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Introduction: Movements, Marginalization, 
and Representation

In the aftermath of the 1999 “Battle in Seattle,” when more than 50,000 people

gathered in Seattle to protest globalization and the World Trade Organization

(WTO), protesters claimed success in representing the marginalized and dis-

enfranchised of the world. Indeed, activists of all stripes see themselves as “rep-

resentatives,” giving voice to perspectives that would otherwise be excluded.1

By providing better representation of historically disadvantaged groups, social

movements further inclusion, produce greater trust in government, and re-

duce social con›ict (Mansbridge 1999; Williams 1998; Wolbrecht and Hero

2005; Costain 2005). But social movements are frequently criticized for over-

representing the privileged and lacking democratic accountability.2 Moreover,

critics allege that movements deepen exclusion and marginalization when

protest tactics disrupt deliberation, prevent compromise, and emphasize dif-

ferences over commonalities, fragmenting the polity into separate “identities”

or “special interests.”3 Given these concerns, what are we to make of social

movement claims to represent or “speak for” the excluded? Do social move-

ments offer a pathway to a more inclusive democracy or toward a more polar-

ized, fragmented, elite-dominated polity?

Examining a variety of public policies, I show in this book that social

movements are important avenues of political representation, especially for

excluded and disadvantaged groups in established democracies. Social move-

ments, I ‹nd, constitute a critical avenue of policy in›uence for women, work-

ers, and women of color, an avenue often more important than political par-

ties, interest groups, or electing group members to government of‹ce

(descriptive representation). Indeed, movements are so important that we

ought to further such mobilization wherever we can. I propose the ideal of the

advocacy state as a guide to deepening inclusive democracy. Such a state is

aimed at furthering the mobilization of disadvantaged groups both within the

formal institutions of government and in civil society.

Social movements enable representation and inclusion by facilitating the
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articulation of group consciousness, by organizing and mobilizing the very

groups to be represented. Disadvantaged groups de‹ne themselves and iden-

tify their priorities through such movements.4 Without social movements,

there are no constituencies or group perspectives to be represented. Further-

more, through a variety of activities and agents (movement organizations, in-

tellectuals, publications, theater, protests, etc.), movements articulate and dif-

fuse to the broader citizenry alternative, otherwise marginalized perspectives

on political issues, enriching deliberation about policy issues (Mansbridge and

Flaster 2007; Fraser 1995; Young 2000).

Mobilization of socially and economically disadvantaged groups is more

easily undertaken in the informal, ›uid world of social movements, because

formal institutions tend to disempower and exclude these groups. The “entry

costs” are lower for social movement mobilization than for other types of po-

litical mobilization. Moreover, social movements can be very in›uential. In

fact, the research presented in this book shows that social movements can be

more effective avenues of policy in›uence than electing larger numbers of

women or minorities to political of‹ce, voting, traditional lobby groups, or

political parties. They also enhance the effectiveness of these other mecha-

nisms of representation.

Empirical and theoretical studies of democratic representation, even those

focused on representation for disadvantaged groups, have mostly overlooked

this important contribution to democracy. The literature on representation

for marginalized groups has traditionally focused on the value of descriptive

representation in the legislature.5 This is an important area of research, to be

sure, but an overemphasis on descriptive representation in the legislature

leaves other important avenues for representation unexamined, ignores the

way different avenues of representation interact, and results in a tendency to

overlook the institutional context (Weldon 2002; Childs 2006; Mansbridge

2003; Poggione 2004; Wolbrecht and Hero 2005). Indeed, an emerging litera-

ture is revealing the complexities involved in processes of representation. For

example, social movements and government agencies can be mechanisms of

representation for marginalized groups, and there are politically important

links between feminist organizations and legislators.6 This is not to suggest

that the literature on descriptive representation in the legislature claims that

electing women or people of color is the only way to obtain policy change (no

scholar says such a thing); rather, the point is that descriptive representation in

other places and other mechanisms of substantive representation have been

understudied in relation to their importance in securing policy change of

signi‹cance for marginalized groups.
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The main empirical literature focusing on the political signi‹cance of so-

cial movements (political sociology) tends to focus on questions relating to the

causes of social mobilization, their success or failure in maintaining mobiliza-

tion, or perhaps their ability to obtain particular policy goals; democracy tends

not to be a “dependent variable” for sociologists.7 As a result, few scholars of

social movements have assessed these movements in terms of their potential

contribution to democracy, especially for marginalized groups. Democratic

theorists, meanwhile, have mostly overlooked or devalued the representative

role of social movements. Although many political theorists assign an impor-

tant role to social movements, they mostly see movements as providing an av-

enue for or model of participatory democracy.8 Some theorists see the very ex-

istence of social movements as providing a critique of representative

democracy (Kitschelt 1993).

There is a growing recognition of the important connections between par-

ticipation and representation (Young 2000). In this instance, thinking of social

movements as offering avenues of representation as well as participation sug-

gests new ways to value these organizations and new ways to promote democ-

racy. Instead of criticizing social movement organizations for focusing on rep-

resentation rather than participation (e.g., Acker 1995; Putnam 2000), scholars

should focus on which types of movement organizations or institutions pro-

vide which democratic functions (Edwards et al. 2001). Indeed, moving be-

yond the traditional pluralist focus on representation through a system of in-

terest groups (Dahl 1962; Truman 1951; Walker 1991), contemporary theorists

of representation have come to emphasize civil society actors such as volun-

tary associations as a critical avenue of democratic representation (Cohen and

Rogers 1992; Warren 2001). Drawing on this work, I propose that the demo-

cratic ideal requires an “advocacy state” that both includes agencies designed

to promote marginalized groups (e.g., women’s policy machineries) and also

encourages autonomous organizing by these groups in civil society. As a way

of showing the practicability of the ideal, I offer concrete examples of real poli-

cies that encourage autonomous organizing by marginalized groups. These ar-

guments point to new ways to improve and deepen democracy and further in-

clusion of the most marginalized segments of society.

The Plan of This Book

In the rest of this introduction, I outline the conceptual bases for arguing that

social movements provide democratic representation, despite the absence

(much of the time) of formal mechanisms of authorization and accountability
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that many see as the sine qua non of democratic representation. I use this ar-

gument to outline the advocacy state as an ideal: this is the idea that demo-

cratic states ought to foster the self-organization and mobilization of disad-

vantaged groups within and outside of state structures. In the chapters of this

book, I provide further elaboration of and empirical support for these points,

using a variety of primary sources (interviews, surveys) and secondary ones

(existing data sets, newspaper articles, other published works).9 Drawing on a

series of analyses of women’s movements and labor movements both in the

United States and in established democracies more generally, I aim to show

that social movements provide a vital form of democratic political representa-

tion, through both conventional and newer avenues of political expression. I

supplement the cross-sectional, statistical analyses of multiple countries or

states at a single point in time with case evidence from Canada, the United

States, Norway, or other established democracies, to illustrate the dynamic re-

lation between protest and policy over time.10

Social movements organize political mobilization through traditional

lobby or interest groups, voter registration and education initiatives, and lead-

ership institutes. They also work through the everyday politics of language

change, institutional reforms, consumer boycotts, street theater, cultural criti-

cism, and grassroots efforts to promote broader social change (Mansbridge

1995; Mansbridge and Flaster 2007; Rochon 1998; Beckwith 2007; Katzenstein

1998). Through these efforts, social movements create the constituencies and

corresponding group perspectives that can be represented, a critical (if often

overlooked) aspect of the process of representation (Williams 1998; Young

2000). More generally, social movements create and revitalize democratic civil

society and fundamentally shape the architecture and operations of political

institutions. These ongoing interactions between the state and civil society can

have lasting impact far beyond the particular movement in question (Meyer

2003; Meyer et al. 2005; Costain and McFarland 1998).

At the same time, however, analysts have raised a number of concerns about

social movements that bear directly on this argument about social movements

as democratic representatives. The ‹rst, most practical concern is whether so-

cial movements actually have any lasting in›uence. Some posit that resilient so-

cial structures such as patriarchy, capitalism, white privilege, or other structures

that work through the coercive power of the state obstruct efforts to transform

policy outcomes (Bell 1987; MacKinnon 1989; Abramovitz 1992). Others argue

that direct in›uence through formal electoral avenues of representation is the

most direct, effective way to in›uence policy, contending that it is elected
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of‹cials who set the agenda (Haider-Markel et al. 2000; Kingdon 1984; Spill et

al. 2001). In chapters 1, 2, and 3, I seek to establish that for women and for

workers, social movements can be more effective avenues of in›uence than tra-

ditional legislative representation and can prompt policy changes that matter a

great deal to the everyday lives of these groups. These chapters examine move-

ments and policies cross-nationally and in the United States.

Another concern focuses on the internal politics of social movements,

pointing to evidence that movements best represent privileged groups and do

a poorer job of “speaking for” the marginalized. I address this question in

chapters 4 and 5, pointing out that while they are not perfect, social move-

ments are still the best avenues of representation for disadvantaged groups, es-

pecially for groups, such as women of color, who tend to “fall through the

cracks” of more generally focused organizations and institutions. Indeed, I

show that women’s movements are critical for policy developments that pro-

mote the distinctive interests of women of color. Women’s movements do a

better job of representing all women, though, when disadvantaged subgroups

of women can organize themselves separately.

In chapter 5, I aim to provide evidence about the tripartite relationship be-

tween (1) the constituency “women” and various subgroups of women

(women of color, working-class women, professional women, lesbians); (2)

women’s organizations; and (3) the public sphere (media and policy-making).

