Introduction

During the years for many women in Europe significant changes have taken place and progress has been made to ensure that women benefit from their basic human rights. Today European women seem to have better opportunities to political and public decision-making as well as to the economic field of their countries, fields for years traditionally belonging to men.

In the first part of this essay I will briefly refer to the political and social measures taken to contribute to female’s representation in the political sphere mostly thanks to international and regional organizations and instruments also named later in the essay.  Further, I will try to point out some of the most significant remaining problems that pose obstacles to the full implementation of gender equality in politics even in countries that have adopted the quota systems and further relevant measures. In the last part I will very rapidly go through the situation in Central-Eastern and in the Northern Europe with a view to mark that achieving gender equality is above all a matter of culture and of our way of thinking.

The aim of my essay is to give a general taste of the existing situation in Europe concerning gender equality in politics, deal with the problems in its implementation and try to come up with the appropriate solutions.             

Inspired from the European Parliament Elections of 2009 that recently took place the European Women Lobby agreed to put in action a campaign in order to promote the idea of gender equality and equal representation not only in the European Union but also in all European Democracies
. This lobby, working as a pressure group, enforces the adoption and the monitoring of quota-systems by governments, political parties and parliaments in elections at all levels as well as it presses for the enlargement of the pool of eligible women in politics through education and training. Last but not least, it tries to persuade political parties in all European countries to identify talented women and to provide them incentives for presenting themselves as candidates.    

It is commonly argued that even today European women are excluded from politics even if at least in legal terms they now have the right of political participation.  The term social-bias includes two forms of discrimination and tries to explain women’s under-representation in the parliaments of European states. The first form, direct discrimination, is defined as “the positive or negative judgment of aspirants on the basis of characteristics seen as common to their group, rather than as individuals”
. In this case prejudiced party members exclude women from entering in their political parties. 

 Imputed discrimination, the second form, describes a process whereby individual selectors without personal prejudice do not select women as candidates because of the fear that such an act will have negative impacts in the electoral results as it may disappoint the supporters of the party. In order to deal with the problems posed above it is needed that political measures are taken to ensure the equal political participation of women in all the electoral processes in a national and in a European level.  

After the 4th Beijing World Conference on Women in 1995 it could be said that the political participation of women was expanded especially in the Northern part of Europe where the average women’s participation rate was increased approximately 6% over the past twelve years
. From then and on many European countries have been formulating systems and laws to help women become more active as political participants. The type of electoral system, used in combination with a quota system is the most reliable predictor that a country will have a higher than average number of women in parliament. Quotas are considered to be the most successful of the means put in force to secure women’s political participation.

France, using legal quota system revised its law in 2000 ensuring that women would constitute 50% of all candidate nomination in all elections. In addition, political parties of other countries, such as Norway, UK and Germany by deciding to use quota systems managed to boost women’s representation. Mainly in the proportional and in the partially proportional rather than to the majority representation systems, the quota systems seemed to have let more women advance in politics in a short period of time.

However there are arguments referring to quotas as a means of unequal and undemocratic preferential treatment in favor of women. What can be posed as a counter argument here is that we should conceive quotas as the most preferable way to encourage many women to take interest in politics by minimizing the stress and the alienation that they may feel. It is needed that women equally participate in politics if we want to talk about a real democracy where all voices can be heard and taken into consideration. In other words democracy must include the opinions and the insight of women as well as men. Having been underestimated for many years in all the domains of the public sphere, women do not still know the way and so feel reluctant to interfere in politics. Quotas have to be seen as a temporary measure used only till gender equality in political participation is accomplished. 

The quota systems as well as other similar strategies such as the increase of political funds to promote women’s participation are strategies that may increase the rates of their participation quickly but they do not arm them with the tools necessary to actually play an active and important role in the politic arena. In a long-term basis it is the education the solution constituting the most significant strategy by which women would be able to fight for winnable seats. Establishing permanent institutions for education in politics or building strong networks within different political parties to exchange experience and advice would help women learn how to defend themselves and the groups they represent and would lead to a profound, real gender equality. Most women, being traditionally excluded from high positions and forced to have “feminine” occupations, find it now hard to follow in politics, a sphere predominantly ruled by men. 

However, even the women feeling and being ready to involve in politics, in some cases they have to deal with barriers set by the male members of the political parties to which they belong. In many cases issues such as the party organization, recruitment practices, party rules or party ideologies and traditions restrict women from “playing by equal rules”. The “narrow ladder” context in Britain clearly points out the problem. The political careers in the UK are usually built in “male dominated” working places where men, acting as gatekeepers, try to exclude women from participating in “their affairs”. 

