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Abstract

The  topic  of  this  research  are  the  linkages  between  the  descriptive  and  the  substantive 

representation of women. The research questions seek to explore 1. in how far and on what 

basis women in parliament represent women and women's issues and how women in civil 

society perceive this 2. what obstacles to the work of women in congress are identified 3. to 

what extent women in Chilean congress work amongst each other and over organizational 

barriers with women's organizations and SERNAM and lastly 4.  how the findings on the 

questions above relate  and contribute to the broader debate on mediating factors  between 

DRW and SRW and what conclusions on the potential impact of a quota on these factors they 

allow. 

For this purpose, this field study involved interviews conducted in April and May 2015 

in Santiago de Chile and Valparaiso as well as one via Skype. The interviewees were seven 

current and recent female members of the Chilean congress as well as five representatives 

from reputable women's organizations. Furthermore, the extensive literature on the topic as 

well  as  reports  on  the  issue  of  gender  equality  were  reviewed.  The method applied  was 

qualitative  and  abductive.  No  theory-testing  was  involved,  instead  the  approach  was 

exploratory and theories and analytical frameworks were used as inspiration for interview 

questions in an abductive way. 

The results of this study shed light on six variables drawn from the research debate, 

the  role  of  women's  diversity,  the  impact  of  their  attitudes  towards  the  representation  of 

women, tokenism, 'women's issues', feminist triangles and here also the relation of legislators 

to feminism, and finally the impact of numbers on all variables. Specifically feminist triangles 

reveal a wealth of interactions and potential for the promotion of enhancing SRW in ways 

contingent and non-contingent on DRW. 

Keywords: substantive representation, women in parliament, Chile, feminist triangles
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Chapter 1: Introduction and research problem

One of the first bedrocks for the successful mobilization of women was their demand for 

suffrage. Nowadays, the right to vote has been widely secured for women all over the world 

but equal representation among potential voters does often not translate into policy outcomes 

that  address  gender  inequality  at  all  levels  of  society.  Furthermore,  in  democracies, 

overwhelmingly women are still far from being equally represented in the legislative bodies 

of their respective countries (Franceschet 2005, pp.12, 35; IPU 2015). 

Policymakers at many levels argue and have argued that in order to improve the 

respect  of  women's  rights,  it  is  necessary  to  increase  the  number  of  women  in  all 

representative  bodies  of  the  state.  The  UN  and  also  regional  organizations  that  promote 

women's rights have encouraged the imposition of quotas in order to ensure a certain share of 

women representatives as a matter of equality and fairness but also in order to address gender 

inequality more broadly (Mendelberg et al. 2014, p.18).

The  question  arises,  whether  merely  increasing  the  number  of  women  in  the 

legislative, the so-called descriptive representation of women (DRW) would directly translate 

into the substantive representation of women (SRW), which generally refers to the promotion 

and implementation of policies in support of women's rights and interests  (Childs & Krook 

2009, p.125; MacDonald & O’Brien 2010, p.1). The presumed link between these two was 

seen to betray a certain essentialism that assumed that women would always speak for women 

(Burnell  et  al.  2014,  p.142).  Researchers  have  by  now  found  that  the  link  between 

representation in numbers and representation in substance is at best contingent and that other 

factors often completely undermine or overshadow it (Franceschet 2005, p.86; Mackay 2008, 

p.125).

The presumed link between DRW and SRW nonetheless seems to have been taken 

for  granted  in  the  spread  of  gender  quotas  in  Latin  America  in  the  face  of  continuing 

discrimination against women. Almost all countries in the region have some form of legislated 

quota, often both regarding the finally elected parliament and on the level of the candidates 

proposed by the parties  (Franceschet 2005, p.96; QuotaProject; UNDP 2010, p.185). As  a 

result,  the  average  percentage  of  women  in  parliament  in  the  region  (if  including  the 

Caribbean) is relatively high at 25.3 % which is higher than in any other big world region 

(UNDP 2014, p.175). In comparison, the European OSCE (Organization for Security and Co-
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operation in Europe) member countries, excluding the outstanding Nordic countries, have an 

average of 24.2% women in parliament and the US clocks in at around 20% in both houses 

(IPU 2015).

Chile  stands out among the countries in the region regarding its  level  of human 

development according to the Human Development Index (HDI). Along with Argentina and at 

a wide margin from most other Latin American countries, Chile is on place 41 of the HDI 

ranking and therefore in the category of countries with very high human development (UNDP 

2014a, p.172). However, regarding gender equality, Chile shares problems with its neighbors, 

including  issues  of  violence  against  women,  gender  discrimination  and  the  culture  of 

machismo. Another difference is that the country is an exception regarding some policies on 

seemingly crucial  'women's  issues'  (Rojas  Bravo 2009,  p.19;  UNDP 2013, pp.55,  82–85). 

There are no legislated gender quotas at any level, only a voluntary and poorly enforced one 

for candidates on the level of political parties (QuotaProject; UNDP 2010, p.185). However, a 

gender quota of 40% for candidates on party lists was recently approved by the senate (Vargas 

2015). In a country that has just elected Michelle Bachelet for president for the second time 

since 2005, the parliament consists of 19 women and 101 men in the lower chamber (15.8%) 

and 6 women out of 38 senators in the upper chamber (15.8%) (Cámara de Diputados de 

Chile; Senado de Chile). Furthermore, Chile is still one of only three countries in the region 

that has a total ban on abortion in place and only legalized divorce in 2004 (Clark et al. 2014, 

p.7; Gianella-Malca & Gloppen 2014, p.2).  

Franceschet (2005) dedicated a whole book to Women and Politics in Chile, outlining 

different barriers to their equal participation in politics. She specifically points out the role of 

political parties but apart from that focuses on women in politics in a broader sense, namely 

mainly discussing political activism by women along with the Chilean 'ministry' for women's 

issues, the Servicio Nacional de la Mujer (SERNAM) (Franceschet 2005, pp.85...). 

In  later  work,  Franceschet  discusses  ways  and  obstacles  to  the  promotion  of 

women's  issues by government  bodies.  She underlines barriers to women speaking up on 

women's issues in parliamentary debate, pointing at Chilean norms (Franceschet 2011, p.19). 

Here again she also stresses the role of parties and declares that abortion is a topic that is too 

controversial to be brought up or championed by female legislators (Franceschet 2011, p.20). 

As  in  her  book  from  2005,  Franceschet  (2011,  p.23)  points  at  the  executive  power  of 

SERNAM  as  a  vehicle  of  promoting  women's  rights  rather  than  the  initiative  of 
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parliamentarians pushing related issues in parliamentary debate.

Other  works  have  equally  pointed  at  the  ambiguous  gender  relations  in  Chile. 

Amongst others the current subdirectora of SERNAM, Maira Vargas (2009, p.25), has written 

on the pervasiveness and simultaneous silence on sexual violence in Chilean society. Similar 

remarks  on  persistent  gender  inequality  in  Chile  are  made  by  Valdés  Echenique  (2013) 

amongst others (de los Ángeles Fernández Ramil 2012; Lagos et al. 2009; UNDP 2010). 

In light of the above and with the contentious debate surrounding DRW and SRW in 

mind, the question of which mechanisms mediate the contribution of mere numbers to the 

seemingly ambiguous substantive representation of women is still open. The debate, while 

offering a wide range of potential linkages, remains inconclusive. This is also of interest given 

that  the low descriptive  representation of  women in Chile  is  particularly striking  since it 

counts  itself  among the  countries  with  very high  development  in  the  HDI (UNDP 2014, 

p.172). 

1.1 Relevance 

As the literature review demonstrates later on, there is little consensus on what links DRW 

and SRW and how exactly these mediators work and interact and lead to differing outcomes. 

Potential links and obstacles remain unclear and research beyond numbers is still in progress 

(Wängnerud 2009, p.52). Given the widespread policy to increase women's representation in 

the legislative to address gender inequality and its mixed results for SRW, more research on 

experiences of women in politics and factors influencing the translation of their presence into 

SRW is needed. Particularly,  while many countries still  have low levels of DRW, lacking 

SRW is not seen to exist everywhere to the same extent, even less in clear relation to the 

number  of  female  parliamentarians  (Mackay  2008,  p.125;  Mendelberg,  Karpowitz,  & 

Oliphant 2014, p.18). In addition, the inclusion of extra-parliamentary women actors adds a 

dimension that is often still missing despite growing acknowledgment of the relevance of such 

actors for SRW  (Childs & Krook 2009; Escobar-Lemmon & Taylor-Robinson 2014, p.36). 

Nonetheless, the focus on women remains as those critical actors “tend to be women”  (Childs 

& Krook 2009, p.140)  as research still  finds  (Escobar-Lemmon & Taylor-Robinson 2014, 

p.159; Franceschet & Piscopo 2008; Htun & Piscopo 2014; MacDonald & O’Brien 2010; 

Markham 2013, p.7). 

In  Latin  America,  persistent  gender  inequality  and  recent  rises  in  gender-based 

3



violence demonstrate problematic tendencies in many countries in the region despite quota 

systems  (UNDP 2013,  pp.55,  82-85).  Chile  stands  out  by  having  a  number  of  general 

indicators  speaking  in  its  favor,  but  still  suffering  from  endemic  discrimination  against 

women, especially in the workplace and regarding political representation (Clark, Lu, & Clark 

2014, p.5; Humanas 2014; Htun & Piscopo 2014, p.15). As Franceschet (2005, p.85) puts it: 

“considering  Chile's  other  enviable social  indicators  relative  to  neighboring countries,  the 

political underrepresentation of women stands out as a major shortcoming”. More than ten 

years after her research, the question is also if things have changed for female politicians in 

Chile. Being one of the few countries without mandatory quotas until now, it offers an arena 

to explore the issues raised in the literature without having results skewed by already imposed 

legal action on this matter. Further insights into the variables that shape the link between 

DRW and SRW generally and more specifically linked to factors that exist in other, especially 

neighboring, countries can also help inform the debate and policies on women's representation 

and women's rights elsewhere. Improving approaches to the latter is crucial given persistent 

gender discrimination and its repercussions for society (UNDP 2013, pp.55, 82-85).

1.2 Objective and research questions

By looking at the specific case of Chile, this research intends to add to the knowledge of the  

complex web of variables that influence the existence of any link between descriptive (in 

numbers)  and  substantive  representation  of  women.  By  inquiring  into  the  positions, 

experiences and backgrounds of women in Chile's legislative, it is possible to increase the 

understanding  of  some  of  the  factors  that  enable  or  disable  women  in  the  legislative  to 

represent women in the broader society in a substantive manner. Furthermore, complementing 

the information gathered from female parliamentarians with insights from women active in 

the  Chilean  women's  movement  serves  as  a  validation  of  the  statements  from 

parliamentarians. It also adds information on another level of the political arena where SRW 

can take place and the interaction of the two groups.

The research questions in this effort are linked to the themes outlined in the research 

debate:

(1)  In how far  and on what  basis  do women in  parliament  represent  women and 

women's issues and how do women in civil society perceive this (and how does this 

relate to their stance on particularly controversial 'women's issues' like abortion and 
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gender quotas?1)

(2) What obstacles in their respective work do they identify?2 

(3) To what extent do women in the Chilean congress3 work amongst each other and 

over  organizational  barriers  in  women's  networks  with  women's  organizations 

(contingent on networks within this group) and SERNAM?

(4) How do the findings on the questions above relate and contribute to the broader 

debate  on  mediating  factors  between  DRW  and  SRW  and  do  they  allow  any 

conclusions on the potential impact of a quota (increase of DRW) on these factors and 

ultimately on SRW in Chile and more broadly?

1.3 Methodology and analytical framework

In order  to  answer  these  questions,  a  case study was undertaken,  based on a  field  study 

involving interviews on location in Chile as well as desk research at home prior to and after 

the  field  research.  The  approach  was  qualitative,  with  numerical  indicators  on  women's 

representation  and  their  situation  in  Chile  serving  as  a  backdrop  of  the  study.  In  the 

interviews, the idea was an exploratory design, based on an abductive use of theories like 

critical mass theory, analytical frameworks and ideas put forward in the literature. These were 

also the basis for the elaboration of an own analytical framework focusing on six variables 

considered crucial for the case study at hand. The interviews were semi-structured and no 

theory-testing  but  rather  exploration  of  the  general  phenomenon  was  involved.  The 

epistemology is therefore mainly social-constructivist (Creswell & Clark 2007, pp.8–9).

Specifically,  recent  and  current  members  of  the  Chilean  parliament  as  well  as 

representatives  of  women's  organizations  organized  in  the  network  ACCIÓN (Asociación 

Chilena de Organismos No Gubernamentales) were interviewed. The sample was based on 

responses obtained to interview requests to all female parliamentarians as well as an element 

of snowballing in which interviewees from civil society were asked which other organizations 

they consider  particularly relevant  for  the subject  of  study.  This  was complemented by a 

thorough review of the literature, reports and news articles online. 

1 Franceschet (2011, p. 20) discusses the specific controversy around abortion in the Chilean context.
2 Concerning the women's organizations this is made part of this question to be referred back to regarding their 

capacity to form alliances
3 The terms congress and parliament are used interchangeably here. In Chile the two chambers of parliament, 

Cámara (lower chamber) and Senado (upper chamber/Senate)  together are referred to as the 'congreso' 
translated as congress which, as in the United States, is the term used for parliament in Chile.
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1.4 Structure of the thesis

The paper  is  structured  as  follows.  The second chapter  reviews the  literature  debate  and 

elaborates on the main analytical concepts and ideas used later on in the analysis. Chapter 

three  relates  the  details  of  the  methodology,  including  limitations  and  delimitations. 

Subsequently Chapter four introduces the object of study more in depth and provides the 

necessary background on Chile and the situation of women in politics and in the society more 

broadly as well as on the developments forming the backdrop of the field research. Following 

this  contextualization,  the  findings  from  the  interviews  are  presented  in  Chapter  five, 

answering  the  first  three  research  questions.  The findings  then  serve  as  the  basis  for  the 

analysis. In the analysis in Chapter six, the variables outlined in the theoretical framework are 

put into the Chilean context, and discussed in relation to the information derived from the 

interviews.  Then,  based  on literature  and on the  input  from the  interviewees,  a  tentative 

conclusion is drawn on the potential impact of an increase in the number of female politicians 

due to the new gender quota and the overall insights gained on the linkage between DRW and 

SRW are pointed out. Thereby, tentative answers to research question number four are given. 

Finally, Chapter seven summarizes the insights gained from this study regarding the practice 

of gender quotas and makes proposals for further research.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review and Analytical framework 

2.1 Initial definitions and categorizations

As mentioned in the introduction, research on the link between DRW and SRW has been 

inconclusive (Mackay 2008, p.125). As Mackay (2008, p.126) points out, the research on the 

topic runs into three issues related to how to determine if  women are actually acting for 

women, the definition of substantive representation given its conceptual fuzziness and lastly 

the  complex  surrounding  variables  that  influence  any  potential  linkage.  The  primary 

definition for substantive representation employed in this research and analysis is taken from 

Franceschet,  Krook,  and  Piscopo  (2009)  who define  the  aim of  research  on  SRW as  an 

attempt to understand “the degree to which women seek, and are able, to promote women’s 

issues once they are elected to political office” (p.15). The latter serves as a guiding question 

for the analysis. Furthermore, SRW is split up into the agenda-building process and legislative 

outcomes, the two dimensions of SRW according to Franceschet and Piscopo (2008, p.421). 

The focus here is put on the agenda-building element, an analysis of legislative outcomes was 

not undertaken and is not a focus of this study. Childs and Krook (2009, p.128) further give a 

broad overview of  five categories of observations of what links DRW and SRW that they 

derive from a thorough review of research on “gender and politics”4. The discussion of some 

of these variables are the very subject of the analysis later on. An overview of the variables 

treated in the literature is given below with an overview of those used in the analysis given in 

the end.

2.2  Actors and their identities

First of all, there is a debate on what actors to look at. Whereas classic DRW/SRW literature 

looks at the link between the two and thus focuses on women, Childs and Krook (2009, p.126) 

suggest  to  look  at  critical  actors  in  SRW instead  which  may  be  either  women  or  men. 

Generally,  the  most  mentioned representatives  of  women outside  parliament  are  women's 

movements  and  women's  policy  agencies  (WPA),  which  are  bodies  within  the  state,  for 

example ministries, in charge of gender issues (Celis 2009; Squires 2008, p.187; Wängnerud 

2009).  Mendelberg,  Karpowitz,  and  Oliphant  (2014,  p.18)  point  at  the  often  higher 

importance of women's movements in civil society as opposed to women in parliament or 

4 See Appendix 1
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other bodies of the state. WPAs are further seen as an expression of state feminism, which 

Lovenduski (2005, p.4) defines as “the advocacy of women’s movement demands inside the 

state”. Accordingly, WPAs are supposed to derive the interests to focus on out of alliances 

with the women's movement (Lovenduski 2008, p.174). It is argued that women's movements 

and WPAs in conjunction are more effective in expressing women's interests than women in 

the legislative  (Squires 2008, p.194). Weldon  (2002, p.1167) puts forward two criteria for 

effectiveness of WPA in SRW: 1. “formalized channels of access for women's organizations” 

and 2. the necessary “independence and resources […] to formulate and implement aspects of 

a women's agenda”. In this research two choices were made: firstly, to focus on women to 

actually explore what women's presence in numbers needs to translate into SRW and secondly 

to include women in civil society in this focus as well as an exploration of their work with 

SERNAM, Chile's WPA.  