The chapter presents a more detailed look at local women’s organizations and

their access to the media in the U.S. city of Chicago. I ‹nd that women’s orga-

nizations, taken together, do a better job of representing the diversity of

women—both descriptively and substantively—than do formally representa-

tive organizations such as legislatures and political parties. This suggests that

social movements taken as a whole (but not necessarily any particular activists

or organizations) are more representative of the diversity of social groups and

attend more to diverse interests than previous research suggests. In addition,

different sorts of organizations perform different democratic functions.

In chapter 6, I draw on the preceding analyses to suggest some ways to im-

prove representation by social movements and to create a more inclusive

democracy. I argue that states should actively encourage and foster the devel-

opment of social movements and provide opportunities for activist participa-

tion in policy-making processes. Given the structured inequalities present in

all contemporary and foreseeable democracies, the ideal democratic state

would have to be an advocacy state, one that fostered independent movements

especially of the most marginalized.
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There are at least two reasons that scholars might be skeptical that such an

advocacy state would work. First, some argue that inclusion of social move-

ments in the state too often results in a depletion of civil society and a weaken-

ing of democracy (Dryzek et al. 2003). However, I contend that the risk of co-

optation and depoliticization occurs not when social movements participate in

policy-making processes (through public consultation, lobbying, bargaining,

etc.) but, rather, when social movements are entirely absorbed by the state.

When all the major social movement organizations and institutions are inside

the state and there are few autonomous organizations, activists risk losing the

leverage they gain from a broader base of public support. But it is possible for

state policy to encourage strong, autonomous social movements without com-

promising movement autonomy, as I show in this introduction and in chapter

6. Moreover, if a dual strategy of organizing inside and outside the state is pur-

sued, the dangers of depletion are far smaller, and the potential payoff in terms

of the representation of otherwise excluded groups is tremendous.11

A second possible objection to an advocacy state focuses on whether it is

possible, in practice, to distinguish systematically disadvantaged social groups

from those that are not so disadvantaged. Although many scholars are skepti-

cal that government policies can effectively discern disadvantaged groups,

scholarly discussions tend to ignore the many examples of such policies that

work reasonably well in practice. I offer the Court Challenges Program of

Canada and the Disadvantaged Business Enterprise Program of the U.S. De-

partment of Transportation as examples of programs that effectively targeted

disadvantaged groups and facilitated their political mobilization.

Let us turn, now, to considering the conceptual bases for arguing that so-

cial movements can provide a kind of democratic representation, despite the

absence (much of the time) of formal mechanisms of authorization and ac-

countability.

Social Movements, Marginalization, and Representation

Substantive representation is partly a process of agenda setting, or prioritizing

problems (Jones and Baumgartner 2005). Asking whether governments re›ect

the priorities of citizens is one way of getting at this sort of representation. Of

course, the sets of priorities of citizens—indeed, the view of the appropriate

role of the state—vary systematically by group. For example, a large body of

scholarship shows systematic differences between women and men in public

opinion and voting behavior both in the United States and cross-nationally.
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Numerous studies establish the relationship between race and ethnicity and

public opinion, both in the United States and cross-nationally. It is well estab-

lished that class affects political attitudes, and in some contexts, religion is also

an important factor. Political attitudes vary systematically across subgroups as

well (i.e., Latinos v. Latinas, African American men v. white men, Latinas v.

white women, etc.).12 The distinctive attitudes and priorities associated with

each social group can be thought of as a sort of group perspective (I describe

this idea more fully in chapter 1). To assess how well particular groups are rep-

resented, we can ask whether their attitudes and views are articulated as part of

the political process and whether these priorities are re›ected in policy agen-

das and outcomes.

Comparing policy issue agendas to group agendas or perspectives to ex-

amine the degree of correspondence or disjuncture can be done at either an in-

dividual or collective level, by asking whether the priorities of this individual

or legislative body or organization re›ect the priorities of this particular

group. So we can think of representation as a systemic or macropolitical

process, asking how well this particular political system represents citizens.

Such an approach, however, has rarely been undertaken at the macro or sys-

temic level (Baumgartner and Jones 2005; Costain 1994).

This analytic approach is especially valuable for studying the representa-

tion of systematically disadvantaged groups, sometimes called “marginalized.”

Although there are many differences across marginalized groups de‹ned by

race/ethnicity, gender, class, sexuality, and the like, they share the characteris-

tic of being disadvantaged in multiple arenas (social, economic, political), of

having an experience or group history of formal exclusion from public life

(and sometimes economic and social exclusions as well), and of being de‹ned

by characteristics that are relatively immutable (Williams 1998). Note that

pointing to the disadvantaged position of these groups need not imply that the

form and degree of disadvantage are the same (Cohen 1999, chap. 2). The ar-

gument I advance here does suggest, however, that similar measures will im-

prove representation for groups suffering a wide variety of forms of disadvan-

tage (for a contrasting view, see Htun 2004).

If groups have distinct perspectives and concerns, substantive representa-

tion for those groups can be evaluated by examining the extent to which these

views in›uence public discussion of policy issues and, ultimately, policy out-

comes themselves (Jacobs and Shapiro 1994). To do so, however, we must be

clear about what counts as a group perspective and how such a perspective

might in›uence public debate and policy. Much social science research
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demonstrates considerable variation across and within the groups I discuss

here, in terms of their priorities, concerns, and so on. Despite this heterogene-

ity, however, groups can be thought of as being characterized by distinctive

points of view. One way to square this seeming contradiction is to note that

group perspectives are characteristics of groups, not individuals. A group per-

spective may not ‹nd itself perfectly instantiated in any particular individual,

although the vast majority in a group will share some set of overlapping con-

cerns. Moreover, a group perspective emerges in interactive contexts, where

members of the group discuss their status or fate with each other. This process

brings to the foreground aspects of individual experience that are shared with

other group members; it also highlights those aspects of experience that are

different from other group members. In such contexts, group members discuss

those elements of social or political life that loom large in their experience (po-

lice brutality, discrimination, etc.), although it is unlikely that they agree on

the speci‹c actions that individuals or collectivities ought to take to address

these concerns. This set of issues can be thought of as being a group perspec-

tive even if the group is not uni‹ed in terms of ideology or interests in every

case (I say more about this idea in chapter 1).

Avenues of Social Group Representation

How are group perspectives best articulated in established democracies? If we

examine the question of representation at the macro level, we can examine a

variety of mechanisms for the articulation of social group perspective, explore

the relationships between them, and ask which ones (or which combinations)

seem to have the most in›uence on deliberative processes and policy out-

comes. Although descriptive representation is often valued for its symbolic ef-

fects (i.e., contributing to the social construction of groups as, e.g., powerful or

powerless) and for legitimating government decisions, it is also thought to

have substantive effects. Indeed, it is perhaps the single most examined avenue

of substantive representation in the literature. Other possible avenues of

in›uence for marginalized groups include political parties, interest groups,

and social movements. In this section, I discuss the advantages and disadvan-

tages of each avenue of representation and theorize the relationship between

them. I contend both that social movement representation is the most effective

avenue for marginalized groups and that it also improves representation by

traditional, intralegislative means (descriptive representation in legislatures

and political parties).

8 when protest makes policy

Weldon, Laurel. When Protest Makes Policy: How Social Movements Represent Disadvantaged Groups.
E-book, Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 2011, https://doi.org/10.3998/mpub.1285595.
Downloaded on behalf of 18.191.103.46



descriptive representation in public office

Much of the literature on the political representation of marginalized groups

focuses on women and minorities in public of‹ce, asking whether or under

what circumstances legislators or bureaucrats from these groups differ from

those of other ascriptive groups in terms of their policy priorities, ideology, or

style (Weldon 2002b). This literature importantly illustrates why it matters

that women and minorities are present among the representatives of a diverse

democratic public. The presence of members of such groups (1) increases

trust in government, political mobilization, and participation by marginal-

ized groups; (2) increases the likelihood that a more diverse set of interests

and experiences will be articulated during policy deliberations; and (3) un-

dermines the social construction of marginalized groups as incapable of lead-

ership (Mansbridge 1999; Williams 1998; Swers 2002; Thomas 1994). While

valuable, however, this literature is overly focused on only one dimension of

the process of political representation: intralegislative representation as ac-

complished by individual legislators. But representation is a multidimen-

sional process, and important aspects of the representative process are ob-

scured by this focus on intralegislative representation. Institutions that

mediate between social groups and formal political processes (parties, inter-

est groups, social movements, etc.) are a critical aspect of this relationship. In

terms of in›uence on policy outcomes (one of the most concrete manifesta-

tions of effective representation), extralegislative avenues of representation

can be the most important ones.

political parties

Political parties are “mediating institutions” that potentially link marginalized

groups to democratic political processes (Wolbrecht and Hero 2005). Some

scholars have argued that party competition advances inclusion, as parties

who fail to respond to excluded social groups will be at an electoral disadvan-

tage (Key 1949; Dahl 1962). Multiparty systems better enable links with par-

ticular social groups, such as class and religious groups (Powell 1982; but see

Chhibber and Nooruddin 2004). Further, research on women and politics sug-

gests that left political parties are more likely to increase women’s descriptive

representation and, at least sometimes, appear to be more favorable to ad-

vancing women’s substantive representation as well (Mazur 2002). However, it

is clear that for some issues important to women (violence against women, re-

productive rights), left or right party ideology is a poor guide to whether the
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party will support women’s interests (Weldon 2002; Elman 1996). Indeed,

Frymer (2005) points out that party competition has not advanced represen-

tation for African Americans in the United States, and Sanbonmatsu (2002)

shows that the importance and alignment of parties varies across issues. Leigh-

ley (2005) argues that since parties are strategic actors, they aim at mobilizing

supporters and are not necessarily the equalizing, inclusion-promoting insti-

tutions they are sometimes thought to be. Leighley emphasizes the importance

of studying the relationship between parties and other mobilizing groups (e.g.,

voluntary associations) as critical for sorting out the complex relationship be-

tween parties and inclusion.

