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The Politics of Women’s Interests

Women have interests in common. They also have interests in conflict.
This book explores some of the points at which women’s interests coin-
cide and considers how they can be aggregated in order to shape political
discourses, rules and institutions.

Each of the studies in this volume considers the controversial question:
What are ‘women’s interests’? The book begins with a systematic concep-
tual analysis and follows with examples of feminist engagement with key
political institutions – both local and global – to show why this concept is
important and useful in feminist politics today.

The book covers a range of institutional arenas – electoral systems,
state-level bureaucracies, civil society, the EU, the UN and the Inter-
national Criminal Court – in order to illuminate the ways in which
women’s interests shape and are shaped in these settings. The collected
authors suggest that, while coalitions between women will always be fragile
due to deep differences between them, it is strategically vital to retain
‘women’s interests’ as a political category.

Looking at experiences in the US, UK, Australia, Canada, and New
Zealand, this book will be of great interest to students and researchers in
the fields of gender studies, political science, and comparative politics.

Louise Chappell is Senior Lecturer in the School of Economics and Polit-
ical Science at the University of Sydney, NSW, Australia. Lisa Hill is a
Senior Research Fellow in Politics at the University of Adelaide, SA,
Australia.
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who introduced proportional representation into State law (Aus-
tralian Capital Territory Electoral Commission). Hare-Clark differs
from other STV methods in several ways: there is a technical dif-
ference in the way votes are transferred from candidates elected on
the first count and candidates eliminated; it is usually used in con-
junction with Robson Rotation; and casual vacancies are filled by a
recount rather than a casual vacancy.

Histadrut Umbrella labour union in pre-state Israel (Palestine).

xviii Glossary



ICC International Criminal Court.
ICCPR International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights.
ICESCR International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights.
ICJ International Court of Justice.
ICTR International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda.
ICTY International Criminal Tribunal for Yugoslavia.
IDEA Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance.
IGO Intergovernmental Organization.
ILO International Labour Organization.
IMF International Monetary Fund.
Interpol International Criminal Police Commission.
IOM International Organization for Migration.
IPU Inter-parliamentary Union.
IUCN World Conservation Union.
IWHRC International Women’s Human Rights Law Clinic.
IWY International Women’s Year.
LEAF Legal Education and Action Fund. An organization which presents

test cases on women’s rights and gender issues.
Majoritarian A system that requires the winning candidate to receive a

majority (more than half) of the vote to ensure election.
MCFD Ministry of Children and Family Development. A ministry in the

provincial government of British Columbia; formerly the Ministry for
Children and Families, established by the New Democratic Party
government in 1996.

Mixed member proportional (MMP) A representation system that pro-
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1 Introduction
The politics of women’s interests

Lisa Hill and Louise Chappell

Women have interests in common. They also have interests in conflict. In
this book we are interested in exploring some of those points at which
women’s interests coincide and how they can be aggregated in such a way
as to be able to shape the way in which political discourses, rules and insti-
tutions affect women. The chapters are mainly comparative in nature,
drawing on experiences internationally as well as in Australia, Canada,
New Zealand, the US, and the United Kingdom. We take a broad view of
political institutions to include the bureaucracy, parliament, legal struc-
tures, civil society and electoral institutions, as well as regional and inter-
national political institutions such as the European Union and the United
Nations. The concept of ‘interest’ is understood to consist of two related
aspects: ‘the form aspect’ which denotes the demand for involvement and
control over politics and public affairs and the ‘content or result aspect’
relating to the issue of the substantive values ‘that politics puts into effect
and distributes’ ( Jónasdóttir 1988: 40).

Each author, either implicitly or explicitly, explores the question of
whether or not it is proper to speak of women as having specific interests
distinct from those of men. We are well aware that assuming there is a
definable women’s interest necessitates a successful navigation between
what Jodi Dean has described as the Scylla of ‘essentialist exclusion’ and
the Charybdis of ‘constructivist de-politicization’. It is important to
acknowledge ‘the richness and complexity of women’s experiences’
without sacrificing a capacity to theorize ‘the conditions for and possi-
bilities of feminism as a political movement’ (Dean 1997: 2).

