

g a i ned no  more seats than i n  the pre

v ious  e lections  without the law ( i . e .  12 

per cent;  cf. S i nea u ,  2002 ) .  Fi n l and  i s  

cu rrent ly one  of  the ra re cou ntries to 

have to dea l  with women's over- repre

sentat ion i n  certa i n  bod ies (see the 

a rt ic le by Ho l l i  i n  th is  symposi u m ) .  

Gender quotas a lso chal lenge the 

norms of pol it ica l  justice i n  terms of 

recognition . Indeed, the adoption of 

electora l  quotas impl ies the d iscursive 

reframing of concepts and categories i n  

such a way as to make quotas a legit i

mate and acceptable 'sol ution'  to a com

monly recogn ised 'problem'. Th is fram

i n g  process i ncl udes va rious issues 

( Bacch i ,  1999) .  In the fi rst p lace, quotas 

become p laus ib le on ly if women 's pol it i

ca l under-representation is considered a 

normative problem worthy of pol it ical 

action .  Th is has been the case ma in ly  

s ince the 1980s and early 1990s : pol it i

ca l l y, under  pressu re from fem i n i st 

movements, and i n  normative pol itica l 

theory where gender equa l ity has been 

considered a relevant factor in theories 

of justice and democracy (Young,  1990 ; 

Ph i l l i ps, 1995;  Ok in ,  199 1 ) .  

Second ly, gender  q u otas a re nec

essa r i ly  g rou nded i n  the idea that 

'women '  and  ' m e n '  a re i n  some way 

d i fferent, d isti n g u i shab le  and coherent 

categor ies of peop le ,  that every adu l t  

c it izen fits i nto one  (and  on ly  one)  of 

these categor ies,  and  that these two 

categor ies  a d eq uate ly  ca ptu re the  

ways i n  wh ich  peop le  defi n e  them

selves, the i r  i nterests a n d  identit ies . 

Before the emergence of second -wave 

femi n is m ,  this assu m pt ion was com

mon ly  accepted , and  gender  cate

gories were cons idered a ' n atura l  fact' 

devo id  of po l i t ica l  a n d  mora l  re le

va nce .  Fem i n i st a ct iv i sts a n d  theor ists 

from the 1980s onwards ca l l ed th i s  

ass u m pt ion  i nto q uesti o n ,  fi rst by 

focus i ng  on  soc ia l  i n eq u a l it ies between 

women and men, then by po l i t ic i s i ng  

gender  itself as  a po l i t ica l  category. 

From th is  latter perspective, gender  i s  

con ce ived a s  a socia l  construct ion  

express i n g  a n d  enforci ng  soci a l  power 

relat ions ( Bacch i ,  1996 ;  H a rri son and  

Hood-W i l l i a ms,  2002 ;  Carver, 1996) . 

' M e n '  a n d  'wo m e n '  then become ' p rob

lemat ic '  categor ies that reflect soci a l  

power re lationsh i ps rather  tha n b io

log ica l  d i fferences .  Pa rt iC ipa nts i n  gen

der  q u ota debates u navo idab ly  have to 

engage with these categor ies in one 

way or  a nother. They can choose to 

defi ne  ' me n '  a n d  'women '  in essentia l 

i st o r  socio log ica l  term s .  Essentia l i st 

categor isations  (Agac i nsk i ,  200 1 )  can 

be crit i c ised for fa i l i ng to ta ke i nto 

account  the po l i t ica l  nature of these 

categor ies,  a n d  socio log ica l  categor i 

sat ions  for be ing  red uction i st, e . g .  fa i l 

i n g  t o  acknow ledge  the  d i ve rs i ty 

a m o n g  m e n  a n d  w o m e n  ( C a rver, 

1996)  a n d  the comp lex i n tersect ions 

of gender  with other va ria b les such as  

eth n ic ity, c l ass ,  nationa l ity o r  phys ica l 



a n d  menta l  a b i l ity (Weber, 200 1 ) .  

Th i rd l y, fo r q u otas to beco m e  

'th i n ka b le', t h e  presumed d i fference 

between men and women must be 

constructed in such a way that i t  leg it

i m i ses the re lat ive benefits women 

(co l lect ively o r  i nd iv idua l ly)  w i l l  g a i n  

than ks t o  q u otas ,  and  the relat ive loss

es men (co l lectively or  i nd iv id u a l ly) w i l l  

suffer. Various  strateg ies a re possi b le  

to ach ieve th is  goa l .  The concept of d i f

ference can for i n stance be used - as it 

often i s  - to focus on  women . Women 

a re then defi ned as  disadvantaged in 

comparison to men, be it as  col lective 

'v icti ms' of socia l  i nj u stice or h i stori ca l 

trad it ions or  a s  a socia l  g roup  i n  need 

of 'specia l  r ights '. But women can a lso 

be dep icted as inherently different but 

equal to men, wh ich leg it im i ses a n  

extens ion o f  u n iversa l r ights t o  women 
( Bere n i  and  Lep i nard ,  2004) . Fi n a l ly, 

the presumed d i fference between men 

and women cou l d  a l so be fra med in  

terms of d i scri m i nat ion aga i nst women 

by men as the main power ho lders in  

society. Attent ion i s  thereby d rawn to 

men as the advantaged category i n  

society rather  than t o  women as  the 

d i sadva ntaged category. Th i s  latter 

strategy, h owever, i s  h a rd ly  ever used 

( Ba cch i ,  1999 : 9 3- 1 1 1 ;  Eve l i ne ,  1994 ) .  