Parties are most likely to advance substantive representation when they are

pressured by organizations independent of the parties themselves. Strong links

between political parties and organizations of marginalized groups are likely

to advance substantive representation, but it is important that marginalized

constituencies maintain an independent organizational base outside the polit-

ical party (Weldon 2002; Wolbrecht 2000). This can be seen most clearly in the

case of strong social movements of marginalized groups that are transformed

into dedicated political parties, as in the Icelandic women’s party or in the case

of parties that focus on particular ethnic or racial groups, like the Bloc Québé-

cois in Canada. When such movements are completely subsumed in the party

system, their mobilizing potential decreases, their links to marginalized con-

stituencies weaken, and substantive representation is decreased. Extralegisla-

tive avenues offer the most mobilization potential and political leverage on ex-

isting political parties, regardless of the number of parties.

interest groups and voluntary associations

Theorizing civil society groups as critical for representation has a long history.

Classical pluralism portrayed the interest group system as a place for margin-

alized groups to counter their numerical disadvantage in a “one person, one

vote” system. Here, such groups could organize on those issues most impor-

tant to them, motivated by the intensity of their concern for the issue. Re-

cently, there has been a resurgence in interest in civil society and voluntary as-

sociations in general, including their potential representative role (Skocpol

2005; Warren 2001; Strolovitch 2006). Voluntary associations might have the

potential to equalize representation, since time and commitment are more

equally distributed and less fungible than money (Warren 2001, 84). However,

at least in the United States, these associations may also exacerbate inequali-

ties. Such associations multiply the in›uence of those who already have re-
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sources, so they tend to be more effective advocates for their most advantaged

constituents (Skocpol 2005; Strolovitch 2006).

Interest groups or pressure groups are “generally de‹ned as organizations,

separate from government though often in close partnership with govern-

ment, which attempt to in›uence public policy. As such, interest groups pro-

vide the institutionalized linkage between government or the state and the ma-

jor sectors of society”(Wilson 1990, 1). Not all voluntary associations are

interest groups. Indeed, social movement organizations and what Walker calls

“citizen groups” exhibit striking differences with interest groups in terms of

the tactics and purposes of the organization (Walker 1990; Weldon 2002).

Warren (2001) argues that in order for voluntary associations to pro-

mote representation, these organizations must have democratic internal

structures (see also Chambers and Kymlicka 2003). Putnam (2000) argues

that the largest and most in›uential social movements are merely “cheque-

book” organizations that have little connection to the constituents. Skocpol

(2005) criticizes contemporary voluntary organizations for moving away

from a federated structure (where national organizations retained fairly

close connections with state chapters) to one where such connections are

weak or nonexistent. Fisher (2006) criticizes contemporary progressive so-

cial movement organizations for “outsourcing politics” by hiring canvassing

‹rms (e.g., the People’s Project) to do their fund-raising for them, instead of

relying on (and maintaining) a grassroots infrastructure that better connects

to members.

In the case of voluntary organizations representing marginalized groups,

these concerns about internal democracy and grassroots connections may be

overdrawn. I argue later in this introduction that the voluntary nature of these

associations means that such mechanisms for internal democracy are less im-

portant for representation than has generally been assumed. This is especially

the case for social movement organizations representing marginalized groups,

one kind of voluntary organization, that have other bases of legitimacy that

provide the basis for a kind of democratic representation.

social movements

Social movements are a third type of mediating institution that potentially im-

proves substantive representation for marginalized groups (Wolbrecht and

Hero 2005). A social movement is a form of political organization in which

membership and action is based on a shared sense of purpose and/or identity,

aimed at changing social practices or prevailing power relations (McBride and
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Mazur 2008; Meyer et al. 2005; Tarrow 1998). These efforts to create social

change mean that social movements are nearly always confrontational in some

way, combating some opponent, most often an established authority or elite

(Tarrow 1998; Meyer et al. 2005). Movements are distinguished from the indi-

vidual acts of contention by which they are constituted by the sustained nature

of the mobilization.

Social movements employ a wide variety of political tools and tactics that

run the gamut from conventional pressure group tactics such as lobbying to

protest, street theater, cultural events, and alternative living arrangements.

Some of these activities may seem to have a tangential connection to formal,

institutional politics, being much broader in scope. Indeed, as Bashevkin

(1996, 139) notes, “parties attempt to win power, interest groups try to

in›uence government decision-makers, and social movements work to

‘change the world.’” But the very breadth of social movement goals and the va-

riety of tactics is their strength, especially when it comes to representing mar-

ginalized groups. Connections between diverse organizational forms provide

important liaisons to and in›uences on formal politics that are easily missed.

Indeed, social movements underpin other mechanisms of representation, such

as descriptive representation, parties, and interest groups, in important ways,

magnifying their impact and making them more effective mobilizers and ad-

vocates for marginalized groups. Social movements form the constituencies

and produce the distinctive group perspectives that we hope to see re›ected in

democratic processes. Without social movements, there would, in a sense, be

nothing to represent.

Elaborating the Mechanisms of Social Movement Representation

In this section, I elaborate the mechanisms by which social movements pro-

vide democratic representation for marginalized constituencies, focusing on

(1) constituency formation, (2) the development of counterpublics and group

perspectives, and (3) the diffusion of group perspectives and their injection

into policy deliberations.

social movements and constituency formation

Theorists of representation for marginalized groups stress that constituency

formation is a critical part of group representation. Williams (1998) argues

that self-conscious group identi‹cation and mobilization is an important pre-
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condition for effective representation for marginalized groups; Mansbridge

(1999) argues that descriptive representation is especially important in some

cases as a way of compensating for “uncrystallized” interests. This suggests that

for issues that have been politicized and in cases when group members are well

aware of their importance, descriptive representation might have less impact

(e.g., in the area of abortion). So arguments for descriptive representation for

marginalized groups implicitly or explicitly acknowledge that developing

group consciousness and political mobilization is critical to an effective

process of representation. They also acknowledge that the effectiveness of de-

scriptive representation and electoral processes of representation is related to

this broader mobilization.

Indeed, the very idea of representation assumes that there is some entity to

be represented, a constituency of some kind. The criticism that women and

minorities or any other group are unrepresented by government turns on the

assumption that there are broader constituencies to which these categories

correspond. But this assumption needs further examination. As Warren (2001,

84) remarks, “Class situation or other sociological commonalities are not

suf‹cient for unity and action” (see also Weir 1992). The category “women,”

for example, names a complex social group that is internally riven by con›ict-

ing interests and identities. Indeed, some scholars argue that efforts to exam-

ine women’s representation rely on the pernicious ‹ction that there is such a

group, arguing that women cannot be represented as women: there are too

many differences and divisions among women to claim that all women share

any interests or have a common experience, identity, or bond of solidarity.13 If

women are so different, what can it mean to represent women as women?

Moreover, no formal process links particular representatives to this diverse,

diffuse group. What ground can there be for seeing such a diverse, diffuse so-

cial collective as a “constituency”?

In the absence of self-identi‹cation as a constituency, arguments about

representing such a group in a democratic context smack of vanguardism

(Williams 1998). But even diverse, diffuse social groups manage to mobilize

and organize themselves into political entities. Social movements are critical to

such processes of mobilization. When they mobilize in social movements,

marginalized groups create organizations where they can squarely confront in-

equality, discussing and analyzing common problems and issues among them-

selves. This collection of organizations, this oppositional community, can be

thought of as a “counterpublic,” a public comprised of those belonging to the

Introduction 13

Weldon, Laurel. When Protest Makes Policy: How Social Movements Represent Disadvantaged Groups.
E-book, Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 2011, https://doi.org/10.3998/mpub.1285595.
Downloaded on behalf of 18.191.103.46



marginalized group (Fraser 1992, 1995; Young 2000; Mansbridge 2001). Social

movements, then, create counterpublics of marginalized groups (Fuentes and

Gunder Frank 1989; Weldon 2002).

In this sense, there is no meaningful constituency of a marginalized group

without a social movement to delineate it, to create a group consciousness or

make an aspect of identity salient. Social movements create the sense that

those in the movement have a linked fate, a future tied to that of other mem-

bers of their group (Dawson 1992). Moreover, a constituency needs an oppo-

sitional consciousness. Many marginalized groups have a subordinating group

consciousness, but it is not necessarily one that supports their actions as a po-

litical group for emancipatory purposes. The de‹nition of an oppositional

consciousness requires struggle as activists form oppositional communities,

pulling together strands of collective memory and tradition that support

struggle against oppression (Morris and Braine 2001). As Mansbridge (2001,

1) puts it:

Members of a group that others have traditionally treated as subordinate or

deviant have an oppositional consciousness when they claim their previously

subordinate identity as a positive identi‹cation, identify injustices done to

their group, demand changes in the polity, economy or society to rectify those

injustices, and see other members of their group as sharing an interest in rec-

tifying those injustices.

