PAGE  
2

Women in politics:
Nordic experiences

Article written for the Norwegian Association of Local and

Regional Authorities (KS) within the framework of 

Its international collaboration comprising among others

support for the training of women politicians in India 

and other countries in South Asia.

By Torild Skard
Senior researcher, Norwegian Institute of International Relations,

Former MP and President of the Norwegian Upper House,

Director-General of the Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs and

Director in UNESCO and UNICEF

31. INTRODUCTION


31.1. Extensive women's political participation


31.2. Small countries with cultural and economic homogeneity


31.3. Differences with regard to power and independence


42. COMMON HISTORIC CHARACTERISTICS


42.1. Traditional gender based division of labour and power


42.2. Early right to vote, but limited participation


52.3. Demand for change in the beginning of the 1970s


53. POSITIVE CONDITIONS AFFECTING WOMEN'S PARTICIPATION


53.1. Mutually supportive factors: education, attitude and openings


63.2. Rich, secular and egalitarian democracies


63.3. Slow, but gradual change


74. ELECTORAL SYSTEMS


74.1. Proportional elections and multi member districts


84.2. Proportional elections – no magic wand


95. CHANGING ATTITUDES


95.1. Pre election campaigns from 1967


95.2. Dramatic increase in 1971: "the women's coup"


106. THE ROLE OF THE POLITICAL PARTIES


106.1. Key functions in political life


116.2. Financial state support, but decreasing membership


116.3. Multiparty systems, relatively receptive to women


126.4. Different forms of women's political organizations


126.5. Women's political parties and lists


137. DIFFERENT FORMS OF GENDER QUOTAS


137.1. Voluntary 40% quotas within the political parties


147.2. Compulsory 40% quotas for public committees


157.3. No quotas for the representation of immigrants


158. GENDER SEGREGATION


158.1. Vertical segregation: men get the most important positions


168.2. Horizontal segregation: men and women get different fields


169. BARRIERS TO POLITICAL PARTICIPATION


169.1. Barriers of participation as well as politics


179.2. Pressure to be one of the men


179.3. Varying views and approaches re. women's issues


179.4. Double or triple work load


1810. DO WOMEN MAKE A DIFFERENCE?


1810.1. The importance of a critical mass: minimum 30%


1810.2. Change of agenda and priorities?


1810.3. Many women involved in women's issues - few men


1810.3. Important changes: egalitarian policies and legislation


1910.4. House work and children, still mainly a female responsibility


1911. PRESENT CHALLENGE: FLATTENING OUT OF REPRESENTATION


2012. LITERATURE


2113. FIGURES AND TABLES




1. INTRODUCTION
1.1. Extensive women's political participation 
The participation of women in formal politics in the Nordic countries is extensive relative to most other nations and has been for a number of years. The representation of women in the Cabinet, in Parliament and the local councils is fairly high, close to gender balance in some cases, and most of the countries have or have had women Heads of state and government. How did this happen? How did women get access to high political office in this part of the world? In this article we will give a brief account of experiences in the Nordic countries with a main focus on the political system, using information first of all from Norway, but also from other countries.
1.2. Small countries with cultural and economic homogeneity 

The Nordic countries include Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway and Sweden. They are all relatively small, Sweden being the largest with 9 million inhabitants in 2006 and Iceland the smallest with only 300 000. Though the Finnish have a different background and language, the populations have a great degree of economic and cultural homogeneity – with two clear exceptions. Mainly in the northern districts of Norway, Sweden and Finland there is an indigenous Sami population registered to be around 30 000, but probably more, with a distinctive traditional culture and economic activity. Further, during recent years, there has been a great influx of immigrants from other parts of the world. In 2005, the number of foreign born living scattered around in the Nordic countries amounted to about 1.5 million, or 8 per cent of the population, and in addition came those with foreign born parents. Most of the foreign born lived in Sweden, a considerable number also in Denmark and Norway, and about half came from countries outside of the EU/EFTA area. As this article is relatively short, it will primarily be devoted to the majority Nordic populations. 
1.3. Differences with regard to power and independence 

Denmark and Sweden have traditionally been the most powerful nations on the Nordic scene, having been independent for centuries and colonized the neighbouring states. Norway became independent in 1905, Finland in 1917 and Iceland in 1918. Finland and Iceland are republics, with popularly elected presidents, while the others are monarchies. In modern times the role of the monarchs is in essence ceremonial and succession to the throne was male until recent years. In 1972, Denmark got a Queen (Margrethe II).  


