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1. INTRODUCTION

Today, increasing attention is paid to the connection between a developed and well-functioning democracy and the provision of equal opportunities to enable all groups of citizens to participate in the political process of decision-making. Interest has been growing, in both feminist inspired research and more traditional scholarship within the political sciences, in the failure of democratic institutions with respect to the integration of groups that earlier were excluded for reasons of gender, class, ethnicity etc. (Berqvist 1999; Young 1998). 

Because one of the major characteristics of the political process has been the marginalisation and exclusion of women from the institutions of liberal democracy, feminist research has long been very critical of the possibilities available under democracy for women to participate and influence this process (Berqvist 1999; Lovenduski 1997, 91). In the conventional understanding of liberal democracy, difference is regarded as primarily a matter of ideas, and representation is considered more or less adequate depending on how well it reflects voters` opinions, preferences or beliefs. Phillips (1995) adds, that usually problems of political exclusion are perceived either in terms of the electoral system (which can over-represent certain views and under-represent others), or in terms of people`s access to political participation (which has proved particularly skewed according to political participation). 

The book, “Keskeneräinen kansanvalta“ (Unfinished Democracy), which presented the first large study of women in Nordic politics, found in 1983 that politics was still a man’s world, and that with only a few exceptions, the percentages of women decreases the higher one gets in the hierarchy in the power (Haavio-Mannila et al. 1983, 267). This has been the fact which provided the inspiration to me for this essay. During the nineteen years that have passed since Haavio-Mannila’s publication, gender equality has become more widespread, but are the democracies equal nowadays? Issues of political and gender equality are the main subject in this essay. How equal are women and men in the Nordic Countries? How homogenous are the Nordic countries? I have chosen Nordic countries, because first I am a Finnish woman and second I know finnish political system and Scandinavian model quite well. It is also interesting, that Anne Phillips (1991, 83) says that the experience of the Nordic Countries has been one factor encouraging her belief in the possibility of increased political equality within political institutions. 

2. WOMEN IN POWER AND DECISION-MAKING

2.1 Women’s participation in decision-making 

The Universal declaration of Human Rights states that everyone has the right to take part in the government of his/her country. The empowerment and autonomy of women and the improvement of women`s social, economic and political status is essential for the achievement of both transparent and accountable government and administration and sustainable development in all areas of life. The power relations that prevent women from leading fulfilling lives operate at many levels of society from the most personal to the highly public. Achieving the goal of equal participation of women and men in decision-making will provide a balance that more accurately reflects the composition of society and is needed in order to strengthen democracy and promote its proper functioning. (http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/beijing/platform/decision.ht)

Equality in political-decision-making performs a leverage function without which it is highly unlikely that a real integration of the equality dimension in government policy-making is feasible. In this respect, women`s equal participation in political life plays a pivotal role in the general process of the advancement of women. Women`s equal participation in decision-making is not only a demand for simple justice or democracy but can also be seen as a necessary condition for women`s intereset to be taken into account. Without the active participation of women and the incorporation of women`s perspective at all levels of decision-making, the goals of political, gender and social equality, development and peace cannot be achieved. (http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/beijing/platform/decision.ht)

2.2 Political equality

The resulting emphasis on political exclusion, and what counts as political inclusion, significantly alters the framework for debates on political equality. The main achievement of nineteenth and twentieth-century democracy was to make citizenship more universal: pulling down, one after another, all those barriers that excluded women, people with wrong religion, the wrong skin colour or just people with too little property. Debates have focused on what else might be necessary – in the shape of more substantial equalities in our social and economic life- to realize the promose of democratic equality. Marxism has offered one kind of answer to the question. Post-war social democracy, with its emphasis on the social and economic conditions for equal citizenship, has offered another. John Rawls difference principle, which regard social and economic inequalities as justified only when they work to the maximum benefit of those who are most disadvantages, could be said to offer a third. (Gardiner 1997; Phillips 1995.)

Phillips`s (1995) concern is with the more specifically political mechanisms, which associate fair representation with political presence and emphasize changes at the political level. She means measures, which insist on deliberate intervention as necessary to break the link between social structures of inequality or exclusion and the political reflection of these in levels of participation and influence. These measures regard the gender, race or ethnicity of the representatives as an important part of what make them representative, and seek some guarantee of equal or proportionate presence. All of them also agree in looking to specifically political mechanisms, seeing these as a pre-condition for longer-term social transformation. 