Oppositional communities or counterpublics offer spaces where marginalized

groups can discuss their status among themselves and develop such an oppo-

sitional consciousness, discussing the issues and problems that concern them.

counterpublics and group perspective

The set of issues discussed in a marginalized community can be thought of as

a group perspective, an agenda of issues that confront those occupying a par-

ticular social position, sometimes stemming from shared interests but some-

times merely re›ecting shared areas of contention (Young 1994, 2000). These

issues may be raised in discussions of policy, or they may be raised in cultural

productions, at social events, and so on. A group perspective is an element of

oppositional consciousness, an “empowering mental state that prepares mem-

bers of an oppressed group to act to undermine, reform or overthrow a system

of human domination. It is usually fueled by righteous anger over injustices
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done to the group and prompted by personal indignities and harms suffered

through one’s group membership” (Mansbridge 2001, 4–5).

Although there are many differences within marginalized social groups,

such groups can be understood as being similarly positioned by social struc-

tures. For example, women may respond to barriers or opportunities differ-

ently, but they are confronted with similar choices and obstacles. Aspects of

femininity shape women’s experiences of work, family, sexuality, and commu-

nity, albeit differently. Such a shared positioning does not suggest a shared

identity or shared experience, but it does suggest that some of the same issues

and concerns shape the experience of all women. This perspective, or list of is-

sues, is a product of collective discussions among diverse women. Perspectives

are articulated as groups self-organize; they reside in groups, not individuals

(Young 1994, 2000).

The idea that groups share a perspective does not suggest unanimous

agreement with particular policy positions, nor does it suggest that the shared

agenda of issues exhausts the issues important to the members of the group.

Rather, this idea suggests that certain issues confront group members in their

shared social location as members of that particular group. Thus, the system of

organizations forms a sort of community or public that creates a group per-

spective that can be represented in democratic deliberations. This “articulation

function” is important for the political representation of these groups: it

means there is something that can be represented by elected of‹cials, social

movement leaders, and others who aim to speak for the group.

So it is possible to think about activist organizations as representing a so-

cial group without assuming, in an essentialist way, that all women share some

fundamental essence or nature as women or that there are no signi‹cant dif-

ferences and inequalities among women. For example, claiming that women’s

organizations represent women as women does not imply that women share

an identity or that they share all their interests as women. It merely suggests

that women confront some similar issues as women. The system or set of

women’s organizations can be thought of as a mechanism for articulating

women’s perspective. While individual women’s groups tend to be homoge-

neous in some way, re›ecting the social network on which they are based, the

set of women’s organizations as a system is more diverse. There is considerable

ideological, racial, class, and other diversity across women’s groups, but they

focus on a set of overlapping issues that can be thought of as re›ecting the so-

cial position of women. When women’s groups raise these issues for discus-
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sion, they provide some representation for women. Again, this account focuses

on women’s organizations taken as a group. It does not claim that any particu-

lar organization represents or could represent all women.

social perspectives and policy agendas

The preceding perspectives sometimes penetrate the broader public discus-

sions of policy issues. This matters because these discussions are an important

part of the policy-making process. Civil society, or the public sphere, is a sort

of “policy primeval soup,” where ideas of all kinds are sloshed together (King-

don 1984, 116). It is like a transmission belt, bringing ideas from citizens to

government; issues are taken up from public opinion and absorbed into the

government agenda (Young 2002; Kingdon 1984; Chambers and Kymlicka

2002).14 Indeed, without an active citizenry, many scholars argue, the formal

processes of democracy, such as elections, are little more than empty shells,

vulnerable to reverting to autocratic forms of rule (Norris 2002). Being able to

in›uence public discussion is thus an important, albeit indirect, avenue for

policy in›uence. Indeed, Berry’s (1999) study of the in›uence of citizen

groups in the United States concludes:

Citizen groups are “heard” in many important ways in the policymaking

process. They are singularly impressive in their rate of participation before

congressional committees, in their disproportionate share of network news

stories featuring interest group opinions, and in their ability to get newspapers

to report on research they have sponsored. (391)

Civil society consists of both counterpublics and dominant publics. Dominant

publics address the broader community in a seemingly open way, but access

and representation in these publics tend to favor socially, politically, and eco-

nomically privileged groups (Berry 1999; Schlozman et al. 1999; Walker 1991;

Strolovitch 2006). As E. E. Schattschneider (1960) famously remarked, “The

›aw in the pluralist heaven is that the heavenly chorus sings with a strong up-

per-class accent” (cited in Putnam 2000, 340). “Counterpublics” of marginal-

ized groups are so-called because they form in reaction to their exclusion from

and/or oppression in dominant publics.15

Seeing civil society as an arena in which it may be possible to use argu-

ment, persuasion, and shame to counter raw coercive power suggests that rel-

atively powerless groups may be able to exercise some in›uence there. In civil

society, the excluded and stigmatized can group together to demand recogni-
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tion of their dignity and humanity, of their capabilities and worth (Young

2000; Fraser 1992). While established political parties and political institutions

seem resistant to change and dif‹cult to penetrate, the boundaries of civil so-

ciety are more ›uid, and forms of organization are more varied. The entry

costs are lower. In this sense, civil society is more accessible than electoral pol-

itics. This additional accessibility is particularly important in providing open-

ings to intersectionally marginalized groups, for whom the barriers for entry

into formal politics are even greater.

At least sometimes, it seems that marginalized communities are able to

draw public attention to the issues of concern to them. In 2006, hundreds of

thousands of immigrant workers in the United States organized coordinated

work stoppages and marches on May 1 in order to in›uence the debate on im-

migration law reform (Preston 2007). Similarly, social movement activists

drew attention to criticisms of globalization through protests against the In-

ternational Monetary Fund and the World Bank, especially the “Battle in Seat-

tle.” Activists continue to seek to disrupt international economic summits to

present issues of labor rights, human rights, environmental protection, and

the like. When the perspectives of marginalized groups are attended to in

dominant publics, a form of political representation has been accomplished.16

Objections to Movements as Avenues of Democratic Representation

There are at least three objections to seeing social movements as avenues of

democratic representation. The ‹rst objection, which concedes that social

movements provide representation, argues that it is not a democratic form of

representation. The second objection concerns inequalities within social

movements, arguing that social movements do not represent the most mar-

ginalized and disadvantaged groups of people. The third objection claims that

social movements have become less participatory as protest has become main-

stream, professionalized, or co-opted by corporate interests. I consider each of

these objections in this section.

are social movements democratic representatives?

Some who grant that the process of articulation of group perspectives in pub-

lic debate is a form of representation may contest the idea that this is a form of

democratic representation, or that it contributes to democracy. Andrew Reh-

feld (2006), for example, has argued that we need a broader account of repre-

sentation that captures the many nondemocratic forms of representation.
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Speci‹cally democratic representation, on this view, is distinguished by its

procedural legitimacy (Phillips 1995; Williams 1998; Warren 2001; Rehfeld

2006). Large bureaucratic, national organizations are very in›uential, but they

seem to have little connection to the grass roots (Putnam 2000; Skocpol 1999,

2003). Activists are not elected. In the absence of formal procedures, what ties

activists to their constituents? Even if those involved in these organizations

were extremely active and able to keep organizational leaders on a short leash,

small numbers of people actively participate in these movements compared to

the constituencies they are supposed to represent. How can we see these orga-

nizations as speaking for a larger group of people with whom they have little

interaction?

One part of the answer to this question has to do with the limits of tradi-

tional electoral modes of democratic representation, especially for marginal-

ized groups. For example, elected representatives also have relations with small

numbers of constituents compared to the whole group that they purport to

represent, even whole caucuses of legislators. For example, many women have

not voted for any of the women in the women’s caucus and cannot be said to

hold them accountable. So part of the problem is that we do not have any elec-

toral mechanism by which women, as women, may hold their representatives

accountable (Phillips 1995; Williams 1998).

One response might be to suggest institutional reforms to make electoral

politics more responsive to marginalized groups (Mansbridge 2005). This,

however, is harder than it sounds (Williams 1998; Phillips 1995). Many insti-

tutional reforms that have been proposed to improve the voice of marginalized

groups in politics have shortcomings themselves. For example, efforts to

rede‹ne electoral districts in the United States to provide more African Amer-

ican representation (in descriptive terms) have had the unintended conse-

quence of making formerly mixed districts more homogeneous and have con-

sequently elected representatives who are less likely to listen and be receptive

to African American concerns than they might have been in the past when they

represented a coalition of groups (Lublin 1999). Of course, redistricting does

not do much for women, who are scattered throughout the population (Htun

2005). On the one hand, single-member plurality electoral systems (so-called

winner-take-all systems) make it more dif‹cult for minority groups and

women to gain a foothold (Welch and Studlar 1990; Matland 1993; Rule and

Zimmermann 1994). On the other hand, proportional representation empow-

ers not only marginalized subgroups but also advantaged minorities and reac-

tionaries who wish to preserve the status quo, and it still does nothing to en-
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sure that women representatives are accountable to women. Scholars have

been concerned that constitutional measures to ensure the representation of

minority groups (e.g., consociationalism or other systems of group represen-

tation) unnecessarily freeze social relations, making them too rigid a solution

to a complex, shifting problem (Phillips 1995; Williams 1998). Quotas have in-

creased descriptive representation somewhat (Tripp and Kang 2007; Mans-

bridge 2005), but it is not at all clear that they improve substantive representa-

tion. In countries with party lists, parties can be careful to place only women

who are “party hacks” in the coveted positions at the top of the list where they

are more likely to be elected. (The concern here, of course, is not that only

women can be party hacks but that if they are expected to toe the party line,

they will not challenge the party to change its platform on women [Jacquette

1997; Elman 1996; Bashevkin 1985].) Some scholars point out that outcome-

oriented quotas improperly interfere with electoral choice, re›ecting authori-

tarian tendencies and perhaps explaining the greater popularity of these mea-

sures in authoritarian contexts (Htun forthcoming; see also Tripp and Kang

2007).