The Nordic countries have several island dependencies, among which the most important are the Faeroe Islands (48 000 inhabitants), Greenland (57 000 inhabitants) and Åland (27 000 inhabitants). All three have home rule and the representation of women in governing bodies varies. However, as they are characterized by very different historic developments and living conditions, partly unlike those of the mother states, they are not included in the present overview. 
2. COMMON HISTORIC CHARACTERISTICS
2.1. Traditional gender based division of labour and power

The Nordic countries have traditionally been agricultural with a gender-based division of labour. Women worked hard and could play important roles in different contexts, but their position was generally subordinate in relation to men. The uneven distribution of legitimate power was most marked in the political area. Men occupied most formal political positions and had control over the state. In modern times a first broad wave of feminism began in the nineteenth century in the wake of the industrial revolution. The discrimination of women became more acutely felt as modern technology, economic and social shifts made conditions more difficult for women in different social classes. An organized women's movement arose, primarily in the cities where female intellectuals from the upper and middle classes began to express their discontent. Formal organizations were established first among middle class women, then among the working class. Middle class women formed special women's rights organizations demanding political rights, the right to education and access to employment. Working class women struggled above all to improve working conditions and create trade unions.
2.2. Early right to vote, but limited participation

The Nordic countries granted women the right to vote earlier than most nations. Universal suffrage was introduced in Finland in 1906, Norway in 1913, Denmark and Iceland in 1915 and Sweden in 1921. Political institutions varied, but all countries had representative democratic systems with popularly elected national assemblies and local councils. (Denmark, Norway and Sweden also had county councils, but these will not be included here). However, the participation of women in formal politics remained extremely limited for a long time. They went to the polls in gradually increasing numbers, but very few were elected to local councils or the Parliament. Only Finland achieved a representation of women in Parliament of as much as 10 per cent before the Second World War. In the 1960s, the representation of women in Parliament and the local councils did not exceed fifteen per cent in any of the Nordic countries and was mostly considerably lower (see figures 1 and 2).

 
At the time of the Second World War, most of the legal restrictions on the activities of women were abolished, and with the elimination of legal discrimination many people thought that the problems were solved. But this represented only a first step. In the 1950s and 1960s a critical “sex-role debate” pointed out that formal equality between women and men did not automatically translate into real equality. In fact, the Nordic societies were still characterized by widespread discrimination of women. 
2.3. Demand for change in the beginning of the 1970s

Demands for change became more pressing when a second wave of feminism sprang up in the beginning of the 1970s. The new vitality of the women's movement arose in a situation where women were getting more education and more paid employment than before, but there still was a striking disparity between women’s rights and the everyday realities they faced. In the labour market, women got jobs with lower prestige and wages, more arduous working conditions and fewer chances for advancement. Irrespective of their increasing participation in the workforce, women continued to shoulder most of the responsibility for housework and child care. The possibilities of controlling reproduction were limited and the number of day care centres for children generally very few. In decision-making bodies the scarcity of women was conspicuous.
 The political involvement which sprang from the women's movement took various forms. In some cases, women were sceptical to the formal male dominated political establishment and preferred non formal, independent forms of action. In other cases, women felt that it was not only necessary, but also possible to change the political institutions, including the political parties, from within, democratic processes being firmly established and functioning relatively well. In Denmark, Iceland and Norway, independent women's groups of different kinds flourished. In Sweden and Finland, there was little new organizational activity. The work for gender equality was mainly pursued through traditional political institutions, including political women's organizations. In all countries, there was an increased mobilization of women in the political parties. 
3. POSITIVE CONDITIONS AFFECTING WOMEN'S PARTICIPATION
3.1. Mutually supportive factors: education, attitude and openings 

Research shows that many factors: socioeconomic, political and cultural, affect the participation of women in formal political institutions in male-dominated societies. The importance of different factors varies, but they must interact in a mutually supportive way – or at least not counteract each other too much for women to become political actors. There must be a supply of women with relevant qualifications (how they may be defined). But they will not be motivated to engage in politics or be accepted in a political role if attitudes towards women’s political participation are not favourable. At the same time, if the political system does not provide openings, women will not be able to take part or get access to important posts even if they are qualified and willing. 

3.2. Rich, secular and egalitarian democracies 

The Nordic countries differ with regards to size, socioeconomic conditions, urbanization, culture, political developments and electoral systems, but they are all characterized by conditions that are generally considered to be favourable for an increase of women’s participation in formal political institutions. All the countries have liberal democratic political systems with proportional elections and the cultures are marked to a great extent by secularism and egalitarianism. After the Second World War, the societies have gradually evolved from industrial to post-industrial, achieving very high standards of economic and social development. In 2005, all countries were among the top twenty in the world, according to the human development index of the United Nations Development Programme. With the exception to a certain extent of Iceland, the representation of women in Parliament and the local councils has also been strikingly similar in all the Nordic countries, increasing notably in course of the years (see figure 1) – and, as far as the data go for the period after the Second World War, attaining higher levels than in other Western industrialized countries. In 2006, the Nordic countries on average had 41 per cent women in Parliament, while the other Western countries only had 17 per cent (Inter-Parliamentary Union).
3.3. Slow, but gradual change

In spite of the favourable conditions, it is noteworthy that the inclusion of women in the political leadership took a long time. In fact, it is a relatively recent phenomenon. For more than 60 years, following the achievement of women’s political rights, very little happened. During the post-war years, progress was also partly slow and though it at times became more rapid, there were few really dramatic jumps. Further, there were variations from one country to the other. 
During the last decade, Sweden has been in the forefront, approaching gender balance in political decision-making bodies, while particularly Iceland and Denmark have lagged behind. Thus the level of female representation in the Cabinet, the Parliament and local councils in the Nordic countries covered a span from 27 to 47 per cent in 2006 (see figure 1 and table 2). Iceland elected a female President in 1980, the independent Vigdis Finnbogadottir, and she functioned until 1996. Gro Harlem Brundtland became Prime Minister in the Labour government in Norway in 1981, but only for a short period of time. She came back, however, in 1986-89 and 1990-96. In addition, Anne Enger Lahnstein from the Centre party acted briefly as Prime Minister in 1998. In Finland, the Social Democratic Tarja Halonen was elected President in 2000 and is still in office, while Anneli Jäätteenmäki from the Centre party only functioned as Prime Minister for a couple of months in 2003.      
4. ELECTORAL SYSTEMS
4.1. Proportional elections and multi member districts