Another strand of research discusses the relevance of individual characteristics of 

women.  As Mackay  (2008, p.127) states “it is crucial that women – in their diversity, are 

present in politics [...]”. Franceschet, Krook and Piscopo (2009, p.16) see the diversity of 

women as a necessary extension to be included in a more extensive concept of DRW, which is 

seconded by recent research  (Celis 2013; Joshi & Och 2014). While Mackay (2008, p.127) 

mentions the issue of diversity more as a side note, other authors point to the importance of 

genuine  representativity  in  legislations  enhanced  by  a  greater  diversity  of  backgrounds 

(Childs & Krook 2009; Franceschet & Piscopo 2008; Stoffel 2008). Squires  (2008, p.194) 

argument  for  this  derives  from  the  basic  idea  underlying  the  suspected  link  between 

descriptive and substantive representation of women. This link is often said to be based on 

common gendered experiences of women that women inside and outside of politics share 

(Childs 2006, p.10; Squires 2008, p.194). However, she also posits that this presumed link is 

weak  in  the  case  of  representation  by  parliamentarians  (ibid).  In  the  case  of  Chile,  the 

importance of including a diversity of women is underlined by Patricia Richards (2004, p.27) 

who highlights the differing experiences of rights by women depending on their class and 

ethnicity. Given persistent inequality and the feminization of poverty, this argument seems as 

relevant today as a decade ago5. Therefore, adding to the diversity of women and  perspectives 

in  parliament  seems  imperative  to  achieve  greater  SRW and  better  reflect  their  diverse 

experiences. This aspect is therefore taken up in the analysis. 

Another  debated  issue  is  the  role  of  the  attitudes  of  the  women representatives. 

5 See Background Chapter
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While the definition employed by Celis  (2009, p.3) excludes “intentions or attitudes” and 

thereby aspects like women seeking the promotion of women's issues, the contentiousness of 

the inclusion or exclusion of this aspect is highlighted by Celis  (2008, p.112) taking up this 

aspect  in  a  paper  published  a  year  earlier.  The  value  of  its  inclusion  is  corroborated  by 

researchers like Escobar-Lemmon and Taylor-Robinson (2014, p.71) who specifically include 

the element of attitudes as a subject of study. Based on their elaboration, politicians can wear 

different “representational hats” (Escobar-Lemmon & Taylor-Robinson 2014, p.238) linked to 

the representation of distinct perspectives or groups. Depending on what 'hat'  a woman in 

parliament was wearing she might therefore act as a representative of women to differing 

degrees. Rodriguez-Garcia (2014, p.2) further stresses attitudes as part of the agenda-building 

process. The part of the analytical framework applied here focuses on this process rather than 

legislative  outcomes.  Substantive  representation  in  this  context  can  be seen  as  ultimately 

contingent on such attitudes and intentions to represent a certain group on a given issue. This 

is further related to Mackay's (2008, p.126) stressing of the contingency of “factors that may 

incline women to act for women” in the debate, factors amongst which the disposition of 

female  parliamentarians  towards  women's  representation  can  be  seen  to  play  a  crucial 

mediating role. 

Linked to the latter, this work also employs a somewhat broader concept of DRW, 

which  includes  attributes  that  go  beyond  gender  or  sex  as  an  indicator  of  general 

representativity of parliamentarians (Franceschet et al. 2009, p.24). As additionally described 

by Childs and Krook (2009, p.127) and Joshi and Och (2014), who undertook a study of this 

aspect  across  Asian  parliaments,  this  adds  the  crucial  factor  of  the  identity  of  the 

representative  to  the  analysis  of  DRW to  SRW links.  This  qualitative  aspect  of  DRW is 

therefore added here as a further factor potentially undermining or enhancing SRW.  Since the 

present research is aimed at providing insights on influences on substantive representation 

that go beyond numbers, this aspect is taken up as a point of analysis in trying to determine 

obstacles to more qualitative DRW, in terms of the attributes of the elected representatives, as 

a precursor to SRW. 

A further strand in the literature points at the importance to further explore the role 

of party affiliation, ideology and “position power” of female parliamentarians in mediating 

the translation of DRW into SRW (Reingold 2008, p.38). This strongly relates to the influence 

of political parties. They are mainly pointed at regarding DRW, as gatekeepers for women's 
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entry  into  political  parties  and  political  office  but  also  as  central  actors  responsible  for 

enhancing women's participation in politics generally (Franceschet 2005; Markham 2013). In 

the analysis, especially the concept of position power is put into relation with the findings of 

this study.

2.3 The role of changes in number

More at the core of the debate, research has not come to any conclusions regarding the actual 

impact of higher numbers of women. Whereas critical mass theory predicts a tipping point at  

which women start to be able to make a difference, others point to a possible backlash by men 

who feel  threatened  by a  rising  number  of  women (Childs  & Krook 2009,  pp.128,  145; 

Mendelberg, Karpowitz, & Oliphant 2014, p.18). Childs and Krook (2009, p.128) even argue 

on that basis that women might be able to make more of a difference at smaller numbers. 

Another idea on the impact of few women is tokenism, which posits that women at lower 

numbers show greater gender sensitivity, while nonetheless mostly not being able to translate 

this  into outcomes  due to  their  minority status  (Stichman et  al.  2010,  p.633).   Based on 

Kanter's (1977) original theory, women are generally seen to fulfill the role of a token when 

they constitute around 15% of a given group (ibid). Franceschet (2010, p.25) discusses further 

potential effects of gender quotas, adding to the side of the debate that argues for the positive 

effects of higher numbers of women. While such a quota effect is still debated in theory, the 

UN has acted on such theoretical input and promotes a gender quota of 30% (Mendelberg, 

Karpowitz, & Oliphant 2014, p.18). Since women currently make up 15.8% of the Chilean 

lower chamber (Cámara), the ideas surrounding tokenism are taken into consideration to look 

more closely into the effects low numbers have on translating DRW into SRW. 

The  framework  is  supplemented  by insights  from discussions  on  the  impact  of 

gender quotas. Potential impacts of the newly legislated gender quota in the case of Chile at 

this  point  seem widely speculative,  especially regarding the impact  of  the reforms of the 

electoral  system that  they  are  part  of,  nonetheless,  where  substantial  research  results  on 

aspects  taken  up  in  the  analysis  exist,  it  is  indicated  in  how  far  an  improvement  or 

deterioration of SRW, based on the respective variable, can be reasonably expected.

2.4 Further mediating factors – Defining women's issues

As the link between DRW and SRW is contentious, there are several ideas specifically on 
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mediating factors. One relates to different modes of communication and assertion of authority 

in  parliamentary  deliberations  which  are  seen  to  disadvantage  women  (Mendelberg, 

Karpowitz,  &  Oliphant  2014,  p.19).  Mendelberg,  Karpowitz,  and  Oliphant  (2014,  p.20) 

thereby outline authoritative representation rather than DRW or SRW as the central concept. 

While the interviews yielded some insights with this regard, the information was patchy and 

therefore  it  was  decided  to  focus  on  aspects  on  which  information  was  more  dense  and 

conclusive. 

Another related debate concerns the definition of women's issues. The concept of 

SRW is usually linked to the extent to which 'women's issues' are taken up and addressed by 

policies in a constructive way. It is therefore crucial for the concept and the discussion about 

SRW. However, the definition and perception of women's issues is contentious and seems to 

constitute a further mediating factor between DRW and SRW (Celis et al. 2014, p.150; Childs 

& Krook 2009, pp.127-128, 144; Mackay 2008, pp.126, 128; Reingold & Swers 2011, p.430). 

There are several  categorizations of women's issues, two major ones developed by 

Molyneux (1985, 1988) and Offen (2000). Molyneux (as cited in Franceschet & Krook 2008, 

p.5; Celis 2008, p.112) distinguishes strategic and practical interests.  Practical interests or 

feminine issues are defined as those interests  “which emerge out of women’s subordinate 

position in society but do not necessarily challenge that position” (Franceschet 2005, p.103; 

Franceschet & Krook 2008, p.5)  and which are based on the “concrete conditions of women’s 

positioning within the gender divisions of labour”  (Molyneux 1985 as cited in Celis 2008, 

p.112). This includes women's issues linked to sexuality and bodily autonomy (Celis 2009, 

p.6).  Strategic  interests  on  the  other  hand  are  derived  “from  the  analysis  of  women’s 

subordination and from the formulation of an alternative” (Molyneux as cited in Celis 2009, 

p.6). The latter are seen as more feminist aims which “represent a challenge to the unequal 

power relations between men and women” (Franceschet & Krook 2008, p.5). It is argued that 

the latter  involves  legislative  changes  that  involve  a  redistribution  of  power,  whereas  the 

former  tackles  more  superficial  aspects  of  gender  inequality.  An  example  given  by 

Franceschet (2005, p.103) for practical interests is childcare provision. She also underlines 

that  the  lines  between  practical  and  strategic  interests  are  thin.  Childcare  provision  is  a 

practical need for working mothers, but it also constitutes a challenge to the broader sexual 

division of labor as an essential policy to enable mothers to enter the labor market (ibid). 

Nonetheless, it can be posited that there are interests or issues that challenge gender norms 
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and, while ultimately addressing practical needs, challenge existing inequalities on a more 

substantial  level than other demands. For instance,  childcare provision by the state is one 

approach  to  make  family  life  compatible  with  work  life  but  does  not  challenge  the 

responsibility of the mother. Another approach is shared responsibility which questions this 

sexual division of labor.  The distinction of feminine and feminist  interests is  chosen as a 

straightforward conceptualization to categorize the issues encountered and discussed in the 

interviews. 

Offen's (2000) categorization of women's issues based on strands of feminism in 

Europe is also relevant to the Chilean situation. She developed the distinction between an 

individualist and a relational or maternalist strand of feminism (Celis & Childs 2012, p.218). 

While the former stresses the individual autonomy of women and the equality of men and 

women, the latter emphasizes ideas of the distinctiveness, complementarity, partnership and 

equal  worth  over  equality  of  men  and  women  (Celis  2009,  p.8).   Another  way  this  is 

expressed is to distinguish between 'equality' and 'difference' feminism based on an idea of 

“gender-neutral”  or  “gender-differentiated  citizenship”  respectively  (Lister  as  cited  in 

Richards 2004, p.12). Feminism is commonly associated with the individualist notion but as 

noted by Celis and Childs (2012, p.223) it is a contested concept, therefore it is wise to clarify 

here  that  unless  otherwise  stated  the  individualist  thread  constitutes  the  conceptual 

underpinning behind any mention of the term feminism or feminist in this paper. Nonetheless, 

the distinction serves as a marker for the women's issues identified in the interviews.

2.5 Networking among women – feminist triangles

Another mediating variable pointed at in the literature are the linkages among women. Childs 

and  Krook  (2009,  p.138) argue  that  token  women  can  make  a  difference  if  they  form 

alliances.  Holli  (2008) theorizes  an  umbrella  concept  termed  'women's  cooperative 

constellations' meant to revive the analysis of networks among women and women's groups at 

different levels of state and society as essential contributors to SRW. Holli (2008) mentions 

focuses  on  differing  actors.  Regarding  women in  parliament,  the  importance  of  women's 

caucuses for the link between DRW and SRW has been underlined repeatedly (Celis & Childs 

2012; Childs & Krook 2009; Franceschet et al. 2009; Htun & Piscopo 2014; Osborn 2014; 

Reingold 2008; Sacchet 2008). The existence of women's caucuses in parliaments is seen as 

increasing  women's  political  influence  and  clout  as  well  as  promoting  cross-partisan 

cooperation (Osborn 2014, p.151; Reingold 2008, p.34). 
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In addition, the degree of cooperation between women in congress and women in 

civil  society is  discussed by some authors.  Escobar-Lemmon and Taylor-Robinson  (2014, 

p.155) mention the potential importance of the presence of women in the legislative as allies 

for women's organizations outside formal politics. In studies, the women's movement is seen 

to be able to promote a positive environment for women's issues as well as convey and create 

public support for an issue (Beckwith & Cowell-Meyers 2007, p.557). Both actors are seen to 

be stronger in conjunction (Celis & Childs 2008, p.421). Franceschet (2006, p.11) stresses the 

need for pressure “from below” along with responsive representatives to respond positively 

and exert change “from above”. 

As noted above, the relation between WPAs and women's movements is also seen as 

essential  for  either  ones  effectiveness  in  achieving  SRW  (Squires  2008;  Weldon  2002; 

Lovenduski 2008). Apart from Holli's (2008) feminist triangles and the earlier concepts they 

are based on, Mazur (2003, p.500) mentions findings on the specific effectiveness of triangles 

of feminist actors, here women in parliament, women's movement and WPAs, which need to 

work together “in a co-equal fashion” to achieve the best results for women's representation. 

Since the basis of such triangles is seen in common feminist  approaches, how women in 

parliament relate to feminism is a related factor to look at. While Holli (2008) includes all 

kinds of actors group, the focus here is on the set-up developed by Vargas and Wieringa 

(1998, as cited in Holli 2008), called triangle of empowerment, which focuses on “women in 

public office”, women's movements or organizations and WPAs (Mazur 2003, p.500). 

2.6 Variables applied in the analysis

To sum up, there is a wealth of potential variables associated with SRW. In this work, as 

pointed out above, a number of them that seem most relevant for the case and less thoroughly 

explored have been chosen to be discussed in relation to the findings from this field research 

in the analysis. The first variable is the diversity of the female parliamentarians and the factors 

that influence this. Secondly, attitudes towards the representation of women as expressed by 

the interviewees are discussed as a variable, in this context the debate on numbers is taken up 

explicitly  with  regards  to  the  concept  of  tokenism.  Further,  the  mediating  role  of  what 

women's issues are dealt with and how they are defined is analyzed. Finally, the variable of 

the existence of  feminist triangles, broken down into linkages among and within the three 

sides  of  this  triangle  (women  in  congress,  the  women's  movement,  and  SERNAM)  is 

discussed particularly with regards to obstacles and potential benefits. Connected to this, the 
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relation of the legislators to feminism is taken up. Where applicable, the field of discussion on 

the actual impact of numbers is explored in relation to its impact on the respective mediating 

factor for SRW. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

3.1 General approach to the topic

Chile is chosen as a single case study in the style of the “extreme-case method” described by 

Gerring (2007). He talks about the worth of the “rareness of the value” (Gerring 2007, p.102). 

As described in 1.1, the paragraph on relevance, and as demonstrated in the background on 

Chile in Chapter 4, Chile generally shows indicators on gender inequality that are close to 

regional scores, however, combined with overall favorable development indicators far above 

the regional average  (Clark, Lu, & Clark 2014, p.5; Humanas 2014; Htun & Piscopo 2014, 

p.15; UNDP 2014a, p.172). In addition, with regards to gender inequality scores, Chile falls 

far short of the average level in the group of countries with 'very high human development' to 

which it belongs (UNDP 2014a, p.172). Since the research debate shows the very contentious 

role of numbers, this was not employed as a decisive selection criterion. Instead, Chile was 

chosen  due  to  its  special  and  to  some  extent  surprising  combination  of  indicators  (see 

background in Chapter 4), its, regionally unusual, absence of a parliamentary gender quota 

and its imminent introduction of such a quota  (QuotaProject; Vargas 2015). A single case was 

chosen over a comparison as part of the choice of an in-depth qualitative field study over a 

desk study.

The  present  case  study  focuses  on  the  experiences  and  perceptions  of  female 

politicians as well as the respective insights from national women's organizations in Chile in 

relation  to  the  broader  context  of  gender  relations  in  politics  and  gender  policies  in  the 

country (George & Bennett 2005, p.69). While Chile is the overall case for this single case 

study, each female member of parliament in this research is a case of the broader phenomenon 

of women in politics and this paper investigates a specific group of cases defined by all of 

them being recent or current members of the Chilean lower chamber (Cámara de Diputados) 

or senate (Senado) which together constitute the Chilean legislative. Furthermore, the women 

representing  the  women's  organizations  are  cases  for  the  broader  perceptions  within  the 

Chilean women's movement.

In order to address the research questions and contribute to the research debate, this 

research applies a mostly qualitative approach. Taking its point of departure from data on 

current levels of female representation and indicators on gender equality, it then enters into in-

15



depth qualitative research to shed light on the experiences, perceptions and status of women in 

the Chilean parliament, the Chilean women's movement and interactions between them and 

with the current state of gender equality in Chile.  In this, the underlying epistemology is 

social constructivist. Even if there are certain themes the interviews were structured around, 

the idea was still to keep the questions open-ended and allow room for individual perceptions. 

Furthermore,  the  choice  of  the  topic  and  basic  idea  also  links  into  the  advocacy  or 

participatory epistemology. However, since there are strong advocates for women's rights and 

women's representation already, many of the main functions of such an approach seem to be 

redundant. Accordingly, the aim of this research is more modest and rather follows the ideas 

of the constructivist research approach (Creswell & Clark 2007, pp.8–9).

3.2 Interviews and sampling

Specifically,  five current  and two recent  female members  of  the Chilean parliament  were 

interviewed  in  semi-structured  interviews  as  well  as  five  representatives  of  civil  society 

organizations dealing with women's and gender issues (see list in Appendix 2). The specter of 

political orientations ranged from the center-left (Partido Por la Democracia - PPD) to the 

center-right  (Partido  Demócrata  Cristiano  -  PDC)6 and  included  two  independents.  Both 

deputies and senators were included. The legislators interviewed ranged in age from 38 to 72. 

The questions were based on findings and ideas found in the research debate, but formulated 

in an open-ended way in order to avoid bias in favor of certain hypotheses. The interviews 

were conducted in Spanish, with recordings that were transcribed for later processing. While 

the answers for the first three research questions are based almost entirely on the interviews, 

information  on  personal  factors  was  equally  taken  from  the  profile  of  the  respective 

interviewee available on official web-pages and news articles. 