For many years, feminists in the West made the mistake of assuming
that women shared all interests in common – constructing and imposing a
notion of universal womanhood. A strong critique was developed in
response to this over-generalization. Women from post-colonial states
joined with others in the West experiencing inequalities based on racial,
sexual, and ethnic difference, to argue that women’s lives were far too dis-
parate and diverse to speak of a common interest between them. As the
pendulum swung away from similarities to differences, the notion of
‘women’s politics’ was replaced with ‘gender politics’, which focused more



on discursive practices than on the importance (and use) of power within
political institutions. But this created a new set of problems. As Jill Vickers
notes in this volume, ‘unrelieved difference is as unrealistic as undivided
commonality’. Further, the shift towards difference became paralysing for
the development of new ideas and strategies about how women engage in
politics, leaving men comfortably in control of the institutions that shape
women’s lives and gender practices.

Finding a way to cut through this ‘either similar or different’ approach
to women’s interests has become imperative at a point in history where
the feminist movement itself is under attack from a number of directions.
This becomes clear when reading Marian Sawer’s account of the apparent
abeyance of the feminist movement in recent years and it holds equally in
western liberal states, such as the US, Canada, Britain, Australia, and New
Zealand as it does in other contexts. The rise of neo-liberal (and, in some
cases, socially conservative) governments has led to the retreat of the state
in favour of market forces. This trend has, in turn, enabled, if not encour-
aged, a reassertion of individual over collective interests (see Sawer in this
volume and 2003). The combination of these broader ideological shifts,
which are reflected in the policies and practices of political institutions,
and the emphasis on difference by some feminist theorists and activists, has
led to the neglect of many of the inequities shared by women as a group.
Left uncontested are such issues as women’s low rates of political
representation, low incomes and a significant wages gender gap, as well as
the limited (and dwindling) provision of childcare, health and social ser-
vices. Also left unaddressed is the persisting emphasis in neo-liberal and
conservative policies and discourse on women’s ‘appropriate’ or ‘natural’
gender roles as mothers and wives.

This book represents an attempt to bridge the gap between ‘sameness’
and ‘difference’ approaches to women’s interests. The contributing
authors work from the assumption that women do share some political
interests, but they also accept that important differences exist between
women as a group. Through delicate and mutable alliances, women may
adopt a ‘strategic essentialism’ (Spivak 1995; Jhappan 1996) that enables
them to work for a period of time toward a single objective but this does
not mean that they will automatically share other interests in all political
spaces. Positing the existence of specific gender interests does not pre-
clude the possibility that there may be specific cultural interests; more-
over, neither does it mean that there can be no general human interests.

Jill Vickers takes up this first point in Chapter 2 where she argues that
‘although common interests may exist, it is more likely that any aggregate
of women has both shared and conflicting interests’. Nevertheless, where
women do find common ground on specific issues and can articulate
shared objectives, the notion of women’s interests becomes a necessary
and powerful political tool for women’s actors.

For Vickers, and other contributors to this volume, women’s interests
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are fragile but also dynamic. They are not fixed but are constructed
through political processes over time. Institutional practices and dis-
courses shape the way men and women are conceived and through this
process gender stereotypes and expectations are constructed. While his-
torically women and their interests were defined very narrowly, these can
alter over time and place. As a number of the following chapters show,
this change can occur primarily through the acceptance and construction
of new discourses and practices brought about by women’s engagement
with institutions.