According to research, women are more likely to be elected with proportional elections in large multimember districts than majority elections in single-member districts. The Nordic countries generally introduced proportional elections at the same time as universal suffrage. The exception was Iceland, adopting the system only in 1959. In all the countries, seats are distributed to different parties in a constituency according to the votes obtained. Systems and voting rules differ, however, giving the voters more or less influence on the selection of candidates to fill the seats. Finland has a compulsory personal voting system. The parties propose candidates, but the voters only write one name (earlier a few names) on the ballot and thus decide who shall be elected. Sweden, on the other hand, used closed electoral lists until 1997, leaving to the parties alone to decide who would represent them. Denmark, Iceland and Sweden after 1997 have voluntary personal voting systems, where the voters might influence the selection of candidates if they wish to. Norway practices electoral lists that are as good as closed in parliamentary elections, but changeable in local elections.   
The advantage of proportional elections in multimember districts is illustrated by the Norwegian parliamentary elections. Multiple candidates, of which several might be elected, provide more opportunities for women than a plurality-majority system where each party only has one candidate. In Norway, the nomination and election of women for Parliament was for a long time clearly related to the number of representatives the parties obtained in each constituency. The more representatives a party assumed that it would get, the greater the willingness to nominate a woman for a seat in the national assembly. It was not often accepted to be represented by a woman only, or even a woman and a man. Most of the female members of Parliament were therefore elected by parties with three or more mandates in the constituency. During recent years, the pattern has changed somewhat. For parties with gender quotas, the number of representatives to be elected has lost its significance. Women have the same access regardless of how many (or few) seats the parties obtain in each constituency. Parties without quotas (the Conservative and Progress parties), however, continue to nominate only men when they do not get more than one or two seats (see table 4). 
Finland had a higher percentage of women in Parliament than the other Nordic countries until the 1970s (see figure 1). This may have been a result of the voting system combined with a greater acceptance of female politicians. Finland was the third country in the world to grant women political rights and both women and men obtained the right to vote and became eligible at the same time. The background was special. Finland was an autonomous grand duchy of the Russian empire and the Russian defeat in the war with Japan, unrest among Russian workers and the Finnish general strike in 1905 made the Tsar willing to accept the creation of a national assembly in Finland based on universal suffrage. Both the labour and the women’s movements pressed for the reform. The occupational activity of women was relatively high and they rapidly engaged in party politics. In 1926-27, the first female minister, Miina Sillanpää, served in the government – the only female minister in a Nordic country during the interwar years besides Danish Nina Bang (1924-26). 
4.2. Proportional elections – no magic wand

Advantageous as they might be, proportional elections are no magic wand, as the case of Iceland shows. With regards to women in Parliament and the local councils, Iceland has lagged behind during the entire post-war period (see figure 1 and 2). The relatively low female representation has been associated with widespread reservations with regards to women in politics, possibly related to a dominant social structure of agriculture and fishery. But the electoral system has also made access difficult for women. The national assembly is very small – only 60-63 members – and combined with a large number of electoral districts and political parties, parties rarely get more than one or two representatives in each constituency. The use of open primaries for the selection of candidates further favour men, due to the resources required. Most local councils are extremely small, the average size being only 5-6 members. Women have generally been elected in the two largest cities, Reykjavik and Akureyri. In spite of the obstacles, the representation of women both in Parliament and the local councils has increased in a marked way during recent decades. This is due among others to pressure from the women’s movement, particularly the women’s lists (see part 6).
Around 1990, special Sami Parliaments were established in Norway, Sweden and Finland. In spite of similarities in the setup, the representation of women differs. At the last elections, the percentage of women MPs was 32 in Sweden, 33 in Finland and 51 in Norway. Since 2005, the Norwegian Sami Parliament has had a female President, Aili Keskitalo. The populations and parliaments are very small and the percentages might be influenced to a great extent by individual as well as structural or cultural factors. 
5. CHANGING ATTITUDES
5.1. Pre election campaigns from 1967

Though the electoral system may provide opportunities, these do not necessarily benefit women if political parties and voters do not support female candidates. Party women as well as autonomous feminist movements have claimed an increase in women’s representation and used different strategies to influence attitudes and gain support for the demand: resolutions, campaigns, networks, women’s parliaments, ad hoc social movements etc. The information campaigns waged by Norwegian women can illustrate the processes. Mostly, but not only in connection with local elections, women arranged meetings and demonstrations, tried to capture the interest of the mass media and create a widespread public debate focusing on the importance of women in political office.
 