Moreover, if we focus only on such formal rules of authorization and ac-

countability, we have no way to describe the problems that marginalized

groups confront as they seek to express themselves in democratic deliberations

(Williams 1998). Although they are formally included in democratic electoral

processes, facially neutral procedures may mask substantively biased processes

(Williams 1998; Young 1990). Social norms, deep social inequality, discrimi-

nation, and the organization of institutions may mitigate against the articula-

tion and appreciation of the distinctive perspectives and experiences of mar-

ginalized groups (Young 1990, 2000; Mansbridge 1999, 2005; Weldon 2002).

For example, the norm that women take primary responsibility for child care

undermines sexual equality in the workplace and interferes with women’s

chances of successful leadership in general (Gornick and Meyers 2007) and in

electoral politics in particular (Mansbridge 2005). These norms maintain sex-

ual inequality even where facially neutral policies persist. Similarly, past poli-

cies undermining African American household wealth also continue to con-

tribute to economic inequality and unequal access to public of‹ce—again,

even when formal bars have been struck down (Mansbridge 2005; Katznelson

2005). Cultural norms that privilege the forms of communication and sub-

stantive concerns of dominant groups as more legitimate make it dif‹cult for

marginalized groups to have a voice even when they manage to be present

(Young 2000). Institutions tend to be organized around the concerns and is-
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sues of historically dominant groups, creating an additional barrier to institu-

tional responsiveness to new sets of concerns or issues not encompassed by

these categories (Weldon 2002b).

These informal obstacles mean that the policy-making process as a whole

is biased against the expression of the perspectives or interests of the margin-

alized group, presenting barriers to equal or fair representation for members

of marginalized groups (Williams 1998; Young 2000; Weldon 2002). This is

not just a problem of representation more generally but a problem for democ-

racy, because these informal biases undermine the political equality of citizens.

We need an understanding of democratic representation that gets at this prob-

lem of inequality.17

As noted, democratic representation has not always been equated with

electoral processes. Scholars of representation have long recognized civil soci-

ety as an arena in which political representation can occur. Classical pluralism

pointed to the interest group system as an arena that complemented represen-

tation through formal electoral processes. Minorities with intense preferences

could mobilize in civil society to overcome their numerical disadvantage in

majority-rule systems (Dahl 1962; Truman 1951). Warren (2001, 84) similarly

notes that representation in associations has the potential to equalize repre-

sentation, since “in principle, associations can level the playing ‹eld, organiz-

ing pressure and votes in ways that can compete with money.” On this model

of democratic representation, citizens may organize themselves into con-

stituencies by forming voluntary associations to re›ect their shared interests

or concerns (Williams 1998). As long as everyone has an equal opportunity to

join or form such groups, each citizen is still being treated equally.

The representative effects of associations depend on the organization’s

“ability to communicate interests, norms and identities of members to public

of‹cials” (Warren 2001, 84). In electoral forms of representation, constituen-

cies are formally de‹ned by governments (on the basis of geography, ethnic-

ity, or the like), but for informal, voluntary representation, relations of autho-

rization and accountability are largely the product of the formation of

associations themselves. The vitality and in›uence—and sometimes the very

existence—of voluntary associations depends on the perception of members

that their interests and concerns are being taken into account. If members be-

come suf‹ciently disenchanted, they will quit the organization and perhaps

join or form a competing association. This mechanism certainly is not perfect

or precise. For example, it has taken a long time for the Women’s Christian

Temperance Union (WCTU)—an antialcohol organization in the United
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States—to fall into obsolescence. But the same must be said for electoral

mechanisms of authorization and accountability. They are very crude mecha-

nisms indeed for communicating views or enforcing mandates on the multi-

ple and competing agenda items that representatives must address (Lindblom

and Woodhouse 1993). So the voluntary nature of social movement activism

and participation, particularly for smaller groups, renders some of the issues

about authorization and accountability less pressing. In addition, more for-

mal processes of representation can, by their very nature, be less accessible—

the bureaucratic, formal nature of such processes can make them less accessi-

ble to some and can privilege those who are more literate in the language and

procedures of bureaucracy.

This is not to say that informal organizations are necessarily more demo-

cratic. Nor would I contest the argument that formal rules holding organiza-

tional leaders to account and providing for rank-and-‹le participation are of-

ten preferable, especially for large bureaucratic organizations. The point is that

there are some trade-offs between formal mechanisms of accountability and

accessibility to the most marginalized. Moreover, there are some mechanisms,

however crude or basic, by which constituents may hold organizational elites

accountable. Many large, bureaucratic organizations do provide for elections

and other means of participation (Barakso 2005; Beckwith 2005b).

In addition, activists are bound by internal mechanisms of accountability,

a sort of “internal” or “gyroscopic” basis for accountability (Mansbridge 1995,

1999, 2003). Activists behave as if they were accountable to a broader move-

ment, explaining and justifying their actions to themselves and others. Social

movement leaders can persuade their followers by giving an account of their

actions, as when Gloria Steinem explained her decision to get married after

years of criticizing the institution of marriage. This is also part of the repre-

sentative relationship. Individual social movement leaders are committed to

and engaged with a broader group of activists to whom they feel they must ex-

plain themselves (Mansbridge 1995). There are also processes of shaming and

claims that are made on activists by others (Young 2000). Indeed, this pressure

is sometimes so strong that observers worry that social movement representa-

tives are unable to compromise because they will lose support.

Social movements are more effective at representing marginalized groups

not when they have formal rules or electoral processes but when they are char-

acterized by norms of inclusivity. An analysis of the global movement on gen-

der violence shows that the movement foundered and was unable to exert ef-

fective in›uence until it developed norms aimed at including marginalized
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subgroups. These norms include ensuring descriptive representation within

organizations, facilitating self-organization (e.g., caucuses) of disadvantaged

groups, and adopting a norm of consensus decision making while institution-

alizing dissent. These informal norms strengthen movements at the same time

as they improve the representation of marginalized subgroups. Separate orga-

nization signals to marginalized subgroups that they have a place within the

movement. It also provides a mechanism for ensuring that the diverse con-

cerns and wider range of social knowledge encompassed by any social group

are brought under the purview of the movement (Weldon 2006a, 2006b;

Mansbridge 2005; see also chapter 4).

Insisting on formal processes of accountability in social movements risks

severing democratic theory from contemporary scholarship and political

practice on democracy, especially as it pertains to marginalized groups. Schol-

ars interested in how democracies actually work are increasingly interested in

civil society. Developments across Eastern Europe have drawn attention to the

power of popular protest, of argument, and to the importance of legitimacy;

here, citizens bravely organized against autocratic governments to force demo-

cratic reforms giving citizens more say in government (Young 2000; Howell

and Mulligan 2005). Scholarship on the politics of gender, race, and class in

democracies focuses on social movements aiming to advance these groups at

least as much as it does on these groups’ involvement in formal political

processes. Also, political practice often treats social movement activists as if

they are the best spokespeople for groups, and citizens from these groups trust

such independent groups to be watchdogs vis-à-vis of‹cials—over whom they

formally have more in›uence. In the United States, the NAACP is often treated

as a representative of African American interests at least as legitimate as the

Congressional Black Caucus, and NOW is seen as speaking for women at least

as effectively as the women’s caucus in the legislature. Recognizing the demo-

cratic representative function of social movements has the advantage of cap-

turing current political practice and scholarship that explicitly or implicitly

sees social movements as important to democracy.

do social movements neglect the most marginalized?

Another objection to seeing social movements as an avenue of democratic rep-

resentation points to the inequalities in access to social movement organiza-

tion: people are differentially represented by social movement organizations.

As noted, many of the inequities that characterize society at large also shape

civil society and social movements. Race inequality is re›ected in the fact that
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African Americans have less access to social capital than do whites in the

United States (Dawson and Cohen 1993). Those who are better off socioeco-

nomically are more likely to participate in a wide variety of civic and political

activities than those who are less privileged (Berry 1999; Walker 1991; Schloz-

man et al. 1999). Those who are most disadvantaged, those at the intersection

of axes of marginalization, are even less able to use the avenue of civil society

as a means of participating in democratic politics or voicing their opinion.

Strolovitch (2007) ‹nds that such organizations are much less likely to advo-

cate for these marginalized subgroups than they are to advocate for more priv-

ileged subgroups. Social movements, then, likely do a better job of represent-

ing the privileged than they do the disadvantaged segments of the

constituencies they claim to represent.

Of course, to say that the members of marginalized groups are differen-

tially represented is not to say that such groups are not represented at all. In-

deed, all mechanisms of representation exhibit this pattern of being more ac-

cessible to privileged groups. Moreover, albeit imperfect, social movement

organizations may offer particular opportunities for the most disadvantaged

groups. Social movements employ a wide variety of organizational forms, and

many organizations make inclusion of disadvantaged groups a priority. The

efforts of these organizations have spawned a number of organizational mech-

anisms for the representation of marginalized groups (e.g., caucuses) (Weldon

2006a, 2006b). Despite their shortcomings, social movement actors have been

the source of pressures for greater inclusiveness.

It is also important to note that movements that are less inclusive are less

likely to be successful. Conversely, inclusiveness strengthens social movements

and improves policy impact. It seems that decision-making processes that are

more inclusive strengthen solidarity and make social movements more

in›uential (Weldon 2006a). In addition, movements in which subgroups are

organized in separate caucuses or organizations seem to be more in›uential in

policy discussions (Weldon 2006b). In sum, then, the same exclusions that

characterize traditional, electoral representation also characterize social move-

ment representation. But there are mechanisms for mitigating the impact of

such exclusions, and those movements that undertake such measures are more

likely to affect public discussions and thereby policy outcomes.