They take issue, therefore, with the complacencies sufficiently guaranteed by the procedures of one person, one vote. They also challenge the more standard radical alternative, which has focused attention on prior economic or social change. Whatever their differences on other issues, the traditions of revolutionary Marxism and welfare state reform have tended to converge on a broadly materialist analysis of the problems of political equality, seeing equal political access as something that depends on more fundamental changes in social, economic, and sometimes educational conditions. The current interest in achieving equal or proportionate presence reserves this, focusing instead on institutional mechanisms - its critics would say “political fixes”- that can achieve more immediate change. (Phillips 1995, 12; Norris 1988, 142 – 147.)

2.3 Men’s dominance of the public arena?  

The political mobilisation of women has been affected not only by contextual limitations within the various countries, the electoral and party systems together with the attitude of the elites towards the participation of women have also been of significance. In addition to this, women have played a decisive role themselves, of course. The women’s movement has also made dramatic progress in improving the opportunities for women, but women are still underrepresented in the parliaments of all advanced industrial democracies. (Raaum 1999, 48; Caul 1999). 

Rule (1994) says that in 1992, for example, women avaraged only 16 percent of the membership of national parliaments in advanced industrial nations (Caul 1999). Thus, women participate little in the national decision-making process, and this underrepresentation also exists at lower levels of government. The severe underrepsentation of one-half of the population not only limits the diversity of parliaments but also contradicts one of the central tenets of representative democracy. ( http://www.democ.uci.edu/democ/papers/caul.htm)

It seems paradoxical that women participate nearly as much as men or even more at the grass roots level in politics, but state, nonetheless, that they are less interested in politics. Especially among Swedish women there is strikingly large gap between levels of activity and stated interest. This must be viewed in light of the men`s continued dominance of the public arena. Political parties and public bodies still consist mostly of men: most government and especially private-sector executives are men; it is men who figure most often in the newspapers, etc. If a general question regarding political interest sparks associations in the direction of this state of affairs, it is not at all questioned that men express a greater interest than women. The reason could just as well as be substantive as methodological. Perhaps women in general identify less with the political establishment, but it is also conceivable that gender-stereotypical forms-especially in abstract questions such as the one on interest in politics-exert an influence on the responses given by men and women. (Raaum 1999, 58.)

3. THE NORDIC COUNTRIES

3.1 Scandinavian model 

“ Norden “ is the label for the five countries situated in northern Europe comprising Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway and Sweden. The land area covered by these five nation States is quite extensive. The Nordic countries have strong links with each other, economically and politically. All the Nordic countries are ethnically homogenous, although there exist substantial minorities, in particular immigrants but also small Saami (Lapp) populations. They all have advanced economies mixing a market economy with large Welfare State programmes. (Lane & Ersson 1996, 254.)

The standard model for the interpretation of Nordic politics is the so-called Scandinavian model, because Nordic politics does not fit conventional democracy models such as the Anglo-Saxon Westminster model or the Continental consensus model (Elder et al. 1988). The Scandinavian model comprises a distinct set of institutions, covering the State and local government, the party system, interest organizations and the economy (Esping-Andersen 1985). But what is put into the familiar concept and what is emphasised can vary depending on whether the focus of attention is the welfare state, ecnomic policies or the democratic system. The Scandinavian model emerged out of the Great Depression of the inter-war years around 1935, became hegemonic after the Second World War but has run into increasing difficulties since the early 1980s, particularly in Sweden. Its core is a blend of adversarial and compromise politics, where party competition is nested together with political and social co-operation. (Lane & Ersson 1996, 255.)

The Nordic democratic model is usually described as openess, spirit of consensus and pragmatism. Institutionally speaking, the Nordic State is a unitary State with a parliamentary system of government. Nordic politics is party government on the basis of a multi-party system expressing a multi-dimensional cleavage structure, to which must be added a strong dose of corporatism. The ideal of equality has been borned out by strong social democratic parties, which have played a central political role throughout the past century and which have characterised the development of the Nordic Welfare States. The political parties have played a critical role in the modern Nordic democracies. As a link between electors and elected they have formed one of the cornerstones of the system of parliamentary representation. Political parties in the Nordic countries have generally been mass parties that have enjoyed both wide public support and a footing in various parts of the population. The parties have thus helped promote equality as well as – particularly through the social democratic - the institutionalisation of the egalitarian ideal that we have witnessed in the welfare state. (Christensen 1999, 65; Lane & Ersson 1996, 255; Karvonen & Sundberg 1991.)