The Norwegian system of local elections allows voters to influence the choice of candidates. The parties present lists of candidates in order of priority. The voters may alter the priority in different ways and the changes may be decisive. Generally, the tendency has been for voters to favour male candidates for different reasons, thus lowering the female representation in the councils in relation to the party setup. To raise the proportion of elected women, it has therefore been necessary to increase the general support for female candidates. 
The first information campaign was organized in 1967. While women were the driving force of the campaign, they co-operated closely with leading male politicians, the Prime Minister from the Centre Party and the former Prime Minister from the Labour Party. All the political parties and a great number of women's organizations participated in the campaign. Working primarily through the mass media and the schools, extensive information activities were launched, stressing the valuable contribution of women in politics. The political parties were urged to nominate women as candidates and the voters were urged to vote for them. After the 1967 campaign the overall representation of women in the local councils increased from 6.3 to 9.5 per cent (see table 1).
5.2. Dramatic increase in 1971: "the women's coup"  

For the 1971 elections, the largest women's organization carried out an information campaign much like the one four years earlier, but without the help of top-level politicians. At the same time, women within the political parties agitated for the nomination of women candidates and various autonomous groups studied ways of gaining influence at the polls. They secretly organized the systematic use of one of the most effective voting techniques in favour of women. The efforts led to a 'women's coup', as leading politicians later called it. Not only did the elections result in a general increase in the female representation on the local councils, but women gained the majority in three municipalities (among them the capital, Oslo).
There was uproar in political circles. 'Female knock out in the elections!' - 'Political amazons take the City Hall by storm!' were typical newspaper headlines. There had been no public opposition to the women's demands before the elections, but now women were accused of using 'undemocratic procedures' – though the procedures were completely legal and had often been used earlier by men. Not long after, the electoral law was changed, diminishing the influence of the voters on the choice of candidates.
At the next local elections in 1975, there was only a slight increase in the representation of women and this was perceived as a ‘backlash’. In the long run, however, the 'women's coup' had a positive impact, the most important being the change in attitudes of many women. They became more interested and active in politics and showed new courage, ambition and spirit. The women who were elected discovered that they were able to carry out the everyday political work in spite of discrimination and other problems. The attitudes of many men were also influenced. They began to understand that women were serious about their demands and willing to use the ballot to achieve their aims. They also realized that women were capable of doing an efficient job. Even if they raised women's issues, the result was not necessarily a catastrophe or revolution. 
No information campaign was organized in 1975, though the ‘International Women’s Year’ entailed considerable attention to women’s issues in general. But in 1979, before the elections, women's organizations got together again and the increase in the representation of women was greater than before, from 15.4 to 22.8 per cent. Once more women gained a majority in three local councils, but this time there was no uproar. 
Information campaigns were regularly repeated in connection with elections during the following decades, from the mid-1980s organized by the official Equality Council. They had considerable impact, but the level of women’s representation in the local councils and Parliament flattened out during the 1990s (see table 1).
6. THE ROLE OF THE POLITICAL PARTIES
6.1. Key functions in political life 
The political parties have key functions in Nordic political life. With the exception of Iceland, the parties began to establish themselves at the end of the nineteenth century and set their mark on twentieth-century political life, though party landscapes and roles changed in course of the years. The party structures vary. The Icelandic parties in particular have generally weaker structures and a character more of caucus parties than their counterparts in the other countries. In the four largest countries, party organizations also differ, but are mostly based on individual membership. Members pay a fee, participate in party activities and elect the governing bodies through democratic processes. Some parties are very small or exist only in one or a few municipalities. Others have national coverage with activities both at local and national levels. Here party congresses representing the country as a whole usually elect the national leadership and adopt the party programme, ensuring coherent policies in different parts of the country, in the government, Parliament and local councils. 
6.2. Financial state support, but decreasing membership
During recent years, the state in all the Nordic countries has provided financial support to the parties according to the votes each party has obtained at the elections. However, party membership generally has gone down towards the end of the 20th century, now including totally only around 10 percent of the population. Nevertheless, candidates standing for election to Parliament and local councils have increasingly been nominated by the political parties. In most cases, for a candidate to run successfully, acceptance by a party, along with the financial backing this implies, has been necessary. 
6.3. Multiparty systems, relatively receptive to women 
All the Nordic countries have multiparty systems. Traditionally, the political parties grew out of various cultural, social and economic divisions. Although there is a good deal of variation, they are generally placed along a left-right-scale going from Conservative and/or other right-wing parties, via Liberal, Christian democratic and Agrarian parties, to Social democratic, Communist and/or other left-wing parties. In addition, other parties have been created to promote specific causes such as environmental protection, the rights of the elderly, the interests of a certain district etc. The influence of broad popular movements has at times been considerable, the labour movements being particularly strong, promoting values of equality, justice and solidarity. Social democratic parties ruled for the most of the last fifty years in Norway and Sweden and were often part of government coalitions in the other countries. They marked developments in the Nordic societies to a great extent, also with regards to gender, and the welfare state policy gained widespread support. 
The multiparty system provides alternative channels of political participation and most of the Nordic parties are small. As such, they have been relatively receptive to the mobilization of women and increasing numbers became members. Statistics are poor or lacking, but in the 1980s women made up roughly 30-40 per cent of the membership in many parties. Obtaining leadership positions was not simple, however: generally, the higher the position the fewer women. In the executive boards, the percentage of women was on the average not more than 20-30 percent. Some parties, particularly in Finland and Norway, had women vice presidents, but only one, and female presidents were extremely rare. In the early 1980s only four women had obtained this position, all in Norway. Generally, liberal and left-oriented parties accepted more women in leading positions than parties to the right. 
Recent statistics are incomplete, but there is reason to believe that the position of women in the political parties has been strengthened especially in left-wing and centre parties, though there have been female party presidents also from right-wing parties in different countries. In 2005/06, two of the seven most important political parties in Norway had more than fifty percent female members. Five had more than 40 per cent women in their governing bodies, of which three had more than 50 per cent. Four party leaders were women and the other parties all had female vice presidents (see table 3).  
6.4. Different forms of women's political organizations   
There has been controversy concerning special women’s organizations in or affiliated to the political parties. Views have been divided. Many people have been against party factions, but realized that a special women's section might attract women who would not otherwise be politically active. Special units could train women in political work and strengthen their position. They could also promote women’s issues, though they risked isolating women and women’s issues instead of integrating them into the party mainstream. Parties have changed their organizational setup over the years. Special women’s organizations or sections have played an important role, but in many cases they have been abolished during recent years. Nordic parties now frequently have equality committees and/or feminist groups functioning as pressure groups within the organization. In Finland and Sweden, however, strong and active political women's organizations have been maintained.