We cannot talk about inequality in representation by civil society groups as

a problem for democracy and representation unless we think these organiza-

tions perform democratic representative functions in the ‹rst place. Com-

plaints about differential access to civil society might be evidence of social in-
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equality or of unequal preparation for or access to electoral of‹ce, but they are

not evidence of differential democratic representation itself. Most scholars

criticizing inequality in civil society are not arguing for excluding or eliminat-

ing the organizing and in›uence of civil society groups; rather, they are argu-

ing that differential access to this avenue of policy in›uence is a problem for

democracy because of unequal representation and policy in›uence. The way

to make it more democratic is to level the playing ‹eld, not to eliminate these

independent efforts to in›uence policy-making.

are contemporary movements becoming less participatory
(and less democratic)?

Most theoretical accounts of the role of social movements in democratic poli-

tics focus on social movements as opportunities for participation (see note 8

from this Introduction). Social movements do constitute opportunities for

and forms of political participation, but they also offer a form of representa-

tion. Indeed, democratic theorists are increasingly emphasizing the degree to

which these concepts are linked. Young (2000) argues that representation is

unavoidable in all but the smallest, most simple contexts (e.g., small commit-

tees). Even small communities necessarily employ some kind of representation

in decision making, even if it is informal, de facto representation.

Democratic critics of representation should not confuse existing institu-

tions of representative government, which sometimes do alienate citizens un-

necessarily, with the ideal of representative government, which depends on

some degree of participation (Young 2000). Representation cannot work in

the context of a completely passive citizenry. The subjects of representation

must actively authorize and hold their representatives to account. Seeing rep-

resentation as an ongoing process, moreover, means that representation is

never “‹nished” (Young 2000; Weldon 1999). Constituents may change their

minds, withdraw their support from positions they previously supported, and

so on. Young argues that constituent participation in processes of authoriza-

tion and accountability is critical for democratic representation (see also War-

ren 2001).

In order to assess the relative importance of these formal mechanisms of

authorization and accountability, let us review the reasons for considering

them important in the ‹rst place. Formal processes of authorization and ac-

countability offer mechanisms by which constituents can ensure that spokes-

people or organizations speak for them; they may authorize a group or person

to speak for them by endorsing a particular view, and they may withdraw that
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authorization if they feel the group or person no longer represents them. In

this way, constituents ensure a tight link between their own views or prefer-

ences and the representative’s actions. This helps ensure that representatives

provide these constituents with a voice. The core concern here is not the for-

mality of the mechanisms but, rather, their effectiveness.

If we evaluate social movement organizations in terms of whether they are

effective in giving constituents a voice, we may have to reconsider the domi-

nant line of criticism of large social movement organizations, which is overly

biased toward participation and takes no account of the representative role

these organizations play. Consider the following example: A survey of a com-

munity-based pro-life group in North Dakota found that although the organi-

zation was sending busloads of protestors to Washington, DC, to agitate for

laws banning abortion, there was a wide variety of views among the partici-

pants in the protest, and some were even pro-choice. A similar survey of a large

social movement organization focused on abortion found that members’ re-

ported views on abortion varied very little and were nearly perfectly aligned

with the formal position of the organization (McCarthy 2007, 1987). Clearly

the large-scale social movement organization does a better job of voicing the

concerns of constituents than does the small-scale organization. But the schol-

arly assessment of the value of these groups for democracy has been exactly the

opposite.

Why would this be? People get involved in small-scale, face-to-face groups

for a variety of reasons, but we know that one important mechanism is preex-

isting social networks. In the North Dakota case, a pastor of a church was pres-

suring people to go to DC and participate in the protest. Not participating

meant admitting to one’s friends and fellow parishioners that one might not

share their views, something that can be hard to do (McCarthy 2007, 1987). In

the case of the large social movement organization, the very anonymity that

might appear as alienation to those looking for increased participation is what

helps to ensure the purely voluntary nature of the participation and the au-

thorization of the representative organization that ›ows from it. People join

the organization because they wish to support its stated goals; they quit the or-

ganization when it moves too far away from those goals. Since these organiza-

tions are nothing without members, they ‹nd ways to monitor their support

and can be very responsive. Indeed, some scholars have recognized that al-

though traditional, fraternal organizations are on the decline, it is not clear

that this is bad for the representation of disadvantaged groups: the prolifera-

tion of new social movement organizations in the United States has been very
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effective at getting the concerns of these groups on the agenda (Berry 1999;

Warren 2001, 224).

Of course, this only suggests that these organizations speak for their

members. But I have been making a stronger claim, that social movements

represent social groups. Note that I here say “social movements,” not a partic-

ular organization. Few movements of the type discussed here are character-

ized by only one organization. Contemporary social movements of marginal-

ized groups include a wide variety of organizations, large and small,

bureaucratic and informal, narrow and broad. A movement includes all these

organizations as a set. While individual organizations may be more or less in-

clusive, representative, or participatory, the movement as a whole is less likely

to lack mechanisms for inclusion, representation, or participation. A group

perspective, then, is not the set of issues raised by any one group but, rather,

the issue agenda raised by all the movement organizations together. I give an

example of what it means for a set of organizations to represent a social group

in chapter 5.

If these social movement organizations do provide a mechanism for the

articulation of the views of marginalized groups in politics, they become very

signi‹cant mechanisms for deepening democracy. Ensuring greater inclusion

of marginalized groups is one of the great challenges for contemporary

democracies. Despite formal integration, many groups remain unequally rep-

resented by formal electoral processes, and even the most effective measures

that aim to involve more people in formal political processes would have little

impact. Even with increased participation, universal, group-neutral processes

offer inadequate opportunities for voicing group perspectives, which can

cause frustration and alienation. For example, minorities in both the United

States and the United Kingdom report higher levels of dissatisfaction and cyn-

icism about political parties than do whites (Kittilson and Tate 2005). The in-

creasing popularity of legislative quotas or reserved seats to increase the de-

scriptive representation of women and ethnic minorities suggests that a broad

range of societies are attempting (at least symbolically) to remedy problems of

inclusion (Htun 2005). The developing literature suggests that an assumed

link between descriptive and substantive representation may be weaker than

some have hoped. Substantive representation for disadvantaged groups is a

dif‹cult goal to achieve, but social movements may represent the best mecha-

nism we have. In this context, ignoring social movement representation for

marginalized groups because of its informal or ›uid nature seems foolhardy.
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A Macropolitical, Structural Approach to Social Representation

Scholars of representation for marginalized groups point to the systemic, his-

toric nature of the problem of group representation. Problems of group repre-

sentation do not stem from ›eeting differences of opinion or unpopular

points of view. Rather, problems for democratic representation arise when

groups are disadvantaged across multiple (social, political, economic) arenas,

when such disadvantage stems from historical patterns of societal discrimina-

tion and oppression (and re›ects the persistence of such patterns), and when

membership in such systematically disadvantaged groups is experienced as

immutable (Williams 1998; Mansbridge 1999; Young 1990, 2000). In other

words, group marginalization is a product of social structures that shape

processes of representation. Addressing group marginalization, then, requires

changing the constellation of social norms and institutions—social struc-

tures—that systematically privilege some social groups over others.

Many of the measures that aim to improve political representation for

marginalized groups would chip away at such social institutions and norms.

For example, measures increasing the physical presence of marginalized

groups in public of‹ce, such as quotas, may undermine the social construction

of these groups as un‹t to lead (Mansbridge 1999). Social movements, how-

ever, often seek to confront these norms and institutions directly, addressing

multiple issues, using multiple tactics, and aiming for policy change as just one

facet of broader cultural change (Rochon and Mazmanian 1993; Rochon 1997;

Bashevkin 1996; Weldon 2002). In addition to crystallizing interests and artic-

ulating issues that matter to particular groups themselves, social movements

often affect broader social values and convince those beyond the particular

group in question of the justice of their claims. So, in democracies, social

movement mobilization can sometimes be effective in changing policy out-

comes by creating broad political pressure on legislators even when no mem-

bers of the group are present.

When members of marginalized groups are present, broader mobilization

of the group in social movements can improve the in›uence of descriptive

representatives by providing arguments and political support on which they

may draw. Indeed, many studies of policy outcomes important to women,

African Americans, and the poor identify protest as a key catalyst for policy

change (Piven and Cloward 1993; Weldon 2002; Marx 1998). For these rea-

sons, I would expect that mobilization in social movements provides more
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concrete payoffs in terms of policy outputs (policy adoption) than does im-

proving descriptive representation through electing or appointing additional

members of marginalized groups (although both avenues of representation

likely improve representation for marginalized groups). In addition, for more

diffuse marginalized groups, where membership is more dif‹cult to ascertain

objectively or is more ›uid (e.g., groups based on class or sexuality), social

movement mobilization is more practical. Thus, there are many reasons for

thinking of social movements as critical for the democratic representation of

marginalized groups.

If social movements play or could play such an important role in demo-

cratic representation, especially for disadvantaged groups, this suggests that

democratic states should take an active role in fostering and encouraging in-

dependent mobilization by disadvantaged groups. Over the next few chapters,

I show how social movements provide substantive representation for women,

workers, working women, and women of color in terms of concrete policies. I

also compare social movements to other forms of representation.