QUOTA D E BATES IN 
CONTEXT 

Processes of p rob lemat isati o n ,  cate

g o ri sat io n  a n d  leg i t imat ion  such as 

those descr ibed in the p rev ious  sec

t ion a re centra l  to any debate on gen

d e r  q u otas a n d  ca n be  a n a l ysed as  

such ,  by focus i ng  on  q u ota debates a s  

autonomous objects of a na lys i s .  Such 

a n  a p p roach i s  m ost a p p ropriate i f  the 

a n a lyt ica l  goa l  i s  to u n d e rsta n d  the 

d iscurs ive strateg ies u sed by the par

t ic i pa nts of p a rti cu l a r  q uota d ebates .  

'In countries with pluralist 

models of representation, 

social identities are usually 

recognised as relevant for 

political representation. ' 

B u t  q u ota d ebates c a n  a l so b e  

a n a lysed a s  part of a w ider  po l i t ica l 

context that constra i n s  a n d  sha pes 

them . Such a perspective i s  u sefu l i f  

the  a im i s  to a n a lyse q u ota d ebates a s  

part o f  w ider  processes o f  redefi n i t ion  

of the pub l i c  sphe re .  The fo l lowi n g  

contextu a l  e l e m ents  cou l d  fo r 

i n sta nce be cons idered . 

Fi rstly, q uota debates ta ke p lace 

with i n  a n  i n stitutiona l  and  normative 

context . In cou ntr ies with p l u ra l i st 

models  of representation ,  socia l  ident i 

t ies a re usua l l y  recog n ised a s  releva nt 

for pol it ica l representat ion . Such cou n 

tries often have some form o f  quotas 

for othe r  g roups .  If this is the case, 

q u otas for women somet imes get d i s 

cursively l i n ked to these other  q uota s .  

Th i s  l i n k  ca n fac i l itate t h e  i ntroduct ion 

of gender q u otas u nder  the cond it ion 

that gender  i s  a ccepted a s  a nother  

socia l  category w i th  leg it imate c la i m s  

t o  representatio n .  Th i s  w a s  the case 

for i nsta nce in Be lg i u m  where gender 

quotas were re lat ively eas i ly  accepted 

as s imp ly  one more quota that fitted 

i nto the genera l  normative framework 

of a 'po l it ics of p resence' ( Me ier, 2000 

and 2002) . I n  other  cases,  however, 

the  ex istence of q u otas for othe r  

g roups has  been of n o  he lp  for advo

cates of gender quotas,  rather the 

o pposite . I n  Switzerl and ,  for exa m ple ,  

the opponents of gender quotas suc

cessfu l l y  fra med the latter as  'a ltogeth

er  d i fferent'  from existi ng  q u otas for 
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territori a l  m inorit ies .  Th i s  rad ica l  'd i f

ference'  made them a ppea r who l ly  i l l e 

g it imate (Sg ier, 200 3 ) .  

I n  cou ntries with a u n iversa l i st tra

d it ion where quotas genera l ly do not fit 

i nto the log ic  of the pol it ica l system ,  

proponents o f  gender quotas have the 

d ifficu lt  task of advocat ing quotas with

out g iv ing the i m p ression  that they 

want to jeopard ise the u n i versa l i st 

log ic .  I n  France, the fea r  of a 'fragmen

tation '  and  'American isation '  of  the sys

tem through quotas was sa l ient in the 

debates on  the parity law passed in 

2000 . The prob lem was c i rcumvented 

by re- Iabe l l i ng  gender quotas as  gender 

'parity' and  by advocating parity as  a 

rea l i sat ion of the u n iversa l i st idea ls  of 

the Revo lut ion rather than as a n  i nstru

ment targeting a particu lar  g roup .  The 

debate was kept fi rm ly with i n  the u n i 

versa l i st ' repertoi re'  ( Lep inard ,  2002) 

and d i sco n n ected from a nyth i n g  

remote ly resemb l i ng  'category pol it ics' 

( Beren i  and Lep inard ,  2004) . As i n  

Fi n land - another country with a u n i 

versa l i st trad it ion - quotas were fra med 

as  an i n strument for the promotion of 

the 'common good ' and the cohesion of 

the nat ion ( Raeva ra , 2003 ) .  