The sample was based on the groups of interest pointed out before. All women in 

congress were contacted, the eventual sample is a result of responses obtained to the initial  

interview  request  and  contacts  on  location.  Regarding  women's  organizations,  all 

organizations listed on the website of the main organized civil society umbrella organization, 

ACCIÓN, were contacted by mail or in person and all available persons interviewed in their 

respective  offices  (ACCIÓN n.d.).  Snowballing  was  used  by asking  representatives  from 

women's organizations about further organizations working on the same issues and considered 

particularly important.

6 See categorization of parties in excerpt in Appendix 3, highlighted in bold font
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3.3 General method and study design

The inspiration for the interview questions (see Appendix 11) as well as information for the 

work  generally  is  taken  from a  variety  of  sources.  This  includes  input  from both  peer-

reviewed journals and books on SRW and related topics, women in politics in Latin America 

and in Chile specifically as well  as the surrounding context.  In addition to these sources, 

policy  reports  and  information  provided  on  their  websites  by  international  and  regional 

organizations as well as national organizations were used for the factual background of the 

field  research  and  to  provide  the  context  for  the  study.  Information  on  current  news  on 

ongoing  legislative  debates  is  further  taken  from  reputable  major  news  sources,  mainly 

Chilean.  One  particularly  important  source  for  the  analysis  was  the  survey  on  women's 

opinions conducted every year by the NGO Humanas since 2005 which gives a broad picture 

of what issues are important to women, including their perspective on political representation 

(Humanas 2014). Some of the other works used are already mentioned in the literature review. 

Regarding the analytical framework, the method is abductive. The questions asked 

during the interviews are based on earlier frameworks developed by researchers in the field 

that  have  outlined  potential  linkages  and  influential  variables,  like  Mackay  (2008).  The 

research is thereby intended to contribute to the research debate on the factors influencing the 

experience and leverage of women in politics and what influences their impact on policies 

generally  and  women's  rights  in  particular.  It  does  so  by  critically  discussing  variables 

introduced  by  researchers  within  the  debate  and  potentially  coming  up  with  alternative 

findings and variables to add to this evolving field of research. Regarding the later analysis, 

the same conceptual and analytical frameworks that inform the formulation of the interview 

questions are applied for guidance while looking for patterns. 

However,  the overall  design is  intended to be exploratory.  In the formulation of 

relatively  open-ended  questions,  it  also  contains  an  inductive  element,  where  while  the 

questions have to come from somewhere, the idea is to gather original material and rely on 

somewhat guided but mostly non-directed input from the interviewees. Based on Creswell and 

Clark's (2007, pp.75-78) categorization,  the focus is on the qualitative step of exploratory 

research, leaving the potential quantitative assessment of potential new variables to future 

researchers due to the limits of this thesis.
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3.4 Limitations and delimitations

One limitation of this research is the researcher being not completely fluent in Spanish. In the 

end all  interviews were conducted  in  Spanish  and recorded,  which  allowed for  resolving 

potential ambiguity later on when listening to the interview again, but generally it did not 

pose a problem. An issue regarding this strategy arose with one interview of which, since the 

location for the interview was not chosen by the researcher, the recording had gaps that might 

have  led  to  a  loss  of  information.  Furthermore,  regarding the  interviews,  the  contentious 

nature  of  the  issues  discussed  might  have  led  to  some  restraint  in  the  answers  to  some 

questions. Action against this is discussed in the ethical considerations.

Another limitation relates to the general political context of the research which is 

presented in the background chapter. The period in which the research was conducted was 

marked by both a corruption scandal involving several politicians as well as by a political 

upheaval as Chilean President Michelle Bachelet dissolved her cabinet in the third of four 

weeks of research in Santiago (La Tercera 07/05/2015).  This arguably led to some of the 

cancellations of already arranged interviews (in total five) as well as problems to get those 

interviews rescheduled or others scheduled at all, due to the restricted time frame that was 

available for the research on site and the full agendas of the politicians. In part owed to this, 

the number of women that were eventually interviewed is relatively low, though this has to be 

seen in relation to the generally low number of women part of the initially targeted sample. 

The generalizability of the findings is thereby limited though. This limitation is   to some 

degree  counteracted  by  including  perceptions  of  the  other  women  in  congress  by  those 

interviewed and consultation of publicly available information on the women that could not 

be interviewed and their attitudes on some of the issues discussed.

Regarding delimitations, the research deliberately restricts itself to the case of Chile 

and mainly to the experiences, attitudes and characteristics of women legislators and women 

from women's organizations. Other perspectives are only brought in to some extent and the 

focus consciously remains on women as actors of SRW. This is not meant to make a statement 

on the relevance of men, but rather owed to the focus on the research debate of DRW and 

SRW, which in itself centers on women as focal actors, and restrictions faced in the scope and 

resources available for this paper. Furthermore, also the analysis is accordingly focused only 

on  these  two  potential  sites  of  the  political  representation  of  women.  Therefore  the 

generalizability of the findings is limited and applications to other cases have to be treated 
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with caution depending on the respective context. 

3.5 Ethical considerations

Due to the political context and standing of the interviewees as well as the discussion of some 

controversial issues it was necessary to make sure all interviewees were well aware of the 

topic beforehand, which was done by explaining the exact topic and purpose of the research in 

the  interview  requests  and  at  the  start  of  each  interview.  Specifically,  this  was  seen  as 

important since some questions addressed issues linked to controversial debates the answers 

to which, if publicized, could negatively affect the standing of the respective woman in their 

party or in parliament. While there was some restraint expected on some controversial issues, 

as well as issues of reproduction of party positions instead of own opinions, this was not 

experienced in the end. The same applies for any other additional interview partners, though it 

could be expected that these topics are less sensitive for women's organizations. Finally, based 

on the knowledge of the context, the main measure taken was to use due diligence in choosing 

quotations.
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Chapter 4: Background – The Chilean case

The following text introduces the political and social context of gender equality in Chile. 

After  emerging  from  an  oppressive  dictatorship  under  Pinochet  (1973-1989)  Chile  has 

continued making progress on many levels (see Figure 1). Chile is, along with Argentina, one 

of  only  two  countries  in  the  region  that  is  listed  in  the  'very  high  human  development' 

category in the Human Development Index (HDI) on rank 41 with a score of 0.822, on par  

with Portugal (UNDP 2014a, p.160). However, it does not do so well when the HDI adjusted 

for inequality or the Gender Inequality Index (GII) are looked at. Regarding inequality Chile 

has a Gini coefficient of 52.1, which is higher than for any other country in this HDI category, 

at  least  of those for which data is available (UNDP 2014a, p.168).  Inequality is by some 

linked  back  to  Chile's  extremely  neoliberal  economic  system  which  is  also  blamed  for 

deficiencies on other social indicators (de la Barra 2011; Gideon 2008; Solimano 2012; Tome 

2015).

Regarding gender inequality, Chile has an index of 0.355 and thereby belongs to a 

group of  4  out  of  49 countries  with very high human development  that  score over  0.30, 

indicating greater inequality, in this category, the other countries being Argentina, Cuba and 

Qatar (UNDP 2014a, p.172).  While  Chile stands out  among the countries with very high 

human development that have an average score of 0.197 in this  category,  it  is  below the 

average  of  its  region  (Latin  America  and  the  Caribbean)  which  stands  at  0.416.  Some 

indicators of gender equality are further explored below.
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First of all, there is a disparity between education and integration into the labor force. There 

seems to be equal access to education, with a 3.1% difference between men and women who 

have some secondary education (UNDP 2014a, p.172). In fact, universities have more women 

than men  enrolled  on  average  (Araya  2012).  However,  this  does  not  translate  into  equal 

participation in the labor market. Women's participation here is among the lowest in South 

America  (ECLAC 2014, p.13). This is traced back to traditional stereotypes reinforcing a 

conservative  sexual  division  of  labor  with  women  primarily  seen  as  mothers  and  wives 

(Comité CEDAW as cited in Valdés Echenique 2013, p.177). In addition, this is potentially 

related to a high level of femininity of poverty, the index for which has increased from 109.1 

to 136.7 between 2000 and 2013 (ECLAC 2014, p.72).  

Another group of indicators concerns the bodily autonomy of women. Gender-Based Violence 

(GBV) is one of the most persistent threats to development in Latin America (UNDP 2013, 

p.82). In Chile, rape has increased by over 25% between 2005 and 2011 to 16.2 per 100,000 

(ibid,  p.83)7.  Intra-family  violence  has  even  increased  by 50% in  the  same  period,  now 

standing at 762.1 per 100,000, the highest ratio in the region (ibid, p.84)8. While femicide9 

was introduced into law as a typology in 2010, the rate is still relatively high (CEPAL 2011, 

p.10)10. Furthermore, the bodily autonomy of women is challenged due to the total prohibition 

of abortion (Gianella-Malca & Gloppen 2014, p.1). While therapeutic abortion was legal from 

1931 to  1989,  its  total  prohibition  was enacted  in  the  last  throes  of  the  dictatorship  and 

challenges to this ban have failed due to strong opposition (Gianella-Malca & Gloppen 2014, 

p.2).  Before  the  background of  Bachelet's  presidency,  reinforced by a  public  controversy 

7 While all such data needs to be treated with caution, as described in WHO 2002, p.150 or UNODC 2012, the 
numbers here are employed to show a general trend that, also when taking potential confounding factors like 
increased reporting, not increased incidents, into account, still indicates a persistent problem.

8 For full tables with rates for the other countries in the region, see Appendix 4.
9 Defined as the murder of a woman by a current or former partner (BCNa n.d.)
10 For more information on femicide in Chile see Santana Nazarit & Astudillo Pérez (2014)
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stoked by a case of teen pregnancy, a new legal project to legalize abortion in three cases 

(danger to the mother's life, unviable fetus, rape) was introduced on the 31st of January 2015 

and passed the Health Commission by 8 to 5 votes on  the 4th of August 2015 (Álvarez 2015; 

Ganora & Astudillo 2014). 

Further indicators for the state of women's rights in Chile are the legal provisions and 

changes. Some legal progress has been made on women's rights. Divorce was finally legalized 

in 2004 and an extension of the postnatal leave was achieved. However, laws on intra-family 

violence and femicide as well as regulations on access to contraceptive methods are still too 

limited  in  their  scope  or  obstructing  the  advancement  of  women's  rights  in  their  design 

(Valdés Echenique 2013, pp.176–177). 

Regarding political representation, there has been progress but numbers are still low. 

Currently, the lower chamber is made up of 19 women and 101 men, the senate of 6 women 

and 32 men (Cámara; Senado). In the 2013 elections, 88 out of 548 candidates for the lower 

chamber, and 12 out of 69 candidates for the senate, were women (CESOP 2013, p.1). On the 

executive level, the current president is a woman, Michelle Bachelet, who won a second term 

after first being president from 2006 to 2010. For an overview of the development of the 

numbers  of  women  in  congress  see  Appendix  5.  Despite  progress,  the  representation  of 

women in politics in Chile is one of the lowest in the region (CEPAL 2011)11. As mentioned, 

there are no gender quotas on any level, only voluntary quotas by the PPD, PS and PDC that  

are poorly enforced (QuotaProject)12. However, in the context of the change of the electoral 

system an obligatory gender quota for candidates for the general elections got approved this 

year, which will be in effect for the following four elections, being a so-called transitory quota 

(BCN 2015) 13. 

There are several important actors linked to the promotion of women's issues. The 

focus here and later on is on the women in congress, however,  women's organizations and 

SERNAM also  play an important  role.  The Chilean  women's  movement  was  essential  in 

bringing  about  the  return  to  democracy  and  is  now  seen  as  fragmented  and  weakened 

(Cosgrove 2010, p.117; Franceschet 2005, p.139). Nonetheless in the 1990s, at its peak, the 

movement had a strong voice and brought about the establishment of SERNAM, whose leader 

was to have the status of a minister even if SERNAM itself was not a full ministry, which it  

will however become now, based on recent legislation  (Dandavati 2005, p.101; Franceschet 

11 See Map in Appendix 6
12 For an overview, see www.quotaproject.org
13 For details on the electoral system and the quota law see Appendix 3 and 7

22



2005, p.116; SERNAM 2015)14. Finally, it needs to be mentioned that the role of President 

Bachelet or a female president in general has also been discussed extensively and is not taken 

up here (see for example Stevenson 2012). 

The political situation in which this study was conducted was marked by major changes and 

upheaval. The country is under the impression of a corruption scandal, partly involving the 

current  President  Bachelet  who is  also facing  a  dramatic  drop in  public  approval  ratings 

(Emol 03/08/2015; Molina 2015).  Furthermore, political parties have reached an all-time low 

of  confidence  by the  public.  Based  on the  April  2015 survey by the  Chilean  Centro  de 

Estudios Públicos (CEP) it now stands at 3% (CEP 2015, p.23). In addition, while this study 

was being conducted in Chile, President Bachelet dissolved her cabinet as a reaction to the 

crisis  her  government  was  and is  facing  (La Tercera  07/05/2015).  The country is  further 

preparing for the formulation of a new constitution to replace the one taken over from 10 

years before the return of democracy with elaborations set to start in September 2015 (Cádiz 

2015).

14 For more information on SERNAM see for example Haas (2010, pp.59–64)
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Chapter 5: Findings 

5.1 Research question 1: Representativity

In how far and on what basis do women in parliament and civil society represent women and  

women's  issues  (and  how  does  this  relate  to  their  stance  on  particularly  controversial  

'women's issues' like abortion and gender quotas)?15

5.1.1 Perceptions of representation 

First of all, the female parliamentarians largely do not see themselves as representatives of 

women in particular. The interviewed women differ in the way they perceive their electorate. 

Two of them mention women as a specifically important group voting for them (P3, P6). P3 

feels  herself  as  representing  women  from  her  region  since  she  is  the  only  female 

representative  from  that  region.  Nonetheless,  of  the  women  interviewed  five  either  see 

themselves  as  representing  women in  particular  or  state  that  they are  putting  a  focus  on 

promoting women's issues (P1, P2, P3, P4, P6). One deputy (P4) mentions that she did not 

feel to be representing women but once in office felt a responsibility to put forward women's 

issues since there are so few women. Another (P5) mentions the difficulty in representing 

women due to the diversity of women in Chile. 

This  somewhat  limited  understanding  of  representing  women  is  mirrored  in  the 

perceptions of women's organizations. All of them have a rather skeptical view on the current 

capacity of women in congress to represent Chilean women. While most of them stress the 

exigencies of the situation of women in politics that constrain their ability to represent women 

(CS1, CS2, CS3, CS4, CS5) they also all mention the varied commitment to feminist ideas 

depending  on  the  individual  woman.  Linked  to  this,  the  conservativeness  of  right-wing 

women  taking  their  convictions  to  congress  is  mentioned  (CS2,  CS3).  Regarding  the 

conditions of work of female parliamentarians, some stress the basic fact of them being so 

few, others point firmly to the influence of the dynamics and structure of the political parties 

which make it difficult to see the independent stance of the woman herself (CS3, CS5). They 

disagree on whether women are necessarily more sensitive to women's issues, one arguing 

clearly in favor of the existence of a basic common sensitivity (CS1), one against this point 

15 Franceschet (2011, p. 20) discusses the specific controversy around abortion in the Chilean context.
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specifically (CS2). Further, there is a perceived lack of difference in the behavior of male and 

female ministers (CS4). 

5.1.2 Inequality of opportunities to access representative office and identity

Another  issue  is  the  representativity  in  terms  of  a  perceived  elitist  system.  Access  to 

parliament is seen as being restricted to a conservative elite that is not representative of the 

broader society and does not allow women from civil society in (P4). Related to this is the  

issue  of  women  in  politics  often  being  the  "daughter  of"  someone  (P6,  CS1).  The 

representativity  of  the  women  in  congress  is  therefore  seen  to  be  compromised  by  the 

homogeneity of their background in the Chilean elite (CS2), whereas it is noted that recently 

women without links to political  families have gotten elected, mentioning Camila Vallejo, 

Karol Cariola and Paulina Núñez (CS4). Nonetheless, a general obstacle to generating change 

in  politics  is  that  the  parliament  moves  more  slowly  than  society,  it  "does  not  lead 

change"(P4).

Linked  to  these  issues  of  representativity  and  perceived  mandates  are  unequal 

conditions in competing for political office (P1, P7, CS1). Women and men have unequal 

access to funding for electoral campaigns, due to difficulties to obtain credit, especially if 

running for office for the first time (P1) and less financial support from companies (CS1). 

One woman points at her focus on work with citizens and civil society organizations to win 

votes since she could not afford an expensive campaign (P1). Women in civil society may be 

interested to run for office but are unable to surmount the obstacles (CS1). Being a declared 

feminist  further  impedes  access  (CS1),  “either   you are a  feminist,  or  you belong to the 

political party” (CS3). Access into appointed office in the executive seems to have advanced 

more towards women's inclusion (CS5). Given the difficulties attached to entering politics for 

women,  a prominent family name and links to a political family as a resource are strategically 

more important for women than for men (CS4). 

While the organizations talked to openly embrace feminism as the venture point for 

their studies and campaigns, a majority of women in parliament does not identify with this 

label. Whereas P6 says that she is feminist "as the first political option" and P1 says that 

working with women's movements during her exile in Vienna made her a feminist, the others 

distance themselves from it for a variety of reasons. One woman (P2) underlines that she 

"never felt feminist" while at the same time declaring her support for positive discrimination 

and stating her view of women's rights being unquestionable.  Another (P4) highlights her 
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respect for the work of women's organizations but says that she does not declare herself a 

feminist. Further, one woman (P5) points to her association of traditional feminists as fighters 

for the space of the body and as she personally does not have any conflictual relation with this 

aspect, she does not identify with it. Lastly, P7 explains that she does not like the concept of 

feminist, stating that it generates rejection in society and that she rather fights for equality of 

men and women "without title".  