Conclusion

Democracy necessarily involves more than mere state institutions. Indeed, a

vibrant civil society is critical to democracy (Putnam 1993, 2000; Norris 1999;

Warren 2001; Dryzek et al. 2003). Social movements create counterpublics

where marginalized groups interact to articulate their distinctive perspectives.

Activists advance these distinctive perspectives in both intralegislative and ex-

tralegislative policy deliberations, such as public hearings, protests, and the

like. In doing so, they often alter the government agenda, inserting the issues of

importance to marginalized groups into a list of issues from which they would

otherwise be excluded.

Because they directly address the social-structural nature of political mar-

ginalization, social movements are often more effective in in›uencing policy

than the traditionally sought electoral routes to political in›uence. Moreover,

social movements are more accessible to and representative of intersectionally

marginalized groups. The voluntary nature of political association in civil so-

ciety creates mechanisms of accountability that (albeit crude) ensure that so-

cial movements respond to their constituents.

Arguments that social movement organizations are not avenues of demo-

cratic representation because they are not held accountable in regular electoral

processes depend on an incomplete account of processes of democratic repre-
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sentation. Equating democratic representation with formal electoral processes

fails to capture important intuitions about failures of representation, misses

the multidimensional nature of representation, obscures critical parts of the

representative process, and misconstrues how representative democracies ac-

tually work. Noting that social movements provide an avenue of democratic

representation, in contrast, helps to illuminate problems of underrepresenta-

tion for marginalized groups; reveals the limits of formal, electoral processes

of representation; points to the necessity of embedding these processes in a vi-

brant, active civil society; and suggests new avenues for deepening democracy.
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chapter 1

Representing Women in Democratic
Policy Processes

In this chapter, I seek to substantiate two key claims in the argument that social

movement can represent marginalized groups. First, women’s movements

in›uence policy processes in signi‹cant ways. Second, in determining policy

outcomes, this in›uence is at least as important (and in some cases more im-

portant) as the number of the women in the legislature, and therefore we ought

to be examining multiple avenues of representation for women. I also elaborate

on the conceptual bases for the argument that social movements represent

women in a substantive sense, focusing on the nature of group perspective. I of-

fer an account of group perspective that seeks to reconcile two critical insights

in the representation of marginalized groups. On one hand, such groups are di-

verse and riven by internal con›ict, crosscut by social axes of gender, race, class

sexuality, and the like. On the other hand, group members sometimes seem to

represent the broader group in some instances by speaking about their own ex-

periences, which are nevertheless not shared by every member of the group.

Reconceptualizing Representation for Marginalized Groups

The literature on representation for marginalized groups has tended to focus

on the question of whether women should represent women and African

Americans should represent African Americans, that is, on the descriptive rep-

resentation of these groups. Moreover, this literature has mostly focused on

legislative descriptive representation. Descriptive representation in the legisla-

ture is an important aspect of representation for marginalized groups, but it is

limited as an avenue of substantive representation. Indeed, in this chapter, I

suggest that the idea that individuals can substantively represent groups merely

through their persons or behavior is based on a problematic understanding of

the relationship between individual experience and group perspective. I pro-

pose that group perspective is a collective product of social groups, developed

through intragroup interaction.
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Conceptualizing group perspective this way suggests that other avenues of

representation (e.g., women’s policy machineries and social movements) may

provide substantive representation for marginalized groups. I illustrate this ar-

gument using an analysis of policy development in Canada, one of the most

responsive governments in the world when it comes to violence against

women. I then apply this argument in an examination of the impact of

women’s representation on policies to address violence against women in 36

democratic countries in 1994. Using OLS regression analysis, I ‹nd that

women’s policy agencies (e.g., women’s commissions or women’s bureaus) and

women’s movements provide more effective avenues of expression for women

than the presence of women in the legislatures: in combination, they give

women a stronger voice in the policy-making process. Thus, studies of repre-

sentation for marginalized groups would do well to consider institutional

changes and increased political mobilization as potential sources of political

representation.1 The point is not that individual bodies provide no representa-

tion but that bodies are limited as an avenue of substantive representation, and

that multiple sources of representation should be considered and compared.

The contributions of and interactions between modes of representation can

then be more effectively evaluated (Schwindt-Bayer and Mishler 2005).

Political scientists have developed an impressive body of work arguing that

in order for historically marginalized groups to be effectively represented in

democratic institutions, members of those groups must be present in deliber-

ative bodies. In this chapter, I focus mainly on these arguments as they apply

to women as a historically marginalized group.2 However, I think that many of

the issues I raise here are also relevant for other such groups, such as histori-

cally disadvantaged racial minorities and gays and lesbians.

There is an extensive literature examining the consequences and determi-

nants of better representation for women and minorities in bureaucracies and

legislatures.3 The majority of these studies conceptualize and operationalize

representation as the presence or behavior of individual women or minorities

in the bodies in question, although there is an emerging movement to ques-

tion this equation.4 Many studies employ Pitkin’s (1967) distinction between

descriptive representation and substantive representation (or passive/sym-

bolic and active representation).5 These studies tend to de‹ne both forms of

representation in terms of the behavior or characteristics of individual legisla-

tors. Descriptive representation is de‹ned as individual legislators “standing

for” their groups.6 Substantive representation is de‹ned as individual legisla-

tors having opinions or behavior favorable to the minority community or to
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women (Tremblay 1998, 439; Cameron, Epstein, and O’Halloran 1996).7 This

focus on whether individuals are present or how they vote stems from the idea

that individual members of marginalized groups can stand and/or speak for

the group as a whole. As I explain shortly, this assumption is problematic, and

it obscures more effective means for the articulation of the group’s perspective.

The Limits of Individuals as Spokespersons for Marginalized Groups

Political theorists argue that historically marginalized groups have a distinctive

voice or perspective that is unlikely or unable to be articulated effectively in

deliberative contexts from which members of those groups are absent. This

distinctive perspective often differs from or con›icts with the perspectives of

the dominant group. The group perspective, or set of shared concerns, derives

from shared experiences and/or social position and is manifest in narratives or

histories that members develop collectively (Mansbridge 1999, 2005; Phillips

1995; Williams 1998, especially 138–41; Young 1997).

Ideally, on this view, representation for marginalized groups should re›ect

the diversity of the group’s membership and should not assume a false homo-

geneity of interest or identity (Phillips 1995; Mansbridge 1999, 2005; Dovi

2002). Substantive political representation requires political processes through

which marginalized groups authorize and hold accountable those who speak

for them (Phillips 1995; Young 1990, 2000). Finally, substantive representation

requires the representation of the group perspective in such a way that the

group’s voice is articulated and heard in policy processes.

These works offer helpful accounts of when and why descriptive represen-

tation matters. But these arguments bring to the forefront a theoretical prob-

lem, a seeming tension or contradiction, that arises from two con›icting but

powerful intuitions. On the one hand, women can, at least in some circum-

stances, represent women more broadly when they speak from their own ex-

periences; on the other hand, women (like men) are a diverse group, riven by

other social axes like race and class, and they sometimes have con›icting inter-

ests as women, so that there is a sense in which there is no singular “women’s

experience.” Indeed, theorists of descriptive representation emphasize that

they are not claiming that women or African Americans share a set of similar

experiences or identities (Mansbridge 1999; Williams 1998). But if women do

not share a set of similar experiences, in what sense do women in of‹ce repre-

sent women?

Despite their acknowledgment of intragroup diversity, theorists of de-
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scriptive representation sometimes seem to argue that individual legislators

can speak for the group by drawing only on their personal experiences. For

example, Williams (1998, 141) suggests that when a legislator from a disad-

vantaged group speaks, “the needs she articulates are not hers alone, but the

needs shared by members of the group she represents . . . In articulating the

group’s perspective on behalf of her constituents, the representative does not

need to take up the standpoint of an other; the perspective is hers immedi-

ately, although it is not the full expression of her individuality”(emphasis in

original). Similarly, Mansbridge (1999, 645) argues that descriptive charac-

teristics often act as a proxy for identifying shared experiences and that

re›ecting on these shared experiences provides a limited basis for represent-

ing the group. This method results in substantive representation when the

person in question is in fact most similar to their constituents. When repre-

sentatives do, in fact, share the experiences of their constituents, argues

Mansbridge, “representatives engaged in introspective representation will

re›ect the policies their constituents would choose if they had greater knowl-

edge and time for re›ection” (646; see also Whitby 1997, 6). This is an impor-

tant quali‹cation, but as scholars increasingly emphasize differences among

women (e.g., Crenshaw 1993; Collins 1998; McCall 2004), the extent to which

women’s diverse experiences are shared by such descriptive representatives

seems quite limited (Dovi 2002).8

If a group perspective resides complete in any individual from the group,

including individual members of the group is suf‹cient to represent the group

perspective. Epistemologically, any individual has the knowledge to articulate

a group’s distinctive voice. This conclusion con›icts with the recognition of

within-group diversity that these theorists explicitly recognize and af‹rm

(Mansbridge 1999, 637–39; Williams 1998, 293). Even if a woman is typical in

a statistical sense, as Mansbridge suggests, she cannot “speak for” women. If

she is a white, straight, middle-class mother, she cannot speak for African

American, poor, or lesbian women on the basis of her own experience, any more

than men can speak for women merely on the basis of theirs (or at least, she

can only do so in a very limited way). Moreover, marginalized group perspec-

tives are not transparent to individual members of the group. As noted, these

theorists see group perspective as a collective phenomenon, developed by the

group. How can individuals come to have access to these collective phenomena

on the basis of their own, relatively limited experience? The link between indi-

vidual experience and knowledge of the group perspective appears to be a

complex one that requires more elaboration.
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Individual Experience, Group Perspective, and Representation

I propose an account of the link between group perspective and individual ex-

perience that seeks to reconcile these seeming contradictions. Group perspec-

tive is related to group members’ individual experiences, but not in a direct,

transparent way. A social perspective is a type of knowledge that groups have.