6.5. Women's political parties and lists  
 
The male dominance in the political parties sometimes led women to create independent women's parties. In protest against the exclusion of women from popularly elected bodies, the parties presented electoral lists with all or mostly female candidates. Challenging the established party system, their efforts were usually met with substantial resistance. Occasionally candidates were elected, nevertheless, but gender alone often proved to be an insufficient basis for political action and the parties rarely lasted long. But in some cases they forced other parties to increase their representation of women. 
Women’s lists have been set up in all the Nordic countries except Finland. In Finland, there have not been any, possibly because the voters can vote for female candidates on the ordinary party ballots. Women’s lists have been most frequent in Denmark, Iceland and Norway, particularly at local level, where the political parties are less dominating than they are nationally. In Norway and Sweden, the women’s parties have usually not succeeded in winning seats in elected bodies, probably due to strong party loyalties and relatively good access for women through the established parties. At the parliamentary elections in Sweden in 2006, the Feminist Initiative obtained less than one per cent of the votes. But the women’s list may have contributed to the increase in the female representation from 45 to 47 per cent in spite of the defeat of the Social democratic party. In Denmark and Iceland, women have been elected, but in Denmark not recently. 
Iceland is a special case, with a woman’s party in the 1980s and 90s that was relatively successful both at national and local elections. The women’s movement was very active in the 1970s and a female president was elected. But the role of the Icelandic president is mainly ceremonial and the rest of the political establishment did not change. Women’s access to elected bodies did not increase and social policies did not cater to women’s needs. Women’s lists were therefore presented at the local elections in 1982 in the two biggest towns and candidates were elected in both. At the parliamentary elections in 1983, the woman’s party obtained several seats in the National Assembly and had during the period 1983-99 from 3 to 6 MPs. In 1999, the party joined a four party alliance and was dissolved. The alliance got a majority in Reykjavik in three consecutive local elections. As a result of the women’s party, the representation of women from other parties increased noticeably both at local and national level, though there was a backlash at the parliamentary elections in 2003 (see figure 1).
7. DIFFERENT FORMS OF GENDER QUOTAS
7.1. Voluntary 40% quotas within the political parties
To increase the representation of women in political bodies, gender quotas have been introduced. The liberal party in Sweden was the first to set a goal of at least 40 per cent of each sex in all party boards and committees. In Norway, the Liberal party followed up two years later and the first woman party president (Eva Kolstad) was elected in 1974. In 1975, the Norwegian Left Socialist Party adopted gender quotas and elected a woman president (Berit Ås). The Left Socialist Party was the first to elect a female Secretary General (Liss Schanke) in 1979. The competition for votes led other parties to copy the quota arrangement. The large Norwegian Labour Party did so in 1983, the Centre and Christian People’s parties later. Even without quota systems, parties increased the representation of women in governing bodies, though not as much. The right-wing parties (the Conservative and Progress parties) did not accept quotas, the Progress party refusing to actively recruit or promote women (see table 3).