A somewhat  different  picture  emerges  regarding  the  self-perception  of  women's 

organizations.  Some  specifically  mentioned  that  they  do  not  perceive  the  work  of  their 

organizations to be representative of women (CS1, CS5). They focus on empowerment of 

women either by workshops and trainings or by surveys and research to create the factual 

basis for arguments in favor of gender equality and demonstrate current inequalities. They 

work  on  what  they  perceive  as  women's  issues,  also  exploring  women's  issues  through 

surveys but not claiming representativity. This also relates to their role in visibilization which 

most mention as a focus of their work (CS1, CS2, CS4, CS5). Like in the case of female 

parliamentarians' campaigns, one obstacle mentioned by some is funding (CS1, CS2, CS5), 

leading for example to a lack of sustained campaigns  in favor of more women in positions of 

power or against violence against women or on other issues (CS1). 

5.1.3 Perceptions on women's issues

Related to women's issues, there are first the interviewees' perceptions of the most important 

issues for women in Chile and secondly their stance on two current 'hot issues', abortion and 

the quota law. 

The female parliamentarians introduce a number of issues they consider particularly 

crucial for women in Chile. One prominent topic is political representation, which is explicitly 

mentioned by a  majority of  the interviewees (P1,  P3,  P4,  P6).  This  is  underlined  by the 

Humanas survey, cited by CS1, where the political arena is the second big area in which 

women feel discriminated against (Humanas 2014). Secondly, they mention the reconciliation 

of work and family life along with continuing discrimination in the labor market, which is the 

primary place of discrimination identified in the survey (CS1) and noted by all interviewed 

women's organizations. This point is extended on by civil society organizations who mention 

related issues like economic dependence/autonomy (CS1, CS2, CS5) and low pensions for 

women (CS3). Shared responsibility (corresponsabilidad) of man and woman in family life is 

named as a major topic to be tackled in this respect (P2, P3, P4, P6). Related to the family,  
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some further point out care-work in general, not only related to children (P1, P2, P3, P4, P6,  

P7)  but  also  the  elderly  (P6,  CS2,  CS3),  stating  that  “we  have  to  change  the  focus  of  

care[work], because women are still the carers of the elderly, of the children [...]” (P6). While 

only one mentions sexual and reproductive rights (P1),  others underline the high level of 

intra-family violence and femicides in Chile (P2, P3, P4), which is taken up by CS3. Amongst 

civil  society  organizations,  sexual  and  reproductive  rights  and  specifically  abortion  is 

mentioned across the board as a central issue also found in the survey (CS1, CS2, CS3, CS5;  

Humanas 2014). Another issue introduced is health (P1, P3), including mental health as well 

as general discrimination against and depreciation of women (P2, P3, P4) with women being 

confined to a “secondary category” in many areas (P2). 

Two currently debated issues linked to women's rights in Chile, the gender quota for 

candidates and abortion, find a varied echo with the interviewed parliamentarians. First of all,  

a number of interviewees specifically point out that they used to be skeptical of a quota, some 

thought that a qualified woman could make it to congress anyways, but after some time in 

politics realized that such a measure appeared to be necessary (P3, P4, P5, P7). Some however 

stress its transitory nature, expressing the hope that it will then no longer be necessary (P2, 

P7). Generally there is support of the measure. Stances on abortion are more divided. One 

woman is personally against abortion, but says she cannot oblige women (P2). One agrees on 

the first two cases but has her doubts regarding the case of rape (P4). One of the interviewed 

only favors abortion in the case of the life of the mother being in danger (P7), whereas Maria 

Antonieta Saa (P6), president of the organization Miles16, sees the current law as only a first 

step. 

5.2 Research question 2: Obstacles

What obstacles in their respective work do they identify? 

In the interviews a variety of obstacles for women's work in formal politics were discussed as 

well as problems faced by women's organizations.  These can mainly be gathered under the 

headings of cultural, political/structural and economic obstacles. 

5.2.1 Cultural barriers

The basic cultural obstacle mentioned by all interviewees is machismo and the norms attached 

16 Miles por los Derechos Sexuales y Reproductivos - http://mileschile.cl/ (Thousands for Sexual and 
Reproductive Rights)
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to it17. As one woman (P2) puts it: “The congress keeps being super machista. This congress is 

machista.  The  Chilean  is  machista.”  “Because  it  is  a  machista country.  In  politics,  in 

companies,  public  and  private,  very  machista.”  (CS1).  In  the  interviews,  machismo was 

directly mentioned as the reason for the lack of access of women to higher positions (CS1), 

the fact  that  childcare provision is  only for  female  not  for  male  workers  (CS1),  that  the 

postnatal law assumes that women should play the main role in childcare (CS1), the whole 

image of what a woman can or cannot do (P5, CS1), present in power relations in both society 

and relationships (P7), women being expected to join certain commissions and not others 

(P3),  the  core  cause  behind  femicide  and  street  harassment  (CS3),  and  the  blindness  of 

political parties towards discrimination (P6). The underlying attitudes, which are referred to 

as influencing a majority of the other obstacles, are attributed to “structures that make the 

people machista” (CS1, also CS3).

In the interviews a number of elements of this structure were related. The first area is 

education. Several women outline the influence of a sexist education on shaping the ideas of 

children on the roles of men and women (P2, CS3, CS5) and claim a lack of secular education 

(P6). The Church is put forward as upholding a status quo of cultural stereotypes of the "good 

woman who stays at home and has many children" (P4) and “holding all of us hostage” (P6) 

with its views being supported by right-wing politicians promoting traditional gender roles 

(CS3, CS4). A few further point to the reproduction of these images and invisibility of women 

in the media which further reinforces the general conservatism and machismo in society (CS3, 

CS4).  One woman says the Catholic Church has a veto role  (CS5) despite  its  decreasing 

power (P2, CS2, CS5) and still maintains its traditional influence in the education system (P2,  

P6, CS3, CS5). In addition, lack of proper sex education18, seen as a matter of public health, is 

also traced back to the Church's conservative ideological posture (P3, P6).  Another factor on 

the macro-level is seen in the economic system, which, as one woman points out, creates 

additional inequalities, materialized in a segregated education system amongst others (CS3, 

CS5). Furthermore, normative constraints in the form of provisions in the constitution are 

seen as hampering progress (CS5). 

Partly resulting from this persistent influence, another main obstacle presented is the 

main responsibility of caring for house and children still lying with the woman, leading to a 

situation in which women have to juggle playing a major role in both public and private 

sphere at the same time to a greater degree than men, “[t]hings that men do not live through” 

17 For an elaboration on machismo, see Appendix 8
18 See also Appendix 10, Photo 3
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(P1). This is related to women "feeling a strong responsibility for raising the children" (P1). 

“Men are not participants of their parenthood” (CS2), and society does not take charge of it 

either with women generally being seen as costs by companies (P3). Childcare provision at 

the congress locations is suggested here (CS5). Related to the latter it is explained by two 

women (P1, P3) that the law obligating companies to provide childcare in case of having 20 

or more female employees is poorly complied with, "they just do not employ more than 19" 

(P1). Therefore it is posited that it is "not incompatible but very difficult" to combine family 

and work (P2). Motherhood is an obstacle for politicians, and incompatible with work for 

those who lack strong support by their partner or another family member (P3, P4, P7). “I  

know various women with great interest [in joining politics] who did not have the support of 

their husband or partner or their children and so do not run for public office” (P7). “If the 

situation is reversed, if it was a relationship or marriage and the man decides to run for office 

and the  woman does  not  like  it  much,  the  man informs her  and still  runs”  (P7 – freely 

translated).  Taking  time  off  for  children  in  political  office  is  further  complicated  by  the 

competitiveness of the political arena (P3). With regards to the lack of shared responsibility 

between mothers and fathers, some point to a perceived change in the younger generation 

with younger women getting more support from their  partners (P1, CS3, CS4). The same 

generational change is perceived with regards to the strength of machismo (P1, P2, P6, CS3, 

CS4). Nonetheless, the little use of the postnatal regulation by men is given as an example of 

the contrary (P1, P7, CS1). 

5.2.2 Political structures and practice

Multiple women mention features of the political parties as obstacles (P1, P4, CS1, CS3) or 

even primary obstacles (CS2). Firstly the closed structure and secondly the schedules of party 

work (P1, P4, CS1). In addition, party discipline, masculine, hierarchical and conservative 

party culture (P1, CS1, CS2, CS3),  and having to vote for certain things (P2, P4, CS1, CS3) 

are mentioned as a constraint along with a call for a renovation of the parties (P2, P6, CS1). 

“Political  parties […] are hierarchical organizations in which women's issues have always 

taken a  backseat”  (CS3).  Political  parties  show little  recognition of  the  political  work of 

women (P2) and do not give many opportunities for women from civil society to enter politics 

(P4). “In politics I feel that men do not give the women any space” (CS1). In this context a  

lack of women in party directorates is pointed out (P6). For women who leave their party, as 

two of the women interviewed have done, chances to advance within congress are decreased, 
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as “the independents in congress do not have any possibility to get a presidency, none” (P4). 

Running for office as an independent is seen as extremely difficult in Chile (CS1). 

As a result of the exigencies of these structures, women have to compromise. Several 

women underline the pressure to adopt to masculine rules and perceive that some women end 

up 'masculinized' by institutions shaped by men (P1, P2, P3, P5, CS4, CS5). “We are getting 

masculinized because we have to fight” (P2). The former is highlighted as a reason why some 

women choose to work in civil society rather than submitting themselves to a political party 

(CS3). 

With  regards  to  work  in  congress,  there  are  further  experiences  of  hurdles.  All 

parliamentarians interviewed agree that it is harder for women to gain the necessary respect to 

make themselves heard, having to demonstrate their capabilities many times. Furthermore, 

women's topics are not often put forward and are superseded by other topics, especially in the 

work of the senate (P3). Most interviewees also point to issues of daily discrimination (P1, 

P2, P3, P4, P6). One woman states that she herself has not experienced great problems in 

accessing higher offices, but still states that it is generally more difficult for women (P3). This 

is  supported by the  statements  from other  parliamentarians  (P1,  P2,  P4,  P5)  for  example 

recalling the fact that there have been “only three women presidents of the Cámara in 25 

years” (P1)19. It is also mentioned that women are expected to be interested in certain issues 

and to join Familia y Adulto Mayor (Commission on Family and the Elderly) (P3, P4). In one 

interview it is recounted that some women consciously distance themselves from such topics 

in order to be taken more seriously in issue areas usually ascribed to men (P4). Further, they 

mention the example of Camila Vallejo bringing her baby to congress, which stoked public 

controversy, and lament the inappropriate comments made by male colleagues and others at 

the time (P4, P7, CS1, CS3, CS4, CS5). Another deputy describes the scrutiny women are 

under (P4). Finally, they describe the norms of behavior in politics as masculine (P1, P6, CS1, 

CS4, CS5), including networks of power (P6).

In addition, schedules in politics are highlighted as being incompatible with childcare 

or a family life in general (P1, P2, P3, P4, P7). “All women who work in this congress have a 

terrible [work] schedule” (P4). In Chile, this is further complicated by the travel necessary 

between  the  deputies'  and  senators'  districts  and  the  congress  locations  in  Santiago  and 

Valparaiso (P1, P2, P3, P5, P7). “You are a nomad, one day here, one day there, you do not  

19 The Presidente de la Cámara is elected for approximately one year. There have been 24 presidents of the 
lower chamber between the restoration of democracy and today. 
http://www.camara.cl/camara/media/docs/reglamento_15.pdf
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have one place” (P2). This is featured as a main impediment especially for mothers both for 

deciding to enter politics given the implication to be often far away from their child and for 

reconciling work in congress and family life for those women who have made that step (P1, 

P2, P3, P4, P5, P7). One woman states that many women in politics are separated or single or  

have dysfunctional families (P2).

Women further  point  at  issues associated with envisioned reforms. Concerning the 

gender quota, it is highlighted that a major problem is that in the end a woman will occupy the 

space of a man (P3, CS1). Furthermore, skepticism is uttered regarding the translation of 40% 

women candidates into 40% women among those elected to congress (P5).

In addition, women face additional obstacles to enter certain commissions as well as 

commission presidencies.  The interviewees from both groups confirmed the perception of 

female- and male-dominated commissions and offered different ideas for reasons behind this 

pattern. The parliamentarians quickly named  Hacienda (Finances), Obras Públicas  (Public 

Works),  Transporte  (Transport),  Economía (Economy)  and  Constitución y  Justicia 

(Constitution and Justice) as male-dominated commissions whereas  Familia and Desarrollo  

Social (Social  Development)  were  seen  as  dominated  by  women.  Other  commissions 

mentioned as  more  attractive  to  female  parliamentarians  were  Salud  (Health),  Educación 

(Education), Medio Ambiente (Environment) and Vivienda (Housing)20. 

Reasons named for this pattern were diverse. Firstly, two parliamentarians mentioned 

that the lack of women in commissions related to economics, including Hacienda, was due to 

the fact that there are hardly female politicians who are economists (P1, P6). One stated that 

she  became  president  of  the  Commission  on  Agriculture  because  it  is  linked  to  her 

professional education as a veterinarian (P2). Nonetheless she further says that historically 

commissions were still  seen as "de mujeres o de hombres" (of women or men) (P2). The 

preference for Familia by some is traced back to it being assumed that women want to join 

that commission (P3), which some stress is related to them feeling that the topics discussed 

would not be promoted by men to an equal extent (P1, P6, CS1). In civil society, the sexual 

division of labor, stereotypes on gender roles and socialization of women is put forward as the 

underlying reason for the pattern of commission memberships (CS2, CS3, CS4, CS5). One 

parliamentarian stresses the role of interest and practicality, with more regionally relevant and 

issue-related commissions being preferred by women (P1), others mention that it is a struggle 

to get into some commissions (P1, P2, P4, P5).  Familia is described as a commission with 

20 Full names of commissions and translations in Appendix 9
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less resources and prestige (CS1), further saying that few men want to join  Familia,  with 

some perceiving it as a punishment (P4). On the other hand there is competition inside the 

parties to get into some of the other commissions, for example Hacienda or Constitución (P3, 

P4, P5, CS5). 

5.3 Research question 3: Women's networks

To  what  extent  do  women  in  the  Chilean  congress  work  amongst  each  other  and  over  

organizational  barriers  in  women's  networks  with  women's  organizations  (contingent  on  

networks within this group) and SERNAM?

5.3.1 Cooperation among women in parliament 

In the interviews, women in congress paint a mostly bleak picture of the cooperation among 

them, with details  differing based on individual  experience.  Women “work a  lot  more by 

caucus,  by party,  rather  than doing something among women” (P4).  There seems to be a 

difference between work in the senate and in the Cámara where women, who have been in 

both, outline a tendency towards better cooperation in the senate (P1, P3). Furthermore, the 

female politicians who joined politics at the return of democracy express the view that there 

were more feminists among female legislators at that point and that they worked strongly 

together also across party lines, more than today (P1, P2, P6). Three of the women point out  

that in their political work they have to focus on getting the support of those people in the 

position  to  help  them get  their  legislative  initiatives  through  (P1,  P4,  P5).  Furthermore, 

several of the women state that women in parliament are divided by ideology and related to 

that by their membership of different political parties (P1, P3, P4, P6, CS2, CS3, CS4). “I 

think that to the extent that the feminine bloc would be bigger, it will cease to be a dispute 

among political parties and transform itself into a dispute for women's rights” (CS3). This is 

also  described  as  the  reason  for  the  failure  to  work  together  in  a  'bancada  de  mujeres' 

(women's caucus) (P1, P3, P4, CS4) which has been more successful in other countries of the 

region (P4) and which has been tried several times, most recently around a year ago (CS4). 

Nonetheless they outline the existence of some joint initiatives but qualify that this 

does not translate into any kind of permanent cooperation and is restricted to certain topics 

(P1, P3, P4, P6, CS4). Reproductive rights are mentioned as one issue area where women 

hardly agree with one another,  whereas family and children are areas of smoother allying 
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along  with  the  recent  agreement  on  the  quota  (P1,  P6,  CS1,  CS4)  which  mirrors  the 

distinction of feminist and feminine interests made earlier on. “The laws against violence in 

Chile  for  example,  the  topic  of  the postnatal  [leave],  for  women,  was transversal,  if  you 

adhere to the right, the center, the left, but these topics unite women”(CS1). The majority 

maintains  that  on some topics  it  is  easier  to  work with  other  women and that  there  is  a 

common understanding of some issues (P1, P2, P4, P6, CS5). Two women specifically stress 

a lack of gender solidarity that they have observed as well as competition among women in 

parliament (P3, P4). In the teams on the district level some work mainly with women (P2,  

P4). As most of the interviewees were from the center or center-left, they often referred to 

right-wing women as holding strongly divergent positions from them in some spheres (P1, 

P6).

5.3.2 Women's organizations and their links to female legislators

The women interviewed had differing perspectives  on the  current  women's  organizations. 