3.2 Welfare and gender equality 

Most common definitions conceive of a welfare state as involving state responsibility for securing some basic modicum of welfare for its citizens. It can represent government commitment and effort in western industrial countries to maintain a decent minium standard of living through a high level of employment, general social programmes and anti-poverty measures. Esping-Andersen (1985) deems it appropriate to require of a welfare state that it satisfies more than our basic or minimal welfare needs. Most interpretations of the welfare state concentrate on market-state relations, sometimes alluding to the family’s role in social provision and the welfare needs of households and women’s “market status “ vis-a-vis paid work, without incorporating them methodologically in the model (Gardiner 1997, 3). 

Nordic countries have appeared as special cases in matters of gender equality, both with regard to their women-friendly welfare policies and women‘s participation and integration in politics and the public sphere. For example, as feminist welfare research indicates, good opportunities for combining parenthood with paid employment exist through the provision of an extensive system of public daycare. This situation has contributed to the weakening or abandoning of the male breadwinner-model. Individual and universal entitlements have included women and men in the welfare state on a more equal basis than has been the case in man other societies. The view of the state is in general positive. This has resulted in the idea of the women-friendly state and some kind of partnership or alliance between women and the welfare state. Furthermore there has been an instutionalisation of the equality principle through legislation on gender equality, the setting up of the public boards and councils, the establishment of ombudsmen for gender equality etc. (Berqvist 1999.)

The importance of changed gender relations for the Nordic model is nowadays also reflected within so-called mainstream research. Mainstream welfare state analysis is subject to rigorous criticism due to its gender-blind methodology. The claim that malestream welfare state theoretical models are ill-equipped to accommodate a gender dimension also suggests that alternative perspectives are needed to identify variables that account for differing perceptions and treatment of gender differences for policy purposes. (Gardiner 1997.)

4. WOMEN‘S POLITICAL MOBILISATION IN THE NORDIC COUNTRIES 

4.1 The process of democratisation 

Women’s political mobilisation has been strongly linked to a general process of democratisation in the Nordic countries over the last hundred years. It has revealed a large measure of correspondence in terms of women’s overcoming of the four institutional thresholds in parliamentary politics, i.e. legitimisation, incorporation, representation and executive power, with the exceptions of Iceland and the selfgoverning islands. A shared characteristic of the Nordic countries – again with the exception of Island, where the electoral system contributes to hindering the integration of women – is that women are relatively well represented in their respective parliaments. (Borchorst & Christensen & Raaum 1999, 279.) 

Looking forward from the incipient struggles for democratisation and universal suffrage at the end of the last century, we see that the mobilisation of women in the individual countries has followed quite different paths. These variations are related to the state and nation-building processes specific to each country. It is interesting, that in all Nordic countries there was a high degree of correlation between the first party formations (which primarily involved men) and the establishment of the first women’s rights and suffragette organisations. Just as among male farmers and workers, the strong national independence movements in Norway, and especially in Finland, contributed to spread the movement of the right of women to vote. Another common feature is that women had to wait until the 1970’s to make a breakthrough into parliamentary politics. Through the entire period up to the present, however, the mobilisation of women has proceeded at different rates in five countries. Norwegian women have caught up with the others their very extensive mobilisation between 1970 and 1985, but in Iceland women are still relatively weakly represented. (Borchorst et al. 1999, 279 – 280.)

4.2 Women’s political participation 

4.2.1 Institutionalised participation 

Womens´ participation can be examined in two main types of activities. First, participation, which in some way is linked to specific institutions and organisations, is repeated over time and is fairly regular. This institutionalised participation comprises activities such as voting in elections, involvement in political parties and other organisations, and the holding of public offices (positions of trust). The other type of participation concerns working for specific, isolated issues, and is more irregular and occasional: this is situational participation such as making political contacts and taking part in political discussions, as well as any activity that could be termed grass-root participation. This type of participation emerged towards the end of the 1960s and was linked especially to new issues confronting the welfare state; it also embraces such undertakings as petitions and demonstrations. (Raaum 1999, 48.) 