Gender quotas were used not only internally, to recruit party officials, but also in popular elections. Beginning in 1975 with a quota of one third and then extending it to 40 per cent, particularly the Norwegian Left Socialist party increased its representation of women in elected bodies in a very marked way. In practice, the zipper system was used with men and women alternating on the electoral lists. This system forced the nomination committees to look actively for female candidates and made it easier to gain support for them, reducing the direct competition between men and women. The adoption of gender quotas in the Labour Party contributed to the representation of women jumping upwards in the Norwegian Parliament in 1985 and the local councils in 1987. In 1986, the world’s first ‘women’s cabinet’ with 44 per cent female ministers was appointed by the Labour Prime Minister Gro Harlem Brundtland. The first time Brundtland was Prime Minister, she only had 24 per cent women in the Cabinet (see figure and table 1). In 2005, the Labour party adopted a quota of 50 percent. 
Gender quotas have been used by different political parties in the Nordic countries, primarily left, social democratic, centrist and green parties. In Sweden, they have played an important role. An active women’s movement, particularly associated with the Social Democratic party, was a driving force for women’s representation. A reduction in the number of women in Parliament in 1991 (from 38 to 33 per cent) created strong reactions. Widespread public debate ensued with broad mobilization of women. One feminist pressure group threatened to create a women’s party if women were not elected by the other parties. At the next elections, in 1994, Sweden broke earlier records with 40 per cent women in Parliament and the local councils. A Social Democratic government replaced the former non-socialist one and brought 50 per cent women into the Cabinet. This world high was due to the adoption of a 50 per cent gender quota in the Social Democratic party in 1993 and during more than a decade the party maintained a gender balance in the Cabinet. In 1999, there was even a female majority (55 per cent, but the Prime Minister was a man). The percentage of women in Parliament and the local councils climbed gradually towards fifty per cent. After a non-socialist government took over in 2006, the number of women in the Cabinet was slightly reduced (see figure 1 and 2 and table 2). 

Quota provisions have not been accepted by Finnish parties, but due to the active involvement of women, the female representation in political bodies has risen, though not as much as in Sweden, and two women became national leaders, though one had to resign after a short time. In Denmark, two parties abandoned quotas after having introduced them and they had little effect. In Parliament women’s representation increased, nevertheless, while there was a levelling off at local level (see figure 2).  
In all cases, the Nordic quotas are voluntary. No legal provisions have been adopted forcing all political parties to ensure a minimum of women in decision-making political bodies. Nor have special seats been reserved for women in Parliament or the local councils. Such interference with electoral processes is considered to be unacceptable, particularly by bourgeois parties. 
7.2. Compulsory 40% quotas for public committees 

In other areas of society there is less resistance, however. Since the 1980s, quota regulations have been implemented for public committees in all the Nordic countries. Norway started with quota policies for state committees, councils and boards in 1973. All nominating institutions and organizations were required to propose one male and one female candidate for each vacant seat and the responsible ministry made a choice that assured an equitable representation of women. Later, a minimum of at least 40 per cent of each sex was required. The number of women serving on the state committees increased from 11 per cent in 1972 to 44 per cent in 2005. All committees did not comply with the rules, the female representation being particularly low in defence and transport. There were also relatively few women chairing the committees. In addition, both Finland and Norway have passed laws demanding a minimum of 40 per cent of either sex in local public committees. Recently, Norway also introduced quotas for the boards of state-owned and public limited companies due to the low representation of women. Such regulations are the first of this kind on the Nordic scene.
7.3. No quotas for the representation of immigrants 

There have been no quotas or other special arrangements related to the representation of immigrants in political bodies, though it seems clear that they often encounter special resistance, particularly if they come from countries outside the EU/OECD area. As far as the information goes, there were no foreign born MPs in the Finnish, Icelandic and Norwegian Parliaments in 2005, though there might have been some with foreign born parents. In Sweden, where 12 per cent of the population is foreign born, their representation in Parliament went up to 5 per cent of the MPs in 2002 after having been 2 per cent for a number of years. A majority of the representatives were women. In Denmark, with 8 per cent foreign born in the population, there were 2 per cent foreign born of the MPs in 2005, all men.   
8. GENDER SEGREGATION
8.1. Vertical segregation: men get the most important positions
As women started penetrating into political institutions, a pattern of gender segregation appeared. Basically the pattern has two dimensions: a vertical dimension by which men get more important positions than women, and a horizontal dimension which displays a division of labour in keeping with traditional gender roles. The patterns have, with variations, been recorded at different levels in all the Nordic countries.
The vertical gender segregation in Norway is illustrated in table 4. Both in the local councils and Parliament the percentage of women becomes smaller as one moves upwards in the hierarchies. Gender differences are not as great in 2006 as they were earlier, but they still exist in particular regarding the recruitment to Parliament and the election of mayors in the municipalities. Possibly, women are more reluctant trying to gain power for themselves. Men might also be preferred because they have the 'right' qualifications, often having more political experience and more prestigious positions. The assignment of posts in the elected bodies is frequently decided by a (male) majority and it might have more confidence in men than in women.  
8.2. Horizontal segregation: men and women get different fields

As for horizontal segregation, men are generally more occupied with questions related to production and women to reproduction. We lack precise data from local levels, but spot tests show the patterns to be roughly similar to those at the national level. The Norwegian Parliament is illustrative. On committees dealing with production (agriculture, industry, transport and trade) there was only 24 per cent women in 2005, while the membership of committees dealing with reproductive matters (education, labour and socia1 affairs, family and environmental protection) comprised 43 per cent women. On committees dealing with defining and defending the system (defence, foreign affairs, justice and finance) women had the same percentage as in the Parliament as a whole. It is possible that women and men choose different committees due to different interests and competence. However, an earlier study of the Parliament showed that women and men generally wanted to be on the same committees, but the women’s wishes were not complied with to the same extent as those of men. The women thought this resulted partly from discrimination, partly from the required qualifications, tending to favour traditional gender patterns.
9. BARRIERS TO POLITICAL PARTICIPATION 
There are different reasons for increasing the participation of women in political decision-making bodies. Participation is considered a democratic right. In addition, it is asserted that women have political interests that should be represented, and that society will benefit from the qualifications and values women bring to politics. 
9.1. Barriers of participation as well as politics
Trying to enter a male dominated political world, however, women usually encounter various barriers. First, there is the barrier of participation. Are women allowed to take part? Then, there is the barrier of policies. Are women permitted or encouraged to promote women's interests? 
The position of women politicians is often extremely complex. Are they recruited because they are women, in spite of it or both at the same time? And what significance does gender actually have? The women belong to different political parties, have various social, educational and occupational backgrounds etc. It is not always easy to separate the different characteristics. Views of what it means to be a “female politician” have also developed as more women have acquired political roles, become more accepted and behaviours as well as perceptions have changed. 