Seco n d l y, gender  q u otas some

t imes get l i n ked to other issues debat

ed at the same ti me .  The French 

debate o n  gender  pa rity for exa m p l e  

w a s  c lose ly l i n ked t o  t h e  debate o n  

same-sex marr iage C Pa cs') . Whereas 

the pa rity debate ca l led i nto q u estio n  

t h e  d o m i n a nt norms ru l i n g  t h e  p u b l i c  

sphere,  the debate o n  sa me-sex m a r

r iage ca n be cons idered a cha l l enge  to 

the h etero-normativ ity of the fa m i ly, 

a s  i n st itutiona l ised by the state (see 

Fassi n and Feher, 200 1 ) .  Many part ic i 

pants i n  the parity debate exp l i ci t ly 

l i n ked the i r  op i n i ons  reg a rd i n g  these 

two issues : some approved of both , 

some d isapproved of both , a n d  others 

were e ither i n  favou r  of the pa rity l aw 

a n d  a g a i n st same-sex m a rr iage,  o r  the  

reverse ( Fass in  a n d  Feh e r, 200 1 ) .  I n  

th is  particu l a r  case, both t h e  parity 

project a n d  the same-sex m a rr iage 

project were related to the gender 

d imens ion  of the p u b l i c  sphere .  

Th i rd l y, d ebates over q u otas for 

w o m e n  a re s o m et i m e s  re lated to 

w ider  p rojects of democrat isatio n  a n d  

modern i sati on . Th i s  w a s  t h e  case i n  

va r ious 'yo u n g '  democrac ies i n  Lati n 

America that chose a 'fast track'  to 

i ntro d u ce q u otas  fo r w o m e n ,  for 

i n sta nce Argent i n a  a n d  Costa Rica . But 

even in esta b l i shed democrac ies ,  quo

tas  have  somet imes been  fra med a s  a 

means  to p rove that the cou ntry i s  l iv

ing up to i nternationa l  sta ndards  of 
gender  eq u a l i ty, as  in the case of the 

Sca n d i nav i a n  countr ies  ( D a h l er u p ,  

200 3 ;  Peschard ,  2002) . I n  Fra n ce ,  t h e  

par ity l aw has  often b e e n  referred t o  

as a 'p ionee ri n g '  l aw a n d  a s  a n  exem 

p la ry case o f  French 'excepti o n a l i s m '  

(Senac-S law i nsk i ,  200 2 ) .  I n  the for

mer  Com m u n ist  cou n tr ies ,  on the 

other  hand ,  q u otas ten d  to  be cons id 

ered contrary to  po l i t ica l modern isa

t ion : they have a negat ive con notatio n  

because they rem i n d  peop le o f  mea

sures of 'forced emanc i pati o n '  that  

used to be i m posed o n  them by Sov iet 

ru l e  ( D a h leru p  a n d  Fre idenva l l ,  2 00 3 ) .  

CON C LUSION 

Controvers ies over gender  q u otas i n  

pO l i t ics enta i l  strugg les at two  leve ls : 

the red istri but ion of seats a n d  the d i s 

curs ive refra m i n g  of the worl d .  At  th i s  

l atter  - d iscurs ive - leve l ,  the strug

g les concern the prob lematisat io n  of 

women 's under- representatio n  as a 

normative issue,  the re-conceptu a l i sa

t ion of gender  categor ies a n d  the leg it

i mat ion of a red i stri buti on  of power i n  



favou r  of women . Debates over such 

issues ca n be a n a lysed o n  the i r  own or 

i n  re lat ion to b roader  normative a n d  

i n st i tut i o n a l  fra m ewo rks,  w i d e r  

processes o f  po l i t i ca l  c h a n g e ,  a n d  

issues that a re i n  one  w a y  or  a n other 

co n n ected to g e n d e r  q u ota s .  

Com p a rat ive a n a lyses o f  gender  q u ota 

debates in d ifferent contexts a re a 

pa rt i c u l a rl y  r i ch  fi e l d  fo r futu re 

research . Such a n a l yses cou l d  further  

our  u n d e rsta n d i n g  of the  l i n ks 

between q u otas debates and  i n st itu

tio n a l - normative contexts and trad i 

t i ons .  They cou l d  a l so g ive us a better 

u n d e rsta n d i n g  of g e n d e r- spec i f ic  

res i sta nces to q u otas (see the a rt ic le  

by Meier  i n  th i s  symposiu m )  a n d ,  

more genera l l y, o f  p rocesses of soc ia l  

constructio n  of gender  a s  a centra l  

e lement o f  ' category po l i t ics '  ( Bacch i ,  

1996) . Debates over gender  quotas 

both express a certa i n  categorisat ion  

of the worl d ,  a n d  he lp  create i t .  They 

a re therefore part of w ider  processes 

of a ' re i nventio n '  of j u st ice, gender  

a n d  the po l i t ica l : they a re 'po l i t ics ', i f  

po l it ics i s  understood as  'the l ocus 

where society defi nes i tse lf  in  a per

manent attem pt to i nvent the futu re 

by d i senta n g l i n g  the o ld  a n d  the new'  

( Rosa nva l l o n ,  1 99 2 : 20;  a u t h o r 's 

tra n slat ion ) . 

Note 

1 See the sympos i u m  on ' D i scou rse a n a l ys is  
a n d  po l it ica l  science', g uest-ed ited by Terre l l  
Carver, p u b l ished i n  Aut u m n  2 0 0 2  i n  E u ropean 
Po l it ica l  Science 2 :  1 .  
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