Some described the movement as very fragmented and weakened (P6, CS3, CS4), divided 

over differing spaces of action and approaches (CS5). They identify divisions based on issue 

focus,  generational  divide  and  ideological  differences  (CS4)21.  Nonetheless,  they  see  a 

common ground for action and linkages based on specific issues and for the rest they just see 

the organizations as occupying different spaces and topic areas (CS3, CS5). One politician 

explains that the women's movement today does not work with the state effectively and is not 

visible in the wider society (P6). Women are seen as more active in this field than in formal 

politics  as  one  interviewee  contends  that  in  civil  society  80% of  active  participants  and 

leaders are women (CS7). One factor for the perceived crisis of the movement is the lack of a 

regular  source  of  funding.  Owed to  the  display of  favorable  economic  and  development 

indicators after the return to democracy, funding from international donors has decreased in 

the last decades (Cosgrove 2010, p.122, CS1). This slack has not been picked up by the state 

which offers funding merely on a project-basis (ibid, CS1, CS5). For example, some research-

focused  women's  NGOs  like  CEM  can  apply  for  research  funds  offered  by  the  Chilean 

government  (CS5).  Others can get  funding based on social  programs they set  up in their 

communities to name another example. Nonetheless, there is no secure funding base for these 

organizations, which has limited their scope of action (Franceschet 2005, p.155). While some 

21 One example mentioned was the existence of several marches on the occasion of the International Women's 
Day on the 8th of March due to disagreements among organizations (CS3). However, this year an unusually large 
manifestation took place, involving a range of organizations (Gómez 2015).
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organizations still  get funding from abroad (CS1, CS4, CS5), the overall lack of financial 

support has led to competition for funding among the organizations. 

Regarding the links between the two groups of actors, civil society is close to all the 

women in congress interviewed in various ways. The first generation to enter politics in the 

90s had previously been active in civil society with one currently heading the organization 

Miles (P1, P2, P6). It is mentioned that women are much better represented in civil society 

than in formal politics (P1, P7). Most interviewees stress their work together with women's 

organizations and women in congress respectively on various issues (P1, P2, P3, P4, P6, P7, 

CS1, CS2, CS5). One politician points out the complementarity of her work in politics and the 

campaigns of those active in civil society, stating that civil organizations can raise visibility 

and urgency of issues and thereby support her and others in bringing them through congress 

(P3). “What they do today, I cannot do, I cannot replace them, on the contrary” (P3). Stronger 

links to organizations are further described as a valuable partner in election campaigns and for 

visibilizing  issues  as  well  (P1).  In  addition,  some  describe  working  with  civil  society 

organizations as a learning process and a valuable link to women's issues on the ground (P3, 

P4). One interviewee states that she has worked more with Fundación para la Promoción y 

Desarrollo de la Mujer (PRODEMU - Foundation for the Promotion and Development of the 

Woman)22 than with SERNAM on women's issues (P2). One obstacle highlighted is that civil 

society positions  itself  against  formal  politics  as  an  arena  of  the  patriarchy that  they are 

working against which hampers possibilities of cooperation with women in parliament and 

government (P6). 

In fact, civil society representatives see the links as very contingent. One mentions 

constant contact with those parliamentarians more sensitive to gender issues (CS1), whereas 

they further explicitly or implicitly call attention to the role of political parties and ideological 

affiliation of the respective women as a factor limiting cooperation possibilities (CS1, CS3, 

CS5). Existing links are informal. One suggestion is a possible formal interaction, allowing a 

constant flow of proposals from organizations in the civil society to politicians (CS2). There 

is skepticism towards the effectiveness of formal politics in advancing change, stating that the 

few laws produced in that respect lack adequate financing for implementation (CS3). Once 

again,  the possibilities for cooperation are also linked back to different topics, with some 

being more ideologically laden and others linked to discrimination experienced by all women, 

thus making unity possible (CS1, CS5). 

22 PRODEMU is a government agency with limited executive powers that works mainly with small local 
women's organizations and supports them (Dandavati 2005, pp. 104-105)
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The perceptions on tripartite linkages among women who work on women's issues on 

all levels within and outside the state are even more varied. Linkages appear to be informal 

and, depending on the interviewee, are described as uncoordinated (CS1, CS4, CS5). One 

organization sees itself as part of a network of feminist organizations, with differing levels of 

cooperation  relative  to  issue  areas  (CS5).  Reproductive  rights  are  mentioned  twice 

specifically  as  a  more  contentious  topic  (CS1,  CS5).   Teamwork  also  depends  on  the 

characteristics of the actors, with SERNAM and parliamentarians being more bound by party 

politics (CS1, CS4). Another difficulty is navigating between what parliamentarians and what 

government  institutions  like SERNAM say (CS1).  One interviewee further  underlines  the 

existence of bilateral but no trilateral links on issues (CS1). While this is not explicitly stated 

by  others,  their  comments  do  not  contradict  this  observation.  Nonetheless  mutual 

acknowledgment of each others work among feminists is underlined (CS3).

5.3.3 Perception of and links to SERNAM

During the interviews a diversity of views on the limits and accomplishments of SERNAM 

emerged. Several interviewees mention the struggle and the ultimate creation of SERNAM as 

a  result  of  the demands of  the women's  movement (P6,  P7,  CS1,  CS3) and highlight  its 

imminent transformation into a full ministry (P1, P2, CS1, CS2, CS4, CS5). There is a general 

emphasis  on its  overall  value and range of achievements.  It  is  mentioned that  SERNAM 

mostly focuses on the area of women and family (P6, CS2, CS3), a maternalist,  feminine 

orientation. One politician suggests more focus on issues like education, reproductive rights, 

universalization of daycare and shared responsibility of mother and father rather than a rather 

strict  concentration  on  the  current  government's  program  (P3,  CS2).  Generally  there  is 

criticism of SERNAM not addressing the diversity of Chilean women and women's issues in 

its programs (CS2, CS3, CS4). Some underline that SERNAM has the best intentions but 

lacks sufficient funding for its task, which will not necessarily change with its transformation 

into a ministry (P2, CS3, CS5). One woman mentions the need for SERNAM to be more 

cautious in its rhetoric than parliamentarians since it is effectively representing and to some 

extent bound by the program of the current government (P6, CS1, CS2, CS3). 

All the interviewed politicians have worked with SERNAM in some way, some more 

intensively than others, whereas civil society has a more contentious link to the agency. The 

topics worked on mentioned by parliamentarians are widespread, including the divorce law, 

trafficking of women, anti-discrimination law, intrafamiliar violence and generally violence 
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against  women,  sexual  harassment,  femicides,  the quota law,  women as  head of families, 

childcare,  postnatal  leave  and  work  days.  One  organization's  representative  recounts 

consultations on issues like violence against women but hardly concerning abortion or the 

quota law (CS3). The latter was seen as based on their much farther going demands on these  

two issues. Those civil society organizations that work or have worked with SERNAM or 

another part of the executive cite single projects they cooperated on (CS1, CS3, CS5). Two of 

the organizations interviewed see themselves as providers of expertise to the government that 

is  generally  generated  outside  of  the  state  apparatus  (CS5).  Cooperation  is  described  as 

dependent on the respective government (CS1, CS2, CS3, CS5) and the minister in charge of 

SERNAM (CS4), while one politician sees her work with SERNAM as independent of the 

respective government (P4). Furthermore, two interviewees describe women's and especially 

feminist organizations as critical of government policy (CS2, CS3). Those who highlight the 

tension between their organization and the government and SERNAM either still see a close 

relationship or stress the need for more consultation of their organizations and more exchange 

between the two actors (CS2, CS3, CS5). 
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Chapter 6: Analysis

6.1 Research question 4: Linking back to the research debate

How do the findings on the questions above relate and contribute to the broader debate on  

mediating factors between DRW and SRW and do they allow any conclusions on the potential  

impact of a quota (increase of DRW) on these factors and ultimately on SRW in Chile and  

more broadly?

The following analysis, as outlined in Chapter two, proceeds along six variables extracted 

from the research debate. To recount, these are diversity of female legislators, their attitudes 

regarding  their  representation  of  women,  the  relation  to  tokenism,  the  mediating  role  of 

women's issues in substance and definition, feminist triangles and, along the way, the impact  

of numbers. They form the framework for the discussion of  obstacles and opportunities for 

women in Chilean parliament to “seek” promotion of women's issues as well as their ability to 

act  upon  this  intent  and  actually  promote  such  issues,  which  together  constitutes  SRW 

(Franceschet et al. 2009, p.15). It further involves the discussion of the women's movement 

and SERNAM as part of a potential feminist triangle and therefore as actors in SRW. The 

focus is on the variables that shape how and to what extent SRW in Chile is realized by the 

descriptive presence of women in order to contribute to the debate on this web of interactions. 

In each part,  the variable is  firstly introduced again,  with reference to the more in depth 

review in Chapter two. This is followed by a discussion on what the present case tells us 

about the role of this variable and its interactions with other factors. In some cases potential 

underlying  variables  are  introduced based  on the  literature  and  cross-references  from the 

interviews.  Both levels  of  findings,  along with theoretical  input,  then  serve as  a  basis  to 

expand on some ideas on a possible impact of the imminent implementation of the quota law 

on the respective variable as a thought experiment and further contribution to the discussion 

of the contingent link between DRW and SRW. 

6.1.1 Representing diversity

A first  variable  where  this  case  study  adds  information  is  the  role  numbers  play  in 

representing women in their diversity. As outlined in the theoretical framework, this is seen as 

a crucial extension of the concept of DRW, mediating its impact on SRW (Childs & Krook 
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2009; Franceschet & Piscopo 2008; Mackay 2008, p.127; Stoffel 2008). Looking at the make-

up of the Chilean congress today, it is notable that both men and women largely display upper  

middle class backgrounds (Cámara;  Senado).  Among the women,  all  possess a  university 

degree and most women fit the profile of women that is widespread over Latin American 

legislatures, namely those from political families of the elite (Franceschet & Piscopo 2008, 

p.406; Hinojosa 2009, p.388). CS2 underlines this point as she sees the representativity of 

women  in  congress  compromised  by  their  homogeneity.  As  CS4  stresses,  this  does  not 

discount  the  capacity  and engagement  of  these  women.  It  rather  is  an  expression  of  the 

extreme difficulty for women to enter politics, which makes resources like family ties often 

essential for women to even be able to enter politics. However, in the last election women like 

Camila Vallejo, Karol Cariola (both Partido Comunista - PC) and Paulina Núñez (Renovación 

Nacional - RN) got elected,   who are seen to have no links to the political establishment 

(CS4). Nonetheless there is an idea that “if women are not there, the interests of gender are 

not there” (CS1).

There are various ideas about the impact a quota could have on the diversity of women 

represented in the Chilean congress. Several interviewees, both parliamentarians and women 

from civil society, expressed the hope that the entering of more women would automatically 

entail an increase of the diversity of these women. This is echoed by Krook, Franceschet and 

Piscopo  and  others  (2009,  p.24;  Krook  &  Zetterberg  2014,  p.287).  However,  given  the 

persistence of the extremely competitive political sphere in Chile, women who want to newly 

enter politics might depend even more on the resource of the family name in order to get 

elected (CS4). In addition, this effect, the election of elite women, has been demonstrated in 

other cases of quota implementation in Latin America, for example Argentina (Franceschet & 

Piscopo  2008,  p.406;  Hinojosa  2009,  p.388).  In  this  scenario  therefore,  the  diversity  of 

women would not increase and on this level SRW would not be enhanced. Another resource 

necessary for successful election mentioned is visibility in general,  which would enable a 

wider  spectrum  of  women  to  potentially  access  politics  based  on  popularity  related  to 

community work or other backgrounds (CS4). However, if in this case more diverse women 

entered politics, this could further complicate the issue of women working together in politics, 

a point explored later in this paper (Franceschet & Krook 2008, p.21).

Further looking into the sources of this underlying factor of SRW, one can identify 

broader structural variables that impact on it. Apart from links to political families, another 

constant is university education. In Chile, education is widely privatized, and even though 
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President Bachelet has recently introduced legislation to cover  the tuition fees of the 50% 

most vulnerable students, access to quality higher education can be seen as a primary barrier 

for women from popular  and indigenous sectors amongst  others to  advance into political 

office (de la Barra 2011; Tome 2015). 

6.1.2 Individual attitudes of legislators

Another factor linked to the individual women in parliament is their attitude and willingness 

regarding the representation of women. As related before, the intent or attitude can be and is 

often treated as an essential variable in the contentious link between presence in numbers and 

representation in acts  (Celis 2008; Celis 2009; Escobar-Lemmon & Taylor-Robinson 2014; 

Rodriguez-Garcia 2014). To expand upon this, it is here treated as a necessary precursor for 

DRW to translate into SRW. As stated in the case study on Argentina,  the willingness of 

legislators  to  promote  women's  rights  was  essential  in  determining  substantive  effects  of 

women in parliament  (Franceschet & Piscopo 2008). Based on the findings, the variable of 

attitude and willingness is operationalized in, firstly, the extent to which women in parliament 

feel like they particularly represent women, and secondly,  in how far these women define 

themselves as feminist or betray feminist attitudes.

In the interviews, a variety of aspects came up that seem to lead women to perceive 

themselves as particularly representative of women. First of all, in two cases women were 

mentioned as a particularly important target group for campaigning, thus adding a strategic 

value to the female electorate and a direct mandate from the women from their district. Two 

women further  stated a  responsibility to  represent  women based on either  being the only 

female representative from their  district  or,  after  being elected,  feeling bound to advance 

women's issues due to the scarcity of other women representatives present to do so. 

These findings relate to two distinct underlying factors that interact with the mere fact 

of being a woman. The first is the idea that women in politics act for women based on a 

rational  choice  relative  to  their  political  aspirations  (Schwindt-Bayer  2011,  p.22).  This 

corresponds to Franceschet's  (2011, p.12) emphasis on incentives and disincentives women 

face in deciding to act for women or not. In a context where women constitute over 50% of 

the electorate, appealing to them specifically as a woman could be seen as a use of strategic 

resources women have by virtue of being a woman. In addition, the profile and acceptance of 

women's issues might further influence in how far they are taken up by women. In fact, one 
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interviewee mentioned that whereas  Familia used to deal with low-profile issues and was 

therefore  not  very sought  after  by male  parliamentarians,  more  men  wanted  to  enter  the 

commission as more high-profile topics like divorce entered the debate. This is underlined by 

Franceschet's  (2011,  p.21) observation  that  “the legislators  most  active  on abortion  are  a 

group of young male legislators who appear to be making a name for themselves by taking on 

controversial issues”. As noted by Escobar-Lemmon and Taylor-Robinson (2014, p.237), this 

creates an incentive structure influencing both men and women in their decision to work on 

women's issues.  In this  case,  external  factors  play a major  role  along with the individual 

factors  mentioned  earlier.  Equally  rational,  another  incentive  plays  a  role  here.  With  or 

without quota, women may try to distance themselves from women's issues in order to be 

taken  seriously  in  their  engagement  in  other  commissions  (Escobar-Lemmon  &  Taylor-

Robinson 2014, p.238; Franceschet et al. 2009, p.21; Franceschet & Krook 2008, p.12). One 

interviewee gives Evelyn Matthei as an example of this strategy (P4). In fact, Matthei never 

entered  the  Commission  on  family  throughout  her  long  career  and  integrated  into 

commissions  widely  perceived  as  the  realm  of  men,  as  elaborated  on  further  down, 

particularly 'Hacienda', the commission responsible for finances (BCNc n.d.).  

Secondly,  the motivation linked to low numbers put forward by some women also 

seemingly lends support to the idea that women might actually be more effective in smaller  

numbers. This supports the idea that there might be a curvilinear relationship rather than a 

linear one between descriptive and substantive representation where an increase in numbers 

might lead to less rather than more SRW  (Beckwith & Cowell-Meyers 2007, p.553; Childs & 

Krook 2009, p.128). This is underlined by Reingold's (2008) review of literature on the issue. 

Relating it  to the concept of token women, she recounts findings on women representing 

women as “a response to the realization that no one else is going to do it”  (Reingold 2008, 

p.32). This wording was used by one interviewed deputy almost word by word, who stated 

that “unfortunately those topics, if  the women do not put them forward,  they are not put 

forward” (“si lamentablemente estos temas no los ponen las mujeres, no se ponen”), going on 

to say that “if one does not put them forward, they are not put on the agenda”. To recall, 

numerically, women in the Chilean lower chamber currently constitute a token minority at 

15.8%  (Stichman et al. 2010, p.633).  

Regarding the effect of the quota on this aspect, a mixed picture emerges. To begin 

with, the change in the incentive structure for women to act on behalf of women might tilt  

them towards more activism for women's issues as those elected under the quota face public 
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expectations  to  focus  on women's  issues  (Franceschet  & Piscopo 2008,  p.408).  However, 

regarding the second point, an increase in the number of women would arguably not change 

the difficulty to get into the more prestigious commissions if one is a woman and therefore 

perceived to be predisposed to focus on women's issues. The strategy of distancing oneself 

from women's issues in order to be more respected, for example as an economist, seems to be 

present  both  inside and outside a  quota  regime and regardless  of  the number  of  women. 

Women who want to play a role in commissions that are widely seen as belonging to men, 

might still resort to this strategy, regardless of the existence or non-existence of a quota. In 

this case, it is difficult to argue whether more or less women would resort to such a strategy in 

presence of a quota. 

The second aspect, the role of token women, is similarly ambiguous. First of all, in 

this  case a significant increase - the question would be how significant - would arguably 

undermine this rationale of representing women. However, some authors ascribe a mandate-

generating effect to gender quotas,  as women might perceive to be elected specifically to 

represent their gender (Franceschet & Krook 2008, p.12). This perception of a mandate based 

on a gender quota is far from universal. As Franceschet and Piscopo (2008, p.414) found in 

their case study on Argentina, some women distanced themselves from such an obligation and 

only half of the female deputies took up gender issues in their legislative proposals. The same 

authors however still find that there remain enough women to take up women's issues and 

therefore there is still  an overall change towards more inclusion of women's issues in the 

parliamentary agenda  (Franceschet & Piscopo 2008, p.414). Given that at the current stage 

there is a perception of responsibility to introduce women's issues and perspectives where 

they are absent, a slightly pro-SRW impact of the gender quota can be expected. Accordingly, 

an  increase  in  DRW can  be  seen  to  enhance  SRW as  the  potential  negative  effects  on 

responsibility felt towards women are smaller than expected positive effects on it.