9.2. Pressure to be one of the men
When the women in political institutions are few, pressures are usually strong to become “one of the men”: downplay their femaleness, adopt predominant male priorities and behave more or less like men. A considerable number of female politicians have received compliments such as “she’s one of the boys” or “she has balls”. At the same time, they are women. And they may be criticized, particularly by feminists, because they do not champion women’s needs and interests. Why should women enter politics if they don’t make a difference? The role of a female politician often becomes a balancing act between different, partly contradictory expectations, between men’s and women’s roles. 

Being a woman may be considered an asset by political parties wishing to appeal to women voters or show signs of renewal or democracy. Many women experienced their gender as a disadvantage, however, working as party representatives. They felt that they were scrutinized more closely and criticized more harshly than male politicians, often with sexist over- and undertones. If they were strong, there were accused of not being “feminine”. If they were weak, they were “dumb dolls”, unable to govern. Some were blamed for not being proper women, neglecting their duties towards the family, among others. 
9.3. Varying views and approaches re. women's issues
Female politicians held varying political views and their approach to women’s issues differed. Being recruited into and wishing to succeed in male dominated parties, many did not have gender equality at the top of their agenda. Resistance from party colleagues could also give the impression that women were accepted only on the condition that they did not actively promote women’s interests. Some female politicians chose to dissociate themselves from other women and from feminists in particular. Others declared themselves as “feminist”, but even parties actively promoting women’s issues, rarely gave such questions priority.      

9.4. Double or triple work load
Women often found working conditions in a man-made political world very demanding. As female politicians they often got double or even triple work loads, coping with their responsibilities both in the workplace, at home and in politics. A debate arose concerning the way political parties and elected bodies functioned: the number, duration and times of meetings, the form of proceedings, the volume and contents of documentation and so on. Particularly at the local level, where holding a political office generally is a voluntary leisure time activity, the problem many places became acute. Especially small parties got problems recruiting candidates. There was little or no competition for the posts, as the number of willing candidates was very limited, at times even insufficient.
10. DO WOMEN MAKE A DIFFERENCE?

10.1. The importance of a critical mass: minimum 30%
Gradually, it became a widespread view that the number of women must reach a certain level before they can have an impact on the culture, policies and workings of male-dominated institutions. In the 1990s the United Nations therefore recommended that the proportion of women in political bodies and leadership positions should be at least 30 per cent. 
10.2. Change of agenda and priorities?
As the number of women in political office went up in the Nordic countries, the question arose to which extent this led in fact to a change in policies? Research is limited. But the experience in the local councils in Norway where women obtained the majority in 1971, was that a number of issues that had been neglected were put on the political agenda. These concerned among others child care, widows’ and widowers’ pensions, equal pay for equal work and measures to help single parents and married women join the labour force. From this agenda some reforms were introduced: the lowest paid female employees received better pay; part-time jobs and flexible working hours were introduced; and members of the local councils received compensation for child-care costs during council meetings.

10.3. Many women involved in women's issues - few men
In various political bodies in the Nordic countries it has been observed that very many female politicians involve themselves in women's issues, at least at some time, even if they do not necessarily declare themselves as “feminist”. Male representatives, on the other hand, do so only exceptionally. During recent decades, issues of special concern to women have also been brought onto the political agenda at national or local levels. The issues have been related in particular to the promotion of gender equality, improvement of conditions for women in the workforce and strengthening of public social welfare and child care services. Some reforms have been adopted and implemented, though implementation sometimes has been slow and only partial.

10.3. Important changes: egalitarian policies and legislation
It is impossible to say how the Nordic countries would have been without women in politics. Important changes have taken place. Though there are variations, a state egalitarian policy has been established and legislation passed with the aim of promoting equality in all the Nordic countries. The number of women in the labour-force has continued to increase and measures have been introduced to help working mothers. The right to maternity leave has been extended and the number of day care centres for children increased. Women get more education than before and are more able to control the size of their families. Socioeconomic, cultural and political factors are interrelated. However, it seems to be more than a coincidence that the Nordic countries with relatively high levels of female representation in political bodies, also have made improvements in the status and living conditions of women that women in other countries are still struggling to achieve. Conditions have been favourable in different ways, but the reforms have also been actively promoted by female politicians in alliance with men and in many cases pushed by an active women’s movement. 
10.4. House work and children, still mainly a female responsibility
It is a long and complicated process to change the basic structures of patriarchal societies. The Nordic labour market is still segregated with women generally in inferior jobs and influential positions mainly occupied by men. In the large economic organizations, leadership is extremely male-dominated. Some changes have taken place in the relationship between fathers and children and in men's participation in household chores, particularly among young people. But gainfully employed or not, the burden of housework and child care still remains chiefly with women. Nordic societies have not yet succeeded in creating equal working conditions for women and men – or equal opportunities for political participation.
11. PRESENT CHALLENGE: FLATTENING OUT OF REPRESENTATION