Of course it is not only in Britain that this example occurs. Traditionally in all over the world women are disadvantaged in terms of access to high status jobs and incomes also because their traditional domestic responsibilities place constraints on their time. This lack of public networks, social status and financial security cannot lead women reach a wanted level of policy experience and technical and social skills predominantly important in the enrichment of their political capital.
The European Parliament as the only site for women’s raising their voices in politics seems the ideal scenario to some political party members who treat with despair political assemblies like the European Parliament and not consider them to be part of formal politics. This argument is also held by many feminist commentators who point out that women are usually empowered to go on only in unimportant fields of politics where their roles are invisible.

But the contribution of women in “informal” politics is not to be underestimated. In those fields women actually have a wider opportunity to participate with their own identities, to raise their different voices and to cultivate the ground needed to go on more “serious” fields of politics. The idea of politics should be approached more holistically perceived as one indivisible field in which women would be able to promote not only “their soft politic issues” but also to develop all political processes, to bring together practices and ideas in a new and inclusive democratic dialogue.

Questions on the implementation of gender equality

To pursuit an active political career one should concentrate some specific characteristics such as for example ambition, confidence, dedication and interest. Mainly due to cultural reasons those motivations must be put into a stereotypical spectrum in order to work in the political framework within the society. The majority of women delegates from all European countries’ parliaments interviewed made it clear that they had to force themselves adopt a more aggressive attitude in politics if they wanted to be taken seriously in the parliaments
.

The tricky question here is that if women have no choice but to act like men when it comes to politics, how can we talk about women’s representation in democracies? It comes out from research done by many academics that gender-based cultural norms are framed in such a resistant way that serious action on systematic, party political and individual level is needed in order to bring the fundamental structural changes required both to gender relations and to state policies and political institutions.                

Sometimes even gender equality does not seem to be the key to promote women’s actual participation in politics. Women may be indeed there but their voices are ambivalent and their place is uncertain. As many feminist academics and party activists support this is because the roots of gender injustice exist in the basic structure of the political system rather than in the political participation. For this reason states should focus on adopting a gender sensitive policy which would challenge and transform the classic political practices and institutions in the public and political spheres according to women’ s values and views of what politics ought to be about. 

The present way in which society deals not only with the political life but also with the economic activities disadvantages women as it is premised upon male needs and interests which then appear as standard, natural and rational. Equality should not be conceived as sameness. Whether biologically based or socially constructed gender diversity exists and the outcome of denying this leads us to gender blind constructions of equality and justice which again put women in an inferior position as they produce as an outcome “equality in form, not equality in act”
. 

An effective strategy for a real change should be the one that would combine norms of both equality and difference when it comes to women as political actors at both theoretical and practical levels. Mobilization towards this view could steam from women councilors and members of parliaments, party activists, members of a wide range of feminist groups, women organizations to campaign for gender equality or even from women trade unionists.

Central and Eastern Europe

As far as it concerns Central and Eastern Europe a major political watershed has been noticed during the last three decades. The ratio of individuals living in democracies has suddenly risen in Europe after the democratization of countries till then historically ruled by a communist regime. 

It is worth to be noticed that while during the period of the transition women participated in the oppositional politics joining movements that expressed their discontent with the existing communist regimes, marching in opposition demonstrations, taking part in strategy sessions and speaking out, their participation in politics was not that intense after their states finally adopted democratic regimes. This was to occur probably because women’s claims to equal political rights were wrongly associated with the communist past of the Central and Eastern European states and so considered to be suspect.

Other reasons why the process goes on in such a slow pace could be the lack of political culture, the lack of experience of national independence, the lack of civil society activity and the increasing poverty. The turn to the market and the economic political choices taken to bring the Central and Eastern Europe into the global economy had negative implications for women’s employment and educational opportunities. Both former communist and the coming democratic systems despite their differences tended to single out women in those two domains. The impact was the absence of women’s voices in the national legislatures. Fortunately, recent elections have seen some recovery even in countries without quotas.

From 1954 with the Convention of the Political Rights of Women and later on with the Convention on the Elimination of all forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) the political rights of women seemed to be taken seriously into consideration in an international level. Articles 25 and 26 of the International Covenant of Civil and Political Rights of 1976 clearly refer to the principle of gender equality in politics while significant steps started being taken by states after the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action in 1995
.