National surveys on citizenship in Denmark, Norway and Sweden reveal a common characteristic, namely the high level of similarity of women’s and men’s political participation on their institutional level. Prior to 1970 the situation was marked by great differences between the sexes, but by about 1990 these were in the process of very nearly disappearing. This description is most accurate of the situation in Norway, less so of Denmark and least of all of  Sweden. In parallel with the increase in female political participation in Denmark, Norway and Sweden, has been a significant change in the traditional differences in attitudes between the sexes. (Lane & Ersson 1996). The tendency to move toward the left among women and towards right among men is especially striking in the younger generation, but it is too soon to say whether or how such a pronounced “gender gap” will characterise the younger generations in the future. (Borchorst et. al. 1999, 280).  

The analysis of the political parties has shown that there are notable differences between Denmark, Finland, Norway and Sweden in terms of the parties efforts to recruit women and increase female representation. Denmark and Iceland differentiate themselves clearly as the countries in which political parties have the weakest integration strategies for women. Sweden and Finland are probably the countries in which the women’s sections historically have made the strongest impact, while Norway is the Nordic country in which political parties during recent years have developed the most efficient modern integration strategy for women through the use of quotas. (Christensen 1999, 65 – 87; Norris 1997, 45 – 59.)  

Even though women’s share of the membership of the political parties has been growing at the same time as the parties’ overall membership has been going through a steep decline, but this is no evidence to support the thesis that women are being integrated into shrinking institutions. On the contrary, it appears that there has been an interplay between, on the one hand, the degree to which the mobilisation of women has focused on political parties and, on the other, the present strength of the parties. Rather than clinging to a conception of women as passive actors in the process of being integrated into empty and insignificant institutions, it is necessary to stress that women, throughout the past thirty years, have represented an active role for mobilisation Thus, the ability of the political institutions to attract women has also rebounded on the institutions’ potency and vitality. (Christensen 1999, 85.) 

4.2.2 Grass-root participation 

The new social movements were a central arena for the mobilisation of new groups of women in the 1960s and 1970s throughout the Nordic countries. Grass-root participation in the Nordic countries has been more of a supplement than a competing factor in relation to other channels through which women have been mobilised. This is to say, that, in the Nordic countries (expect for Finland), there has been a strong correlation between mobilisation on the basis of social movements and other forms of political participation. In Norway and Iceland in particular, the new women’s movements have advocated the integration of women into party politics, something that feminists in Denmark and Sweden have condemned. Apart from mobilising new groups for political participation, the movements have influenced policy-making by placing subjects like abortion, sexualised violence, gender equality, the environment, and peace on the political agenda. (Borchorst 1999 et al., 280.)  

It appears that Denmark and Finland represent opposite ends of the scale in terms of mobilisation models of Nordic women. While the mobilisation of women in Denmark has been strongly oriented towards the social movement model, Finland, and to a more limited extent, Sweden and Norway, have availed themselves of the most party-oriented model. Iceland stands out by its combined grass-root and party-oriented model. There are indications that Iceland is in the process of moving towards a predominantly party-oriented mobilisation model. (Borchorst 1999 et al., 280.)  

5. CONCLUSIONS 

As in many other countries, the historical empowerment of women’s citizenship in the Nordic countries has been characterized by the attainment of social rights before political rights and even civil rights. This is contrary to the history of the introduction of full rights for male citizens, in which civil rights and political rights preceded social rights. At a high level of generalisation this conjecture about gender differences in citizenship is no doubt correct. But if we view women’s citizenship in the Nordic countries, it is complicate to draw the picture of the homogenous pattern of women’s place in the all Nordic countries. In Norway, for example, we may ask whether women’s social participation has been weaker than in the rest of Scandinavia, and whether they have trailed behind in this area compared to their relatively strong integration into parliamentary politics. (Borchorst et al. 1999,  288 - 289.) So not all Nordic countries are not homogenous, but they have many similarities, if we examine for example womens` social and political citizenship.  

Without doubt, the last twenty-five to thirty years have seen major changes in Nordic women`s social and political citizenship. There has been a marked equalisation of the gender composition of political posts within the democratic institutions. The inclusion of women within the political process of decision-making has been especially clear in the parliamentary field. Berqvist (1995, 5) finds that in 1995, four out of the five Nordic parliaments were among the five national parliaments in the world where women constituted more than 30 per cent of elected representatives. The average figure for all parliaments across the world was 11 per cent, while the figure for European parliaments was 13 per cent. Thus, social and gender equality has developed in parallel with the increasing proportion of women in politics. 