The flattening out of the representation of women in popularly elected bodies in some Nordic countries during recent years has many reasons. In Norway, the women’s movement is fragmented and does not exert as much pressure as before. Gender equality has to a large extent become a consensus issue, but the political parties are often more committed in rhetoric than in practice. Some politicians hold the view that equality in fact has been achieved or that the attention now must be given to the role of men, not only the role of women. Affirmative action to strengthen the position of women has lost some of its legitimacy and clout. Regarding the representation of women in popularly elected bodies, the limitations of voluntary party gender quotas are increasingly evident. The law does not ensure a balanced gender representation in political office when the political parties fail to do so. The electoral system might need revision to increase the access of women. At the local level, the tasks of the local councils and the working conditions of the members require further attention to ensure a satisfactory supply of candidates.
12. LITERATURE
Ballington, Julie & Azza Karam, eds.: Women in Parliament: Beyond Numbers, 

Stockholm, International Institute for Democracy and Electoral 

Assistance, 2005 

Bergqvist, Christina et al.,eds.: Equal Democracies? Gender and Politics in the 
Nordic Countries, Oslo, Aschehoug, 1999
Bystydzienski, Jill: Women in Electoral Politics, Lessons from Norway, 

Westport/London, Prager, 1995

Christensen, Martin K.: Worldwide guide to Women Leadership, 


www.guide2womenleaders.com, 2006
Dahlerup, Drude: Vi har ventet længe nok – håndbog i kvinderepræsentation (We 

have waited long enough – handbook in women’s representation), 
København, Nordisk Ministerråd, 1988

Freidenvall, Lenita, Drude Dahlerup & Hege Skjeie: “The Nordic countries, an 

incremental model”, Drude Dahlerup, ed., Women, Quotas and Politics, 

London/New York, 2006
Haavio-Mannila, Elina et al., eds.: Unfinished Democracy, Women in Nordic 
Politics, Oxford/New York, Pergamon Press, 1985

Haffner, Vilhelm; Olaf Chr. Torp; Stortinget: Stortinget i navn og 

tall (The Parliament, Names and Numbers), Oslo, Cammermeyer, 

Cappelen, Grundt Tanum, Universitetsforlaget, 1921-2005

Henig, Ruth & Simon Henig: Women and Political Power, Europe Since 1945, 

London, Routledge, 2001
Inglehart, Ronald & Pippa Norris: Rising Tide, Gender Equality and Cultural 

Change around the World, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2003

Inter-Parliamentary Union: Men and Women in Politics, Democracy still in the 

Making, A World Comparative Study, IPU, Geneva, 1997

Inter-Parliamentary Union: Women in National Parliaments, www.ipu.org, 1997-

2006 
Karvonen, Lauri & Per Selle, eds.: Women in Nordic Politics, Closing the Gap, 
Aldershot/Brookfield, Dartmouth, 1995

Kenworthy, Lane & Melissa Malami; “Gender Inequality in Political 

Representation: A Worldwide Comparative Analysis”, Social Forces 78 no 

1, 1999, 235-69

Norris, Pippa: “Women’s representation”, Pippa Norris: Electoral Engineering, 

Voting Rules and Political Behaviour”, Cambridge, Cambridge University 

Press, 2004 
Official statistics from the Nordic Countries: National and local 
elections, www.dst.dk  and www.folketinget.dk (Denmark), www.stat.fi 
(Finland), www.statice.is  (Iceland), www.ssb.no (Norway), www.scb.se 
(Sweden), various years
Raaum, Nina, ed.: Kjønn og politikk (Gender and politics), Oslo, Tano, 1995
Reynolds, Andrew: “Women in the Legislatures and Executives of the World”, 

World Politics 51 no 4, 1999, 547-72

Skard, Torild, ed.: ’Kvinnekupp’ i kommunestyrene (’Women’s Coup’ in the Local 
Councils), Oslo, Gyldendal, 1979
Skard, Torild: Utvalgt til Stortinget (Chosen for Parliament), Oslo, Gyldendal, 
1980
Skard, Torild: Hverdag på Løvebakken, (Everyday Life in Parliament), Oslo, 

Gyldendal, 1981
Skard, Torild: “Women in the political life of the Nordic countries”, International 
Social Science Journal XXXV no 4, 1983, 639-57
United Nations: The World’s Women, Trends and Statistics 1970-90, 1995, 2000,

New York, UN, 1991, 1995, 2000

United Nations: Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action with the Beijing+5 

Political Declaration and Outcome Document, New York, UN, 2001
United Nations Development Programme: Human Development Report, New 


York/Oxford: UNDP/Oxford University Press, 1995-2006

13. FIGURES AND TABLES