In the aftermath of state socialism, emphasis is placed on individual responsibility. However, gender equality needs to be recognized as an essential component in public life as political participation is crucial to the protection of women's human rights across Europe in themselves and as a means to secure other rights. 

The promotion of women’s and other groups’ human rights rely on representatives with a female identity. Women, having no presence in politics for centuries can better understand people who have no voice. Research points out that women are more aware of social exclusion of individuals and groups which face problems in achieving their full potential.

The Nordic Gender Policy Model and women’s political participation

There is no doubt that the Nordic Countries have become the place where feminists, social scientists and policy makers look for explanations, inspiration and ideas for how to build a gender equal Europe.

The countries located in the North Western part of Europe are considered to be a paradise for women as they happen to apply the most egalitarian systems concerning gender issues. This high status of women and high level of gender equality gives them effective access to the political arenas and offers them the opportunity to influence domestic policy and insert their concerns in it.

The Gender Empowerment Measure (GEM), a group of statistics published by the United Nations Development Programme to measure women’s relative power contra men’s puts the five Nordic Countries on the top of the list. The proportion of women MPs varies between 45% and 30% with Sweden on top and Iceland on the low end of the ladder percentages very high comparing to other European Countries
.  

It was from 1960s to 1970s when the Nordic States adopted the most significant women friendly social policies facilitating women escalate in the social and political level. The cheap and accessible public day care for children is a policy worth to be mentioned as it gave women an option to dedicate their time and effort not only in their personal but also in the public life if they wanted.

There are many other explanations for the women’s success in northern countries’ political and democratic arena. It has been ascribed to favorable proportional electoral systems, relatively strong and independent women’s party organizations or the long tradition of cultural acceptance towards women as political actors in these countries. The educational level and status of employment as well as the material well-being also strongly affect political participation in general.

The zipper system taken into usage in Sweden and Norway significantly promotes female political participation. Having both women and men in equal numbers and equally eligible positions on their electoral lists works as an automatic-numerical gender balance mechanism for party’s elected representatives.

But even in states where open lists forms of proportional electoral systems are used, such as Finland, women’s high political representation has come via a different way. The majority of women vote for female candidates even in a context where political parties have been reluctant to increase their pool of female candidates. Gender equality comes out to be again a matter of culture in which values of self- expression and autonomy for everyone play a crucial role. 

It is not to be said by the above that Nordic states should relax in inaction. There is still much left to do in securing the promotion of the gender equality. International treaties and agreements like the UN Beijing Platform for Action from 1995 will boost international cooperation towards increasing women’s rights and gender equality. 

Conclusion

Future European society will not improve without the actual and active presence of women in politics as a whole and their exclusion from the public sphere will extend the inequality and the injustice that can be met in hardly every European country today. It is high time for governments and political parties that they allocate quotas for women in order to promote their political participation. Furthermore, women, through education and cooperation between them should raise their voices for profound changes in the social basis that will erase the unfair traditions of the past and lead to equal gender presence in the public arena.

Women’s active political participation will improve dramatically the current politics. Different elements of women’s character such as love, cooperation, care and sacrifice may replace male centered policy characterized by authority, domination and sometimes corruption and violence.

Importance should also be put in women’s efforts to act collectively rather than as individuals. Women’s organizations, NGO’s, and citizen’s organizations, when acting in a concerted manner, have considerable power to alter both cultural and situational conditions to expand political empowerment for women. 

UN in the international and Council of Europe, European Union in a regional level can play an invaluable role in supporting women’s NGOs in developing networks, in organizing and directing research, and in finding application for research fund around the world. 

� This is the European Women’s Lobby’s “50-50 campaign for Democracy” 


� Term taken from the book Women, Europe and the new languages of politics, Hilary Footitt, Womwn in the European Union, chapter 2 


� Source: IPU, � HYPERLINK "http://www.ipu.org/wmn-e/classif.htm" ��http://www.ipu.org/wmn-e/classif.htm� 





� The interviews of the parliaments’ members can be found in the book Women, Europe and the New Languages of Politics, chapter 2: Women in the European Union


� Fiona Mackay, lecturer in politics at the university of Edinburgh elaborates on this topic in her book “love and Politics”, women politicians and the ethics of care, Continuum, 2001


� reviews of these instruments can be found in the following website: http://www.newr.bham.ac.uk/topics/Political/political_instruments.htm
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