6.1.3 Representing 'Women's issues'

Another important factor influencing the translation of DRW into SRW is the awareness of 

women of issues pertinent to the lives of the women they seek or are supposed to represent. 

Arguably, while intent is necessary, it needs to be supplemented by knowledge so that this 

basic willingness to act for women is translated into action that indeed addresses and thereby 
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represents  the issues  that  the women in their  constituency prioritize.  This is  all  the more 

crucial given the contentious task of defining women's issues (Celis et al. 2014, p.150; Childs 

& Krook 2009, pp.127–128; Mackay 2008, pp.126, 128; Reingold & Swers 2011, p.430). One 

approach taken here is to compare indications given by female parliamentarians and women's 

organizations as well as surveys on what issues matter most for women in Chile at present. 

The extent  to  which  women represent  issues  that  are  important  to  women can be 

distinguished based on issue area. To recall, the distinction applied here is between so-called 

practical interests or feminine issues, linked to the idea of relational or maternal goals, and 

strategic issues or feminist interests, linked to the individualist notion of feminism (Offen as 

cited in Celis & Childs 2012; Franceschet 2005, p.103; Franceschet & Krook 2008, p.5). As 

described  earlier,  shared  responsibility  is  one  answer  towards  the  practical  interest  of 

childcare provision, that challenges gender norms more than childcare provision by the state. 

While shared responsibility was mentioned by both female parliamentarians and women from 

women's organizations, female politicians more often mentioned the state as a provider of a 

social safety net to relieve the burden of responsibility on women.

Along with resistance to a redistribution of power, in Chile a particularly conservative 

and  religious  value  system  further  inhibits  legislation  on  sexual  and  reproductive  rights 

(Morán Faúndes 2013, Passim). Chile is currently on the point of introducing legislation in 

both areas,  in the form of a gender quota law and the first  promising attempt to legalize 

abortion in three cases. However, the issue seen as most urgent by women, according to a 

survey, is the pension system (Humanas 2014). In the following paragraphs, the extent to 

which women in parliament represent broader opinions among women in Chile regarding 

those three issue areas is explored.

First of all, quota legislation enjoys broad support among women. Interestingly, the 

statements  made  by  some  women  in  the  interviews  support  the  argument  of  common 

experiences among women shaping a common perspective, since they changed their mind as 

they observed the barriers faced by women and the lack of progress over their time in office. 

The broad support arguably lags behind women's preferences expressed in the 2014 Humanas 

survey. In this survey 83.2% were in favor of enforcing parity in all political offices, thereby 

going far beyond the recent law that applies only to elected office in congress and stops short 

of setting a 40% minimum in actual seats occupied and instead merely demanding a 40% 

minimum of  female  candidates.  While  on  the  surface  this  presents  a  clear  example  of  a  

feminist issue, the transformation of the demand for more women in politics into a law can be 
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seen  as  minimalistic,  thereby  underlining  the  barriers  still  present  to  greater  power 

redistribution.  Ultimately,  the parties  remain in  charge to  enact  the law and therefore the 

extent of any translation of the quota into more elected women left to their discretion23. 

The second issue, abortion, has been discussed at length with regards to Chile and the 

wider Latin American region. Whereas Chile is one of few countries to still have an outright 

ban  on  abortion  in  place,  legislation  in  most  countries  of  the  region  is  among  the  most 

restrictive globally, with changes towards more liberal laws remaining out of reach despite 

advances in other issue areas (Htun & Piscopo 2014, p.2; The World's Abortion Laws 2015). 

As Blofield  (2008, p.403) outlines, the illegality of abortion is specifically problematic as 

illegality makes abortion more costly and this affects more people in contexts of relatively 

low and very unequally distributed income in countries like Chile (see Photo 2 in Appendix 

10 on this). The unresponsiveness of politics to women's public opinion is made clear by 

comparing surveys from 2006 and today. In 2006 there was an approval of around 70% to 

legalize abortion on all  three causes as now proposed,  with a maximum 6% increase in 

approval, on the case of the malformation of the fetus, in the years until the 2014 survey 

(Humanas 2006, 2014).

The constraints women have faced on this issue specifically is best illustrated by the 

first  attempt to change the law back after the return of democracy. The legal project was 

introduced by Adriana Muñoz in 1991 who subsequently got “vilified by the press” and did 

not get reelected for the next term (Haas 2010, pp.129, 133). This left a lasting impression on 

other women. The lingering divisiveness of the issue is underlined by the case of Evelyn 

Matthei. In 2013, the Unión Demócrata Independiente's (UDI) candidate for the presidency, 

who had previously introduced a law to legalize abortion in some cases, stated that she was 

not “that stupid” to put this issue as part of her electoral program since it would be “a bomb” 

for the (right-wing) Alianza coalition (Emol 25/07/2013). Furthermore, during her first term, 

President Bachelet  shied away from pushing for legislation on abortion, instead using her 

leverage to support the emergency contraceptive pill and “was careful not to be particularly 

public about her own opinion” (Stevenson 2012, p.140). The right to abortion is arguably one 

of the most intrinsically feminist goals. As got clear in the interviews, some women identify 

feminism specifically with issues of bodily autonomy and sexuality (P5). Accordingly, those 

who  identified  as  feminist,  women's  organizations  or  politicians,  invariably  support  the 

legalization of abortion in all three cases, mostly seeing it merely as a necessary step towards 

23Sacchet (2008, Passim) goes into detail on how leaving details open can undermine quota laws
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free choice for women. In some way, both feminism and abortion are equally stigmatized in  

Chilean society, the latter more deeply than the former. It remains to be seen if the current 

project will pass the next hurdles and eventually become a law.

The third issue, pensions, is presently not up for debate. The system was reformed 

under Bachelet's last government, but is still marked by a conglomerate of private suppliers of 

services that control the market  (Solimano 2012, pp.126, 154). To some extent this fits the 

theme of the redistribution of power, as a total reform of the system would probably take 

power from the current main suppliers. The fact that the current system is still disadvantaging 

women  is  noted  by  several  interviewees  (P1,  P3,  CS3).  In  this  case,  economic  power 

structures seem to prevent more decisive action already at the start. 

This overview of some women's issues shows the dependence of SRW on the issue at  

hand in light of the context. It further exemplifies the limitations to the factors outlined above, 

demonstrating that these may be necessary but not sufficient in order to translate DRW into 

SRW depending on the issue at hand and the complex context in which it is embedded. An 

idea on another variable that might be more crucial is presented below.

6.1.4 Feminist triangles

Taking up the discussion on the importance of linkages among women, the following part 

elaborates on the elements shaping this link between DRW and SRW and its impact on SRW. 

In the Chilean context and based on previous work on the issue, the focus here is on women in 

parliament,  the  women's  movement  and,  to  a  lesser  extent,  SERNAM. Taking up Holli's 

(2008,  p.177) point  on  expanding  this  triangular  relationship  to  intra-group  dynamics,  it 

further includes a primary assessment of the respective relations among women in parliament 

as well as within the women's movement before moving on to an analysis of the interactions 

among the three actor groups.  

6.1.4.1   Bancada feminina   and cooperation among female parliamentarians  

Whereas  the concept  of  women's  cooperative constellations  usually spans  the cooperation 

among a variety of actors in different arenas of society, cooperation among women within 

parliament is commonly operationalized in terms of women's caucuses. As described earlier, 

their  existence has been identified as a major factor leading to  success on campaigns for 
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women's  issues  (Markham 2013,  p.14;  Reingold  2008,  p.33).  Its  analysis  in  Chile  seems 

specifically interesting based on the fact pointed out in the interviews and elsewhere that 

Chile stands out in not having a 'bancada feminina' (Franceschet 2008). As one woman puts 

it: “In Chile something rather strange is going on.” (“En Chile se pasa algo bien especial.”) 

(P4). 

The organization of women in the Chilean parliament amongst each other remains 

largely absent. In fact, a report published by the Biblioteca del Congreso Nacional de Chile 

(BCN – Library of  the  Chilean National  Congress)  points  out  that  the 'reality of  gender'  

(realidad  de  género)  in  the  Chilean  congress  might  be  due  to  a  lack  of  institutional 

mechanisms like a women's caucus (BCN 2012, p.5). In 2014, a public attempt to launch a 

women's caucus or 'bancada feminina' was made, but was not heard of anymore afterwards 

(Álvarez 2014, CS4). Therefore, as of now, there is no regular cooperation of women in the 

Chilean congress, with slightly better relations seen in the senate than in the lower chamber. 

Whereas some women mentioned a number of joint initiatives, this did not go beyond ad-hoc 

coalitions  on  a  restricted  group  of  issues.  The  interviewees  underlined  the  existence  of 

competition among women in congress, something already highlighted by Franceschet (2005, 

p.93) a decade ago. 

There are a variety of factors on the individual and the contextual level highlighted in 

the literature, the interviews, or both that affect the ability or willingness of women to come 

together in women's caucuses. On an individual level, as described above, the women in the 

Chilean congress represent a variety of ideologies. Whereas those interviewed represented 

mainly  center-left  orientations,  two  rightist  parties,  the  RN  and  the  UDI  represent  a 

fundamentally different stance especially on gender issues  (Franceschet 2005, p.117). They 

are strongly oriented towards a maternalist idea of feminism, which amongst other things, as 

elaborated earlier, stresses equal worth over gender equality (Celis 2009, p.8). Accordingly, in 

the interviews, better cooperation on issues related to family and children is mentioned. While 

militants of the RN are less skeptical, members of the UDI have voiced the strongest criticism 

of both the new law on a gender quota and on abortion. In accordance with the party line, Ena 

von Baer  Jahn,  one  of  two female  UDI senators,  argued vehemently against  an  imposed 

gender quota and in favor of promoting other, vaguely described, measures to increase the 

number of women in parliament  (Senado 2015). Also among the women interviewed, there 

was a great diversity regarding the question of abortion, often based on personal convictions. 

However, on both debates there is one factor pointing towards potential agreement 
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among female parliamentarians. As described earlier, the common experience in politics has 

led some women, who used to oppose them, to embrace quotas. Similarly, on the issue of 

abortion, one common point of view could be based on experiences of being a mother, where 

one interviewee contends that when thinking about their daughter a woman could never want 

to force their child to go through any of the situations in which abortion is now to be legalized 

(CS3 quoting Marcela Sabat – another deputy). They thereby put forward that women are 

more empathetic regarding such issues which could form a basis of cooperation. At present, 

this seems to be undermined by widespread conservatism amongst parliamentarians and party 

divisions, demonstrated by the opposition by a number of women, including Marisol Turres, 

the only woman in the Health Commission to vote against the law on abortion, which finally 

passed the commission with eight to five votes (CNN 2015). 

Contextual factors reinforce many of these elements, even calling into question in how 

far they can be termed 'individual'. Looming large, is the context of the political parties in 

Chile  which  Franceschet  (2005)  describes  as  holding  a  monopoly  over  politics  and 

constituting “the main barrier to women's participation in formal politics” (p.89). As Escobar-

Lemmon and Taylor-Robinson (2014, p.71) contend, the formation of cross-party coalitions 

among women is rare in strong party systems, a reality in Chile as noted by Franceschet 

(2008, pp.77–78). Indeed there are two prominent cases of women leaving the RN, current 

deputy  Karla  Rubilar  and  current  senator  Lily  Pérez,  that  seem incidental.  While  Karla 

Rubilar stated her disagreement with several party policies and, along with colleagues who 

left the party with her, stated that they perceived it to be dishonest to deny their convictions 

just to maintain the inner peace of the party, Lily Pérez chose even stronger words, accusing 

the party of intolerance and depreciation of female leadership  (Romero 2014; Torrealba & 

Labra 2014).  This links  to  an observation made by Franceschet  (2005, p.94) namely that 

women are bound to adhere to the line promoted by their respective party. Hinojosa  (2009) 

found support for this in her research on the UDI. While women who are already established 

in  politics,  like  the  aforementioned  members  of  the  RN,  have  managed  to  be  relatively 

successful without  being a  party member,  these women are then prevented from entering 

some higher positions, as for example presidencies of commissions. 

For  women  newly  entering  politics,  alliances  with  or  integration  into  established 

parties seems to play a greater role. Independents constituted the bulk of candidates to the 

Chilean lower chamber in 2013 with 117 candidates (including the Partido Regionalista de los 

Independientes - PRI), most of them allied to one of the big political coalitions or a party, of 
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which  11  eventually  got  elected  (Cámara;  CESOP 2013,  p.4).  In  comparison,  the  well-

established DC, the most extreme case,  fielded 38 candidates with ultimately 21 deputies 

entering the lower chamber (ibid). Of the 11 elected independents, two are women, one Karla 

Rubilar, formerly RN, and one Alejandra Sepúlveda who managed to enter congress as an 

independent candidate allied to the Concertación coalition in 2002 (BCNb n.d.). The parties 

constituting the two great coalitions, Alianza (20%) and Nueva Mayoría (15.2%), have lower 

percentages of women candidates than both the PRI (29.6%) and the general independents 

faction  (23.8%)  (CESOP  2013,  p.9).  While  this  signals  a  turn  of  women  towards 

independence  or  more  progressive  parties  or  their  greater  success  to  become  candidates 

through this pathway, it constitutes a major problem for the integration of women on their 

own terms. 

Apart from those cases where women were able to position themselves and establish a 

loyal electorate first, what Franceschet (2005, p.89) wrote still seems to hold true: “women 

who wish to be in the decisionmaking sphere must participate in and advance in the political 

parties”.  Independent  women had roughly a  7% chance  to  get  elected  on  average,  while 

independent men had roughly a 9% chance (CESOP 2013 - own calculation). Women in the 

PDC had a 25% chance, however compared to a 58% chance for their male colleagues (ibid). 

Due  to  the  current  specifics  of  the  Chilean  electoral  system,  which  favors  a  two-party 

outcome  but  has  been  partly  undermined  by  the  practice  of  coalition-building  prior  to 

elections, this leaves little room for women's, or for that matter men's, independence, with 

most of those who make it into congress subjected to party discipline24. Finally, this links back 

to creating the situation of women mostly bound by their parties' ideologies and therefore, 

depending on the party,  more or less limited in their freedom to unite with other women, 

potentially against the party they belong to and depend on. This weighs in particularly heavily 

as parties' ideological segregation is amongst others based on set ideas on the role of women 

and the family (Franceschet 2008, p.77). The polarization of a party system and the specific 

content of party ideologies is therefore in combination crucial for the possibility of forming 

women's caucuses that could enhance SRW.

Another factor in women's coalitions in parliament is the strategic location or 'position 

power'25 of women in these bodies. As mentioned in two interviews, when women seek allies 

in  order  to  bring  legislative  projects  through  congress,  they  naturally  approach  those  in 

positions of power that are relevant for their cause. In all cases of legislative decision-making, 

24 For more information on the electoral system see abstract from Hinojosa & Franceschet 2011 in Appendix 3
25 Mentioned in the literature review on pp.9-10 
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access to critical venues, like presidencies of caucuses or commissions, is key for success 

(Celis 2008, p.116; Escobar-Lemmon & Taylor-Robinson 2014, p.235; Haas 2010, p.79; Htun 

& Piscopo 2014,  p.24).  Accordingly,  for women,  not  only their  mere presence but  rather 

presence in critical venues is crucial (ibid). However, to come back to the point made here, it 

further increases the relevance and strength of networking among women. As drawn from the 

interviews, while women see themselves forced to address male leaders within parties and 

commissions in order to advance their proposals, more women in positions of power within 

parliament or politics in general could enhance women's leverage in general and increase their 

awareness and the actual value of networking amongst themselves. Existing potential for this 

is  underlined  by  statements  in  the  interviews.  Whereas  some  women  do  not  indicate  a 

preference  to  work  with  other  women,  one  states  that  on  some  issues  she  would  rather 

approach other women, expecting a greater degree of common understanding. Furthermore, 

while still having to tread carefully on some issues, female parliamentarians already mention 

coalitions on a variety of issues. It seems that they are not given the space by their parties to 

coalesce on a more regular basis, unlike their counterparts in a majority of the countries in the 

region (BCN 2012, p.6). Occupying more prestigious posts within the congressional system 

would arguably enhance SRW both by increasing the influence of individual women and by 

increasing the value and extent of networking among them. 

The introduction of the gender quota, assuming its efficiency in raising the number of 

women  entering  congress  overall,  can  be  seen  to  have  a  positive  impact  on  all  aspects 

mentioned here. First of all, a greater number of women would arguably increase the potential 

for alliances among women. While one reason is the sheer increase in potential women allies, 

another element is that they might be able to muster more leverage towards their parties as a  

group (Franceschet et al. 2009, p.15; Holli 2008, p.170). Nonetheless, it seems like for this at 

least  a  permissive attitude by the political  parties  is  necessary.  Secondly,  on the point  of 

women in higher positions, pure mathematics points to a favorable impact of rising numbers. 

At  present,  with  roughly  15% women  in  the  lower  chamber,  10% or  3  presidencies  of 

permanent commissions are held by women (Cámara, own calculations). In the senate, with 

only  six  women  overall,  two  of  them  hold  presidencies  of  the  overall  21  permanent 

commissions, amounting to 9.5% of commission presidencies compared to constituting 15.8% 

of all  senators, with one of them presiding a special  commission (Adriana Muñoz) and a 

further  female  senator,  Carolina  Goic,  presiding  another  of  the  13  special  commissions 

(Senado, own calculations). Thus, while women might remain underrepresented relative to the 
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percentage of seats they hold, if the pattern holds, the number of women in more influential 

positions is bound to increase. Furthermore, seniority does not seem to play a determining 

role in which women assume presidencies, as at least in the current legislature all women 

holding a presidency of a commission in the lower chamber are in their first term in congress 

(Camila Vallejo, Jenny Álvarez, Yasna Provoste) and mostly considerably younger than the 

male presidents of other commissions (Cámara). A positive signal regarding political parties' 

willingness to put women deputies to the fore as a sign of renovation, might be the current 

crisis of trust they are facing, with recent surveys indicating a 3% support by the populace 

(CEP 2015). 