The contributing authors take as given the central importance of polit-
ical institutions and processes in constructing the nature of women’s inter-
ests. Accordingly, they adopt a pragmatic and strategic attitude towards
women’s engagement with these institutions. As Vickers reminds us, avoid-
ing ‘public’ politics and interaction with the state is not an option for
women; to do so leaves the power with those in formal institutions, pri-
marily men, to go on defining women’s interests as if they know what they
are. Thus in order to pursue any shared interests women must embrace
politics and its institutions. But in doing so they are not simply involved in
a process of co-option – a point elaborated on by Roth in this volume. It is
important to conceive of institutions, whether bureaucratic, legal or
representative in nature, as operating in a co-constitutive way with those
seeking institutional engagement. On the one hand, institutions play a
role in shaping (and constraining) social identities, including those of
women, while on the other, social groups, including women, help to
shape the institutions.

Chapters in this book point to examples where, through their engage-
ment with political institutions, women’s activists have had some success in
expanding conceptions of women and their interests. The ability of femi-
nist actors to refine the prevailing conception of women’s interests at the
supra-national level (see Guerrina Chapter 9, Smith Chapter 10, and
Chappell Chapter 11), through the bureaucracy (see Sawer Chapter 6,
Teghtsoonian Chapter 7, and Roth Chapter 8) and through electoral poli-
tics (see Campbell Chapter 3, Hill Chapter 4, and Curtin Chapter 5) gives
empirical support to the wisdom of women’s continuing and proactive
involvement in ‘mainstream’ politics.

Accepting that women’s engagement in political institutions makes a
difference in terms of expanding public conceptions of women and their
interests is not an evasion of the fact that there are often serious limita-
tions to these interventions. As Benita Roth suggests, ‘feminist fading’ can
occur even in the most ‘friendly’ of institutions. In relation to the EU
Roberta Guerrina and Merryn Smith show how problematic engagement
can be when women’s interests are included in policy debates but are con-
structed too narrowly.

The examples we highlight of successes and limitations of efforts to
aggregate and articulate politically women’s interests point to some
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important lessons for future feminist organizing. Hill’s chapter underlines
how increasingly vital is the women’s vote to the success or failure of polit-
ical parties; Curtin reminds us that proportional electoral systems are not
a ‘cure-all’ for women’s representation in electoral politics but that these
electoral processes will only make a difference when they are combined
with a concern by political parties for deep and systemic improvements to
the representation of women. Sawer, Roth, Teghtsoonian and Chappell all
emphasize the importance of having both insider and outsider activists
working together to push for the advancement of new conceptions of
women’s interests.

While it is important to recognize the success of some women in using
political institutions to advance their objectives, it would be unwise to
assume that these positive developments are permanent or predictable,
particularly in light of the shift toward neo-liberalism and, in some
instances, (neo) conservatism in the comparative settings included in this
volume. Because political institutions, whether at a domestic or inter-
national level, still tend to be dominated by men and male-centered think-
ing and practice, women’s efforts to express and re-define what is
understood to be their ‘interests’ will continue to meet with resistance.
The chapters that follow are written with this sobering reality in mind, and
in some cases look for ways of overcoming it.

References

Dean, J. (1997) ‘Feminist solidarity, reflective solidarity: theorizing connections
after identity politics’, Women and Politics, 18(4): 1–26.

Jhappan, R. (1996) ‘Post-modern race and gender essentialism or a post-mortem
of scholarship’, Studies in Political Economy, 51: 15–63.

Jónasdóttir, A.G. (1988) ‘On the concept of interest, women’s interests, and the
limitations of interest theory’, in K.B. Jones and A.G. Jónasdóttir (eds) The Polit-
ical Interests of Gender, Sage: London.

Sawer, M. (2003) The Ethical State? Social Liberalism in Australia, Melbourne: Mel-
bourne University Press.

Spivak, G. (1995) ‘Subaltern studies: deconstructing historiography’, in D. Landry
and G. MacLean (eds), The Spivak Reader: Selected Works of Gayatri Spivak, New
York: Routledge.

4 Lisa Hill and Louise Chappell