There is no single factor, which we can indicate as either facilitating or constraining the development of equal democracies in the Nordic countries. It is evident that processes of institutionalisation, as they were initiated “ from above“ are combined with the mobilisation of women “from below“, and have represented important factors in the promotion of gender equality. We can not forget that female mobilisation, the childcare policies, and gender equality policies, not only play a key role in terms of gender relations, but also for the general development of the Nordic welfare states, among other things by positively influencing the development of political institutions. It would be therefore misleading to conclude that addressing women’s rights and gender issues has only taken place in empty, shrinking, or actorless institutions: it is rather the case that women represent a potential political force which has an impact on the strength and efficacy of the political institutions (Borchorst et al. 1999, 288).  

The development towards more gender-equal democracies requires that equality and gender issues remain on the political agendas and in the public debate. In circumstances in which women’s mobilisation “from below” is attenuated it appears that the maintenance of a certain degree of institutionalisation of gender politics and associated conflicts will ensure that the debate does not die out.

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Berqvist, C. (1999): The Nordic Countries – One Model or Several? In C. Berqvist et al. (ed.): Equal Democracies? Gender and politics in the Nordic Countries. Scandinavian University Press, Oslo.

Borchorst A., Christensen A. & Raaum N. (1999): Equal democracies? Conclusions and perspectives. In C. Berqvist et al. (ed.): Equal Democracies? Gender and politics in the Nordic Countries. Scandinavian University Press, Oslo.

Caul, M. (1999): Women’s representation in Parliament. The role of Political Parties. Party Politics, Vol. 5, No. 1. 

Christensen, A. (1999): Women in the political parties. In C. Berqvist et al. (ed.): Equal Democracies? Gender and politics in the Nordic Countries. Scandinavian University Press, Oslo.

Elder N., Thomas A. & Arter D. (1988): The Consensual Democracies? The Government and Politics of the Scandinavian States. Blackwell, Oxford. 

Esping-Andersen, G. (1985): Politics against Markets: The Social Democratic Road to power. Princeton University Press, Princeton. 

Gardiner, F. (1997): Introduction. Welfare and sex equality policy regimes. In F. Gardiner (ed.): Sex Equality Policy in Western Europe. Routledge, London. 

Haavio-Mannila E., Dahlerup D., Eduards M., Gudmundsdottir E., Halsaa B, Hernes H, Hänninen-Salminen E., Sigmundsdottir B., Sinkkonen S. & Skard T. (ed.) (1983): Keskeneräinen kansanvalta – Naiset Pohjoismaiden politiikassa. Minab/Gotab Stockholm. (also available in English: Unfinished democracy 1983)

Karvonen L. & Sundberg J. (1991): Social democracy in Transition: Northern, Southern and Eastern Europe. Dartmouth, Aldershot. 

Lane J. & Ersson S. (1996): The Nordic countries – Contention, compromise and corporatism. In J. M. Colomer (ed.): Political Institutions in Europe. T. J. Press LTD, Padstow, Cornwall. 

Lovenduski, J. (1997): Sex equality and the rules of the game. In C. Berqvist et al. (ed.): Equal Democracies? Gender and politics in the Nordic Countries. Scandinavian University Press, Oslo.

Norris, P. (1988): The Impact of Parties on Economic Equality. In M. Buckley & M. Anderson (ed.): Women, Equality and Europe. The MacMillian Press LTD, London. 

Norris, P. (1997): Equality strategies and political representation. In F. Gardiner (ed.): Sex Equality Policy in Western Europe. Routledge, London. 

Phillips, A. (1991): Engendering Democracy. Polity Press, Cambridge.

Phillips, A. (1995): The Politics of Presence – The Political representation of Gender, Ethnicity, and Race. Clarendon Press, Oxford.

Raaum, N. (1999): Political citizenship: New participants, new values? In C. Berqvist et al. (ed.): Equal Democracies? Gender and politics in the Nordic Countries. Scandinavian University Press, Oslo.

Internet

(http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/beijing/platform/decision.ht)

( http://www.democ.uci.edu/democ/papers/caul.htm)