However, to some extent, the quota might also be expected to have only a limited 

impact  on  effective  SRW.  This  is  due  to  the  existence  of  informal  networking  by male 

politicians. As Verge and de la Fuente (2014, p.83) state, this way of networking and taking 

decisions outside the formal arena is sometimes described as the quintessential male way of 

doing  politics.  Women  are  traditionally  excluded  from  these  informal  settings  and  the 

decisions taken in them (ibid). This is also recounted by some of the women interviewed in 

Chile, who mention that they and most women do not take part in these meetings often taking 

place late after meetings, also because they have other (family) obligations beside their work 

in politics to take care of and are also not seen as fitting into these groups. If this culture 

persists, an increase in the number of women could be expected to have only a marginal effect 

on their influence on decision-making in congress or in their parties to the extent that these 

decisions take place in their formal channels. Accordingly, the translation of DRW into SRW 

is strongly mediated and potentially severely undermined by party practices and an effect of 

an increase of DRW therefore contingent on the extent to which women can change such 

practices.

6.1.4.2 The Chilean women's movement

The  other  actor  or  actor  group  assessed  here  is  the  Chilean  women's  movement.  The 

movement,  and civil  society in general,  is  particularly crucial  given the large presence of 

women there and embodies another site of SRW (Franceschet & Krook 2008, p.7). Women's 

organizations are still important pressure groups, keeping issues in the public, and providing 

input when given the opportunity. The value female politicians see in them further underlines 

their potential for and current contribution to SRW. 
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However, their struggle for funding leads to a question of autonomy and which role 

women's  organizations  can  play.  It  has  been  critiqued  that  many women's  organizations, 

especially those that have turned into NGOs, have turned from advocacy work towards the 

creation  of  knowledge  and expertise  in  order  to  obtain  funds  from the  state  (Kantola  & 

Squires 2012, p.393; Stoffel  2008, p.143). In the interviews, a certain divergence became 

clear, with one representative pointing out that “the organizations also stay a bit at the margins 

and preserve this autonomy that you need to have so that by working [with], supporting [the 

government], it is not understood that you are part of this government” (CS3). This points to 

the difficulties  often involved in the relationship between women's  organizations  and any 

state-related actors “[s]ince the state is often critiqued by feminists as a patriarchal and sexist 

set of institutions” and therefore “working for the state is synonymous with cooptation and 

selling out” (Cosgrove 2010, p.24). This is mirrored by P6 who says that in civil society they 

“feel that relating to politics is like relating to the patriarchy.[...] There are women who have 

told me that now that you are no deputy [anymore] we can even talk to you.”.  Women's 

organizations are therefore walking a thin line, shaped by the structure and practices of the 

state and their attempt to stay relatively independent (especially economically) from it, both 

of which compromise their  ability to act as a critical  actor of SRW independently and in 

conjunction with women in the legislative (who some do not want to relate to too closely in 

order to not compromise their fragile independence). 

6.1.4.3 Linkages between women's organizations and women in parliament

Apart from the autonomous role of the women's movement in SRW, another important factor 

is in how far SRW can be enhanced by cooperation between the two actors and how this 

relates to DRW. The importance of this link, as discussed earlier, is underlined by several 

scholars  (Beckwith & Cowell-Meyers 2007, p.557; Celis  & Childs 2008, p.421; Escobar-

Lemmon  &  Taylor-Robinson  2014,  p.155;  Franceschet  2006,  p.11).  As  recounted  in  the 

findings, parliamentarians mentioned  a variety of roles women's organizations play in their 

work, as complementary and supportive actors (P1, P3). Nonetheless, at present, there are no 

regular  links  between  female  parliamentarians  generally  and  women's  groups.  While  all 

female  parliamentarians  interviewed  mentioned  their  work  with  women's  or  feminist 

organizations  on  a  variety  of  issues,  those  links  are  not  formalized  and  depend  on  the 

individual woman. There is generally no institutionalized way in which civil society could 

give input based on their work and studies for the legislative work of parliamentarians. The 
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only  formal  link  is  through  the  Instituto  Nacional  de  Derechos  Humanos  (INDH),  an 

autonomous body of the Chilean government that provides expertise on demand but involves 

only a limited number and range of experts from women's organizations which have to be 

appointed  (INDH 2015). As one woman stresses, women's organizations often have to ask 

parliamentarians  for  favors  in  order  to  get  interviews  or  to  introduce  proposals  (CS2). 

Arguably,  formalizing  the  link  between  women's  organizations  and women  in  parliament 

could be a win-win situation. One deputy also mentions the lack of advisers available for 

consultation in congress (CS1), which women's and other civil society organizations could 

provide. 

Another  crucial  role  played by the interaction between women's  organizations  and 

female  politicians  is  the  broadening  of  the  latters  perspective.  Whereas  diversity  in  the 

background of parliamentarians is one way to increase DRW in its broader conception, close 

interaction and exchange with diverse women's organizations is seen as another way to make 

women in congress more representative of the diversity of women in the electorate  (Celis 

2009, p.16). Dovi  (as cited in Celis 2009, p.17) accordingly labels female parliamentarians 

with close ties especially to underrepresented subgroups as 'preferable group representatives'. 

With diversity in DRW seen as a prerequisite for genuine SRW, close relationships between 

women's  organizations  and  female  representatives  are  therefore  another  factor  crucially 

enhancing SRW. 

There are a variety of ways in which an increase in numbers induced by the quota 

could shape this relationship. First of all, more women entering would mean more women as 

potential allies for women's groups outside parliament (Escobar-Lemmon & Taylor-Robinson 

2014, p.155). However, this is contingent on what kind of women would enter. As described 

earlier,  some skeptics suspect that especially elite women will  come into congress. In the 

Chilean context, one can only hope that parties are willing or will have to use the substantial  

pool of qualified candidates that exists in the form of the large number of women active as 

leaders in civil society. In this case, women who are already well linked to civil society could 

enter and arguably facilitate interactions between those two sectors, thereby improving the 

flow of information and the potential for coordination between women inside and outside 

congress.  The potential  for  such an effect  is  highlighted by its  occurrence in  the case of 

Argentina  (Franceschet & Piscopo 2008, p.408). In this way, based on the relation outlined 

above,  a  quota  would  consequently  promote  SRW,  mediated  by  better  linkages  between 

women's organizations and female parliamentarians. 
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6.1.4.3.1 The stigma of feminism

Another variable potentially essential to the functioning of feminist triangles is the extent to 

which legislators (and other actors) identify as feminist. While it potentially impacts SRW on 

several levels, it is put in this section to underline its role in promoting or limiting linkages.  

Generally it has been found that female politicians in Latin America tend to reject the feminist 

label  (Escobar-Lemmon & Taylor-Robinson 2014, p.207). In this study, the sample includes 

two prominent  women from the  feminist  group first  outside  and  then  inside  the  Chilean 

congress in the 1980s and 90s. In fact, only these two women identify themselves as feminist, 

one,  as  she  recounts,  having  adopted  this  stance  due  to  her  contact  with  women's 

organizations during her time in exile in Europe (P1). This can be traced back to the stigma 

still associated with the concept of feminism in Chilean society, built up through the influence 

of the Catholic Church and other conservative groups (Franceschet 2005, p.152). As described 

by Elizabeth Guerrero Caviedes (2011, p.27), in Chile this leads to the paradox situation that 

women, particularly in politics “emphatically declare that they are not feminists, even though 

their approaches and actions show otherwise” (own translation). This is nicely exemplified by 

one woman interviewed stating that the concept of feminist does not appeal to her since it 

creates societal rejection and that she rather fights for gender equality “without title” (P7). 

The same paradox is true for the other politicians interviewed.  In this case therefore, self-

identification as feminist does really only constitute a label and its absence does not permit 

any conclusions on the attitudes and actions of the respective woman  (Escobar-Lemmon & 

Taylor-Robinson 2014, p.207). On a broader level however, it can be seen to legitimize the 

skepticism  towards  feminism  in  the  broader  society,  leaving  this  rejection  of  feminism 

unchallenged. They thereby potentially conflict and, with the above-mentioned exceptions, 

disassociate  themselves  from  a  number  of  women's  organizations  that  openly  declare 

themselves feminist and promote feminist ideas and perspectives (Franceschet 2005, p.104). 

It is questionable whether the introduction of a gender quota will be able to change the 

prejudices  towards  feminism. Greater  presence in  numbers  might  embolden politicians  to 

show their colors. Nonetheless, what seems necessary for changing the negative image of 

feminism and thereby turning it into a more accepted rallying point for gender equality, is a 

broader  change in  culture,  something also noted  by interviewees.  As one  woman from a 

women's organization stated, she thinks that there is no way that she as a declared feminist, 

52



could enter a political party (CS1). Accordingly, another desirable effect of the quota could be 

that the need to recruit more women might open up mainstream political  parties to allow 

declared feminists in. Given the activism and closer links to base organizations present in 

feminist organizations, this would add a different perspective and arguably enhance SRW.

6.1.4.4 Relations to SERNAM

Even closer potential for the advancement of SRW through DRW arguably lies in connecting 

more female actors with each other. As related earlier, women's movements are seen as even 

stronger in conjunction with a WPA, in the case of Chile SERNAM. With the strong executive 

bias in the balance of governing forces in Chile, SERNAM is equally an important pathway 

for  the  legislators  to  promote  women's  issues  successfully  (Franceschet  2011,  p.23). 

SERNAM  was  founded  in  1991  as  a  response  to  the  demands  of  the  strong  women's 

movement  that  had  been essential  in  the  return  of  democracy  (Franceschet  2005,  p.116). 

However,  the  cooperation  faces  hurdles  rooted  in  the  basic  make-up  of  SERNAM  and 

linkages with women's organizations are described as limited.

First of all, SERNAM is restricted by its relation to the government and location in the 

institutional structure. It is a body of the government and, as such, it is not an autonomous 

entity and, as underlined in the interviews, needs to tread carefully on some issues (Dandavati 

2005, p.103; Franceschet 2005, p.96). In addition it has limited funds, arguably too limited 

given its huge agenda, even though they were increased by President Bachelet in her first 

government  (Stevenson 2012, p.137; P2, C3, CS5).  Accordingly,  and as outlined in some 

interviews, SERNAM is dependent on the cooperation of the other ministries. The fact that 

SERNAM is to assume full ministry status is therefore highlighted so persistently, in the hope 

that its leverage over other ministries will thereby increase  (P1, P2, CS1, CS2, CS4, CS5). 

SERNAM is seen as widely absent in discussions on controversial issues, such as abortion, 

unless,  like now, taken up directly by the President  and serving government  (Franceschet 

2005,  pp.119,  123;  Haas  2010,  p.123).  Furthermore,  its  policies  are  sometimes  seen  as 

maternalist,  focusing  on  women  as  mothers  and  excluding  the  diversity  of  women's 

experiences (Staab 2012, p.319; P6, CS2, CS3, CS4). 

While the impact of the foundation and role of SERNAM on the women's movement 

has been studied extensively elsewhere,  the focus here is  on how linkages as opposed to 

indirect influences, shape the contribution to SRW by both actors (Kantola & Squires 2012, 

p.393).  Whereas  SERNAM consults  women's  organizations  in  its  daily work,  it  does  not 
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include  their  diversity,  specifically  less  formalized  or  smaller  grassroots  organizations 

(Richards 2004; CS2, CS3, CS4).  In some way, this explains the lack of the inclusion of this 

diversity in its policies: input from diverse sources is not present in the first place and the 

output reflects this. As mentioned above, the agency's freedom to promote topics is further 

limited by the respective government's program and stance on the issue as well as limited 

resources so that it cannot fight at too many fronts at once. In this way, SRW is undermined  

by  the  absence  of  a  more  encompassing  DRW,  as  applied  earlier  on  regarding  female 

parliamentarians. 

SERNAM  shows  deficiencies  on  both  characteristics  given  by  Weldon  (2002, 

p.1167) that WPAs need to promote women's representation, namely formalized channels of 

access for women's organizations and independence and resources. The importance of both is 

underlined  by the  present  case.  The  degree  to  which  SRW can  be  enacted  and  the  link 

between DRW and SRW can be enhanced by SERNAM is therefore limited not only by its 

own characteristics but also critically by its inability to promote and enable input from all 

sorts of women. In the end, the interviews indicate that any issues challenging the basic line 

of the respective government will be extremely difficult to address. 

The translation of DRW into SRW in this case seems to be bound by external factors 

that are not sensitive to the actual number of women. While the observation made regarding 

the increase of access points as the numbers of women in the legislative increase still holds, 

this  obviously  does  not  directly  impact  on  the  link  between  women's  movements  and 

SERNAM. Nonetheless,  to  the degree that  women in congress  are  better  represented and 

hopefully interlinked, they could put forward issues with more force, pressure and potentially 

sway the government to a degree that gives SERNAM additional room for maneuver. An even 

more forceful effect could be reached in conjunction with a strengthened women's movement. 

In any case, the impact of an increase in the number of women in congress, their capability for 

SRW as elaborated above notwithstanding, could be multiplied if they manage to influence 

the executive might of SERNAM in their favor. Regardless of such possible effects achieved 

through  alliances,  all  actors  remain  inhibited  by  the  individual  challenges  they  face  and 

disunity within each group, as elaborated above. Accordingly, the linkage between DRW and 

SRW, in so far as its promotion based on linkages with WPAs is concerned, seems closely 

determined by contextual factors. 
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Chapter 7: Conclusions 

 

The  present  work  gives  an  impression  of  the  complexity  involved  in  the  substantive 

representation of women. It allows several conclusions, first on SRW in the Chilean context 

specifically and  further with regards to the variables chosen for deeper analysis. The latter are 

the focus here.

First of all, when talking about SRW, one has to first take DRW in its totality as a basis 

and  at  least  consider  to  which  extent  women  legislators  are  able  to  represent  their 

constituency in their totality. Of course, this is an issue that can be applied to parliaments 

across the world to male and female parliamentarians alike. Further, it has to be taken into 

consideration when considering the impact of an increase in numbers, which in many cases 

does not impact on diversity and, where it does, can undermine SRW in other ways, as women 

struggle  to  unite  despite  differences.  The  ways  in  which  diversity  is  encouraged  and 

discouraged generally in any context therefore warrant close attention. This underlines the 

contingency of the link between DRW and SRW.

Secondly,  attitudes  and  feelings  of  responsibility  regarding  the  representation  of 

women are based on very complex structures of incentives and experiences which are only 

partly  dependent  on  how  many  women  there  are.  Strategic  choices  are  shaped  more  by 

political practice and exigencies than by numbers. Furthermore, more intrinsic factors, linked 

to individual backgrounds and convictions and their roots, that influence such attitudes seem 

equally little responsive to DRW. Individual backgrounds point to the importance to look at 

what  shapes  who is  in  the  pool  of  promising  potential  legislators.  All  this  suggests  that 

attitudes and their sources are an important factor for SRW that is not bound by DRW and is 

only amplified by it  as it  naturally increases  the number of women who potentially hold 

attitudes favorable to SRW.

Thirdly, women's issues seem to have to be taken one by one in order to do justice to 

contextual complexities. It underlines that all factors discussed that link DRW to SRW and 

might potentially enhance the latter, might be overshadowed by other variables applicable to a 

specific  issue at  hand.  In the  case  of  Chile,  the  neoliberal  economic  system and cultural 

context constitute such a web of variables. Furthermore, when taking up women's issues, not 

only  the  issues  themselves  but  the  approaches  taken  to  tackle  these  issues  may  be 

meaningfully assessed to see if they constitute a feminist approach that challenges broader 

gender inequality or not. 
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Fourthly, obstacles are a complex and varied field. In this case, the most mentioned 

varied  from  broader  cultural  currents,  over  political  practices  and  structures  to  specific 

cultural  stereotypes  on  what  roles  men  and  women  should  fulfill.  Specifically,  shared 

responsibility  or  the  lack  of  it  stood  out,  along  with  the  wish  for  schedules  that  allow 

reconciliation of private and public life. 

Finally, as has been amply demonstrated above, there seems to be substantial potential 

for the actors analyzed in this work to join forces for SRW. While triangles of empowerment 

have come up in the literature on women's rights and representation, spotlights on women in 

politics  and  the  women's  movement  or  the  effectiveness  of  constellations  of  WPAs  and 

women's organizations have been more widespread. Specifically, looking at unity or disunity 

within these actor groups as well as the various impacts their cooperation with each other can 

have, from increasing representativity to pushing the conservative establishment to change 

major legislation, does not seem to have been fully integrated into discussions on SRW. In 

fact, the variable of linkages among women is not included in the overview on categories of 

variables influencing SRW given by Childs and Krook (2009, p.128 – see Appendix 1). 

The basic components missing in Chile for expanded linkages on all three levels seem 

to be autonomy, resources and linkages as posited by Weldon (2002). Lack of autonomy of 

women in  all  three  actor  groups inhibits  their  interaction.  This  refers  to  being  bound by 

ideologies,  party structures,  budgets,  and  other  pressures  regarding  freely  expressing  and 

acting on ones views. Lack of resources plays a further role in restricting the space for action 

available to women. The element of linkages in this case can be extended far beyond her idea, 

including all variables introduced above that influence the degree to which women in the 

legislative are representative of other women both in themselves and through links to more 

representative  groups,  the  extent  to  which  women's  organizations  are  able  to  fulfill  their 

potential as representatives based on their access to supposed representatives at higher levels, 

and the power of SERNAM to promote all these linkages and forge some with a broad variety 

of groups itself. Linkages further include linkages within groups, in this case the women in 

the legislative and in women's organizations, which could, in the case of women in congress, 

enhance their autonomy from parties, and in the case of women's organizations increase their 

leverage to demand responsiveness and access to decision-making arenas. For all the above, 

cultural  and  contextual  variables  influencing  the  formation  of  the  attitudes  of  individual 

women getting into such positions need to be taken into consideration.

There are several paths for further research that can be deduced from this field study. A 
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first  proposal  is  to  look more  closely at  what  women in conjunction  and over  arenas  of 

informal and formal politics can achieve and what impedes or promotes such cooperation and 

its success. This could broaden the focus on actors and lead to insights how deficiencies in 

numbers and in other ways in one arena could be balanced by linkages to women active in 

other spheres. The latter idea was already touched upon by Haas (2010, p.173).

As a final note, while the focus of this research has been on women as the focal actors  

of SRW, some comments and factors encountered point to the ultimate importance of men. 

Concepts like shared responsibility, the role of men in control of parties and companies and in 

many other areas, indicate that some changes towards SRW with its ultimate goals of gender 

equality  cannot  be  achieved  without  changing  perceptions,  stereotypes,  expectations  and 

structures that affect men and women alike but in different ways. While women are still the 

best bet for SRW according to current research26,  a question would therefore be if shared 

experiences are an insurmountable barrier to men becoming critical actors in SRW in greater 

numbers and what really motivates those men who have been seen allying with women and 

pushing for feminist issues. 

26 See final sentence of 1.1 paragraph one
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Appendix 2: Interviewees

(Former) Deputies and senators

Party Interview 

P1 Adriana Muñoz D'Albora 
(Senator)

PPD April 23rd, 2015 – 
Santiago de Chile

P2 Alejandra Sepúlveda Orbenes 
(Deputy)

Independiente (previously 
PDC)

May 6th, 2015 - 
Valparaíso

P3 Carolina Goic Boroevic 
(Senator)

PDC May 6th, 2015 - 
Valparaíso

P4 Karla Rubilar Barahona (Deputy) Independiente (previously 
RN)

May 8th, 2015 - 
Santiago de Chile

P5 Marcela Hernando Pérez 
(Deputy)

PRSD April 16th, 2015 - 
Santiago de Chile

P6 Maria Antonieta Saa (Deputy 
1994-2014)

PPD May 8th, 2015 - 
Santiago de Chile

P7 Soledad Alvear Valenzuela 
(Senator until 2014)

PDC May 8th, 2015 - 
Santiago de Chile

Representatives of women's organizations

CS1 Carolina Carrera Ferrer Presidenta of Fundación Humanas – 
Centro Regional de Derechos 
Humanos y Justicia de Género

May 8th, 2015 – 
Santiago de Chile

CS2 Jessica González Mahan Directora de Proyectos at 
Comunidad Mujer

April 29th, 2015 -
Santiago de Chile

CS3 Lorena Astudillo Pérez Researcher and legal adviser at 
MEMCH – El Movimiento Pro 
Emancipación de la Mujer Chilena

April 29th, 2015 - 
Santiago de Chile

CS4 María de los Ángeles 
Fernández Ramil

Founder and President of Hay 
Mujeres and former executive 
director of Chile 21

May 30th, 2015 - 
via Skype

CS5 Virginia Guzmán Researcher at CEM – Centro de 
Estudios de la Mujer

April 30th and 31st, 
2015 - 
Santiago de Chile
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Appendix 3: The electoral system

“The current system, established during the Pinochet dictatorship (1973–90), was designed 

with the twin goals of decreasing the number of political parties and overrepresenting the 

right (Siavelis 1997; Rabkin 1996). The traditional PR system was replaced with a binomial 

majoritarian one. Chile’s electoral system establishes two-member open-list voting districts 

(sixty districts for the Chamber of Deputies and nineteen for the Senate). For a party list to 

win both seats, it must double the amount of votes received by the second-largest vote getter. 

Where it does not, the second seat goes to the list receiving the second highest number of 

votes. These rules produce important consequences for the way politics is practiced in Chile. 

Traditionally,  Chile has had a multi-party system, with relatively coherent and ideological 

parties on the left, center, and right of the political spectrum. While the binomial system has 

been unable to decrease the number of effective parties, it has, however, compelled parties to 

join together to compete in electoral coalitions (Siavelis 2006). Since the return of democracy, 

the  center  and  left  parties  have  joined  to  form the  Concertación  de  los  Partidos  por  la 

Democracia and the parties of the right have formed the Alianza por Chile. The Concertación 

coalition  includes  the  leftist  Socialist  Party  (PS),  the  center-left  Party  for Democracy 

(PPD),  the  smaller  centrist  Radical  Social  Democratic  Party  (PRSD),  and  the  large 

centrist Christian Democratic Party (PDC). The Alianza is composed of the moderate-right 

National Renovation (RN) and the more ideologically conservative Independent Democratic 

Union (UDI). This coalition has undergone a number of name changes since the transition but 

is  today  most  commonly  called  the  Alianza.  The  minor  parties  that  exist,  such  as  the 

Communist  Party and Humanist  Party,  have little  chance of electing candidates to  office, 

though they continue to field candidates.

A second consequence of the electoral system has been the emergence of informal rules and 

mechanisms for candidate selection. According to John Carey and Peter Siavelis (2006, 164), 

“Though  the  electoral  rule  is  strategically  straightforward,  its  combination  with  the 

contemporary  party  system  generates  substantial  complexity  for  candidates,  parties,  and 

coalition  leaders.”  This  complexity has  been resolved by the  cuoteo,  which  refers  to  the 

allotment of nominations for the individual parties within the Concertación (Siavelis 2006, 

41). Each coalition can nominate only two candidates per district, and in most cases only one 

of  these  candidates  will  win  a  seat.  Clearly,  the  process  of  coalition  bargaining  is  more 

difficult  in  the  Concertación,  which  is  composed  of  three  main  parties  and a  number  of 
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smaller ones, com- pared to the Alianza, with just two main parties. While each party retains 

its own rules for candidate selection, rules that range from highly centralized to relatively 

open and decentralized, the question of which candidate will run in which district is ultimately 

determined through a complicated process of intracoalition bargaining. According to Siavelis 

(2006, 41), “The players involved in this informal institution are high-level party leaders in 

the inner core of the Concertación.”

Some researchers point to the benefits of these informal institutions, principally the 

political stability that they provide (Siavelis 2006, 34; Carey and Siavelis 2006, 176). But this  

conclusion ignores the gendered implications of these informal rules. There are three aspects 

of  the  coalitional  bargaining  for  nominations,  particularly  in  the  Concertación,  that 

disadvantage  women.  First,  decisions  about  nominations  taken  at  the  party level  may be 

overturned during the elite-level negotiations (Siavelis 2005). This means efforts at the party 

level to promote female candidacies are less effective. Even though the three largest parties in 

the Concertación, the Christian Democrats, Socialists, and the PPD, all have internal party 

quotas for women, their impact is diluted by the bargaining that takes place at the coalition 

level. Thus, while there may be advantages to centralized methods of candidate selection at 

the party level,  enabling women to pressure party leaders to promote female candidacies, 

centralization  at  the  intracoalition  level  provides  no  such  advantages.  The  intracoalition 

bargaining is carried out among high-level leaders from across the coalition, a group because 

elites are predominantly men—in Niven’s study but also in the partido transversal—they are 

likely to prefer candidates who are also men. The literature on representation has also found a 

relationship between descriptive and substantive representation: women are more likely than 

men to address women’s issues (Phillips 1995). Female legislators are more likely than their 

male col- leagues to work on legislation related to women’s issues (see Schwindt-Bayer 2006; 

Taylor-Robinson and Heath 2003). We would therefore expect that women’s absence in the 

partido transversal means that this intraparty organization is less likely to be cognizant about 

women’s underrepresentation.”

quoted from Hinojosa & Franceschet 2011, pp. 761-762
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Appendix 4: Gender-Based Violence in regional comparison
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Rate of rapes per 100,000 inhabitants, selected countries, ca. 2005-2011

Percentage 
change ca. 
2005-ca. 
2011

a. The crime corresponds to “rape, statutory rape and indecent 
assault”
b. In the case of Chile, the numbers correspond to criminal 
charges

UNDP 2013, p.83
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Percentage 
change ca. 
2005-ca. 
2011

Rate of intrafamiliar violence per 100,000 inhabitants, selected 
countries, various years

a. In the case of Chile, the numbers 
correspond to criminal charges UNDP 2013, p.82



Appendix 5: Percentage of women in Cámara and Senado in Chile, 1990-2014
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CESOP 2013, p.10



Appendix 6: Map of the South American region with percentages of women in 
parliament 
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Appendix 7: The new quota law – original text and translation

1) En el artículo 3º bis: a) Intercálase el siguiente inciso segundo, nuevo, pasando el actual 

inciso segundo a ser tercero: "De la totalidad de declaraciones de candidaturas a diputado o 

senador declaradas por los partidos políticos, hayan o no pactado, ni los candidatos hombres 

ni  las  candidatas  mujeres  podrán  superar  el  sesenta  por  ciento  del  total  respectivo.  Este 

porcentaje será obligatorio y se calculará con independencia de la forma de nominación de las 

candidaturas. La infracción de lo señalado precedentemente acarreará el rechazo de todas las 

candidaturas declaradas a diputados o a senadores,  según corresponda, del partido que no 

haya cumplido con este requisito."

1) In article 3° bis a) insert the following new clause turning the current second clause into the 

third clause: “Of the totality of declarations of candidacy for deputy or senator declared by the 

political parties, whether or not in a coalition, neither the male nor the female candidates may 

exceed 60% of the respective total. This percentage will be obligatory and will be calculated 

independently of the form of nomination of the candidacies. Violation of the above-mentioned 

will entail the rejection of all candidacies declared for deputies or senators, respectively, of 

the party that has not complied with this requirement.”

"Artículo 23.- La regla especial del artículo 3º bis, inciso quinto, sólo tendrá aplicación en los 

procesos electorales parlamentarios de 2017, 2021, 2025 y 2029."

Article  23.  -  The  special  rule  of  Article  3°  bis,  fifth  clause,  will  only  apply  in  the 

parliamentary elections of 2017, 2021, 2025 and 2029.

Source: BCN 2015 
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Appendix 8: Machismo

“Machismo is related to the social domination and privilege that men have over women in 

economic, legal, judicial, political, cultural and psychological spheres. Ideas about machismo 

can  be  explicit  or  not;  however,  they  contribute  to  discrimination  against  women.  Boys 

typically grow up learning that they are strong and can obtain their goals by being aggressive. 

They also learn that in the future they must be the ‘protector’ of their wife and family (Strait 

1999, Gilchrist and Sullivan 2006). As noted by Gissi (1978), in a machista society the macho 

man is  strong, active,  independent,  polygamous, unfaithful and sexually experienced. It  is 

expected that such men have multiple partners before and after marriage and this increases the 

risk for acquiring HIV (Marin et al. 1993, Sabogal and Catania 1996). Men in return expect an 

affectionate, submissive and faithful woman who plays a passive and dependent role in the 

sexual  sphere  and  who  is  able  to  work  inside  and  outside  of  the  home  as  necessary 

(Rosenbluth and Hidalgo 1978).”

quoted from Cianelli et al. 2008, pp.298-299
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Appendix 9: (Selected) Permanent commissions - Cámara de Diputados de Chile

Agricultura, Silvicultura y Desarrollo Rural (Agriculture, Forestry and Rural Development)

Ciencias y Tecnología (Sciences and Technology)

Constitución, Legislación, Justicia Y Reglamento (Constitution, Legislation, Justice and 
Regulations)

Cultura, Artes y Comunicaciones (Culture, Arts and Communications)

Defensa Nacional (National Defense)

Deportes y Recreación (Sports and Recreation)

Derechos Humanos y Pueblos Originarios (Human Rights and Indigenous People)

Desarrollo Social, Superación de la Pobreza y Planificación (Social Development, 
Overcoming Poverty and Planning)

Economía, Fomento; Micro, Pequeña y Mediana Empresa; Protección de los Consumidores y 
Turismo (Economy, Development; Micro, Small and Medium Enterprises; Consumer 
Protection and Tourism)

Educación (Education)

Ética y Transparencia (Ethics and Transparency)

Familia y Adulto Mayor (Family and the Elderly)

Gobierno Interior, Nacionalidad, Ciudadanía y Regionalización (Internal Governance, 
Nationality, Citizenship and Regionalization)

Hacienda (Finances)

Medio Ambiente y Recursos Naturales (Environment and Natural Resources)

Minería y Energía (Mining and Energy)

Obras Públicas, Transportes y Telecomunicaciones (Public Works)

Pesca, Acuicultura e Intereses Marítimos (Fishery, Aquaculture and Maritime Interests)

Recursos Hídricos y Desertificación (Water Resources and Desertification)

Régimen Interno y Administración (Internal Rules and Administration)

Relaciones Exteriores, Asuntos Interparlamentarios e Integración Latinoamericana (Foreign 
Relations)

Salud (Health)

Seguridad Ciudadana (Citizen Security)

Trabajo y Seguridad Social (Work and Social Security)

Vivienda, Desarrollo Urbano y Bienes Nacionales (Housing, Urban Development and Public 
Property)

Source: camara.cl
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Appendix 10: Photos
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Photo 1: “No to abortion in Chile” - Graffiti in the Avenida Argentina in Valparaíso 

– picture taken by author
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Photo 2: “Free and safe abortion for all – the foreigners/rich pay, the poor 
bleed” - Poster close to the GAM Cultural Center (http://www.gam.cl/) in 
Santiago de Chile – picture taken by author
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Photo 3: “Sex education to avoid abortion, free abortion to avoid death – 160.000 
abortions performed, 20 women jailed and 10 women dead per year in Chile” - 
poster close to the GAM Cultural Center in Santiago de Chile – picture taken by 
author
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Photo 4: “Sexual harassment on the street #harassmentisviolence – The 5 dimensions – of 
sexual nature, without consent, by a stranger, creating discomfort, in a public place” - display 
close to the GAM in Santiago de Chile – picture taken by author



Appendix 11: Interview questions (for the female parliamentarians, questions for 
women's organizations were adapted accordingly)

1. In how far do women in parliament see themselves as representing women and do 
they take a firm stand on issues they perceive as pertinent for women? Why or why not?

(a) Who do you see as your main constituency?/Who are you representing?
(b) Who do you perceive these people are and what they want you to do?
(c) Who do you think is the general voter that elected you?
(d) Do you see yourself as standing particularly for women based on the low number of 
women representatives?
(e) Do you feel like you represent women specifically within your constituency?
(f) What issues do you think are important for women?
(g) Do you feel that you are putting those issues as priorities in your political positions?
(h) Have you worked together with SERNAM or any other organizations or groups on
these issues or are you planning to? Why or why not?
(i) Would you identify with being a feminist? Why/why not?
(j) What do you see as obstacles to representing women and pushing for their interests?
(k) Do you have a certain tendency to work with some members of parliament rather than 
others?
i. Do you work with women?
ii. Do you prefer working with women?
iii.What is or was the basis of your cooperation with other parliamentarians? (common 
goals, party membership, identity)

2. What personal factors potentially influence what female parliamentarians identify as 
women's issues and in how far they champion them?

(a) What brought you into politics?
(b) From the different roles you have in your life, which identity is most important for your 
priorities and activities/voting behavior in politics? As a citizen, mother, woman, wife, 
member of your party, socialist, Christian etc.
(c) What role does motherhood play for your work and, in your opinion, what role does it 
play generally for female politicians or working women?
(d) Why have you chosen not to (re)join a party? ----- for the independents
(e) In your opinion, how can women specifically influence politics in different ways than 
men? 

3. Do they feel that they have been successful in their work and if not, what has hindered 
them? How does all this interlink with their stance on particularly controversial 
'women's issues' like abortion and gender quotas?

(a) What are your priorities or political goals in your work?
(b) What do you think are your chances to reach higher posts, like heading commissions or 
getting into the senate? What determines these chances?
(c) In how far do you feel you are successful in your political work?/In how far do you feel 
able to translate your priorities into policy initiatives?

i. What do you see as main obstacles to realizing your goals politically?
ii. What are the sources of these obstacles?
iii. If you had to name your biggest accomplishment in your political work in the
parliament so far, what would that be?
iv. Are there differences in your work depending on the people in the different
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commissions you work in? Does the number of women make a difference?
v. Do you feel like you get different opportunities or assignments, for example for 
commissions or investigative commissions, than your male colleagues?/are selected or 
not selected because of something linked to you being a woman?
vi. On what basis do you get into different comisiones?

A. Do you feel like there are some 'female' comisiones that women get into more often and 
why do you think is that the case?
B. Do you feel like women and men behave differently in comisiones?
C. How do women and men interact in comisiones?
D. Would you prefer to sit in other comisiones than you are currently in and why and what 
are obstacles to this?
E. In how far do you feel like you are respected by your male colleagues?

4. Furthermore, how do female parliamentarians see the issue of quotas, female 
representation and status and women's issues?

(a) What is your idea of the ideal of a Chilean woman? What do you think is the image in 
society of what the main role of a woman should be?
(b) What do you think about a gender quota for Chile? And why?
(c) In how far do you feel it would make a difference if there were more women in the
cámara/senado? For your personally, as a woman, as a member of your party, in your 
interaction with colleagues, policy outcomes...
(d) What is your view about the recent discussion about abortion? 
(e) Do you feel like there is a need for more attention to gender equality? Do you see any 
persistent problems in this area?

Final question:

If you could change one thing concerning your own work within the congreso nacional, 
what would it be?
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