It re›ects the vantage point of the social position in which a group ‹nds itself

(Young 1994, 1997, 2000). Members of the group have the experience of being

marked out by society as members of a particular class (Williams 1998). As

members of the group, they confront obstacles and issues that others need not

confront.

But individuals can rarely provide a complete account or analysis of the

obstacles confronting the group without interacting with others from the

group. The distinctive voice of marginalized groups ›ows from group organi-

zation and mobilization; it is a product of the interaction among members of

a social group. Only a small part of this group perspective is re›ected in the ex-

perience of any particular individual. The group perspective is created when

individual members of the group interact with other members of the group to

de‹ne their priorities.

Group perspective can be thought of as a puzzle of which each member of

the group has a piece. The more pieces of the puzzle we have, the better picture

we have. When additional pieces are very similar to existing pieces (the same

color or texture), we learn little about other areas or features of the puzzle. The

greater the diversity in our pieces is, the better idea we have about the different

areas and parts of the puzzle. Moreover, when members of the group come to-

gether, they can compare their puzzle pieces, and after seeing the puzzle pieces

of others, each person gains a greater understanding of the larger puzzle to

which she or he holds a piece. Thus, the process of putting together the puzzle

pieces is interactive rather than simply aggregative. One’s puzzle piece likely

gives one more information after interaction with others than before, but there

is a point of diminishing returns: the last pieces are not as valuable as the ‹rst

few.

It may seem as if this analogy suggests that interaction among women will

produce agreement on the meaning or implications of the picture. But merely

identifying similar obstacles or issues does not suggest that women will expe-

rience or interpret these phenomena in the same way. Like interpreting an ab-

stract painting, viewers could have very different reactions to or experiences of

the painting, although they could agree about the physical characteristics of
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the work. Sharing a perspective on women’s social position does not suggest

agreement on the meaning of or political dynamics that produce that position.

Having said this, even when women have con›icting interests, the issues

that divide them are strikingly similar. For example, middle-class and work-

ing-class women have con›icting interests in relation to the issue of wages for

child care. The former would bene‹t from lower wages for child care, while the

latter would bene‹t from higher wages for child care. But in both cases, it is

women who have responsibility for child care, and it is women for whom the is-

sue has the most serious consequences. The important thing is to note that all

of these women confront the issue of the relationship between motherhood

and work. What they share is not a list of policy proposals but more like a list

of “women’s issues.”

Group perspective resides most fully in collective products, such as the

agendas of coalitions of organizations, or in the issues identi‹ed in the body of

newspapers, magazines, and other cultural productions where the group dis-

cusses its own issues and concerns. A group perspective is not as speci‹c as a

policy position or recommendation: it is more like an agenda of topics for dis-

cussion or a list of problem areas (Weldon 2002). Because social perspectives

are developed through interaction among the members of a social group, no

individual member on her or his own has a full understanding of the condi-

tions that confront the group. Participating in group activities provides deeper

knowledge of the issues and concerns that members share with others of their

group. Individual members of the group cannot legitimately claim to speak for

the group without having participated in such interaction, because they lack

the epistemological bases (as well as the normative bases) for doing so.

Of course, interaction among women often involves con›ict, and subordi-

nated subsets of women often have dif‹culty getting their issues recognized as

issues of importance by women who are more privileged. But debate among

women makes these divisions themselves the topic of discussion, particularly

when marginalized subsets of women can organize as such. For example, when

women’s organizations and activists from all over the world gathered in Bei-

jing in 1995 for the Fourth United Nations Conference on Women, they

pushed governments to attend to the way race, ethnicity, disability, sexual ori-

entation, and other factors create additional barriers for women of marginal-

ized subgroups.

Although this view of group perspective is consistent with theoretical ar-

guments for the self-representation of marginalized groups, it undermines

much of the empirical work on representation previously outlined. It suggests

Representing Women in Democratic Policy Processes 35

Weldon, Laurel. When Protest Makes Policy: How Social Movements Represent Disadvantaged Groups.
E-book, Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 2011, https://doi.org/10.3998/mpub.1285595.
Downloaded on behalf of 18.191.103.46



that there is no reason to assume that the greater bodily inclusion of members

of marginalized groups, in itself, should signi‹cantly increase their substantive

representation. Small improvements can be expected, but signi‹cantly im-

proving substantive representation for groups requires that representatives be

able to articulate the group perspective. The individual alone cannot effec-

tively articulate this perspective.9

Marginalized groups are poorly represented in most contemporary demo-

cratic policy processes because their perspectives are not equally re›ected or

considered in the policy process. Better substantive representation for these

groups would provide mechanisms for the effective articulation of their dis-

tinctive perspective as a regular part of policy processes and would seek to

eliminate barriers to the equal treatment of the marginalized group perspec-

tive in policy deliberations. Mechanisms for the articulation of these perspec-

tives must attend to both the interactive nature of group perspective and the

requirements of accountability and authorization.10

Women’s Movements as Sources of Political Representation

I have already argued that the focus on representation by individual legislators

has distracted scholars from examining other, more important avenues of sub-

stantive representation for marginalized groups. Women’s movements provide

an important but generally unexplored avenue of representation for women,

another important mechanism for the articulation of women’s perspectives

(Dobrowolsky 1998; see also Vickers et al. 1993 on the representation of

women’s interests). This is not to suggest that women’s movements are a per-

fect incarnation of “women’s voice.” Women’s movement articulations can

only ever be partial articulations of women’s perspectives, because some sub-

groups of women are always dominated or excluded. But this is true of every

grouping of women in relation to all women (Young 1994). More important,

because women’s movement activities provide an arena where women interact

as women to de‹ne their priorities, women’s movements are likely to come

closer to articulating women’s perspectives than is a disparate, unorganized

group of women in the legislature.

Some scholars argue that it is not just the existence but also the autonomy

of women’s groups that is important for their success in in›uencing policy (El-

man 1996; Busch 1992). An autonomous women’s movement is a form of

women’s mobilization that is devoted to promoting women’s status and well-

being independently of political parties and other associations that do not
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make the status of women their main concern. For example, if the only

women’s organizations are women’s wings or caucuses within the existing po-

litical parties, the women’s movement is not autonomous (Molyneux 1998).

Autonomous organizations must be self-governing, must recognize no supe-

rior authority, and must not be subject to the governance of other political

agencies.

Autonomous women’s organizing improves women’s ability to articulate

their perspective. Organizations that are not mainly focused on women’s con-

cerns are more likely to adopt as priorities those “women’s issues” that ‹t eas-

ily into the existing organizational agenda. When women’s groups are only

subsidiaries or wings of larger organizations, it can be dif‹cult for them to

make the case that considerable amounts of organizational resources should

be spent on a “women’s issue.” Violence against women is an issue that is of

concern mainly to women. As such, political parties, trade unions, and other

political organizations may ‹nd it more dif‹cult to adopt such an issue as a

priority than to adopt other women’s issues that can be subsumed under a uni-

versal category, such as old-age pensions, minimum wage, or family and med-

ical leave. Thus, women’s wings or suborganizations of larger organizations

will have a harder time using organizational resources to articulate women’s

perspectives than will independent women’s organizations that can directly

translate women’s issues into organizational priorities (Weldon 2002).

In addition, autonomous women’s movements can improve the account-

ability of government bureaucrats in ways that nonautonomous movements

may not. If the women’s movement is entirely contained in the state, the abil-

ity to criticize government policy may be curtailed. Autonomous groups can

challenge the existing order of priorities by drawing attention to issues that are

not on the agenda. Thus, autonomous women’s movements can improve the

representation of women in the policy process.

Institutions as Sources of Representation

Another mechanism that has received little consideration as an avenue for rep-

resentation is the creation of public agencies whose responsibility it is to pro-

vide an intragovernmental voice for particular marginalized groups. Many

governments now have such of‹ces. Most national governments, for example,

now have a women’s policy machinery, that is, a government body responsible

for promoting the status of women (Mazur 2002; Staudt 1998; Stetson and

Mazur 1995; Weldon 2002).
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Perhaps one reason why these of‹ces have not been more widely consid-

ered as avenues of representation is the concern on the part of some scholars

that states are male-biased: they cannot be mechanisms for advancing

women’s rights, because “the master’s tools will never dismantle the master’s

house” (Lorde 1984; MacKinnon 1989). But feminist scholars have discovered

that the relationship between public policy and women’s status is far more

complex than this view would suggest, not least because the degree to which

governments promote women’s rights varies over time and across nations

(Mazur 2002; Htun and Weldon 2007; Banaczak et al. 2005).

Understanding why women’s policy agencies can provide a mechanism for

representation requires an understanding of the limitations that political in-

stitutions place on the individuals who ‹ll particular positions within them.

Policy outcomes, as noted, are not just a product of the legislators that enact

them. They are shaped and implemented by the institutional structure in

which they are formed. This institutional structure does not affect all policy

ideas in the same way. As Bachrach and Baratz (1962) noted, every organized

undertaking involves the mobilization of bias: the very creation of categories

makes some issues and concepts salient and renders others irrelevant. The very

organization of the administrative structure facilitates some policies and ob-

scures or obstructs others. The organization of government, for example,

tends to re›ect the priorities of the dominant groups who de‹ned the basic

administrative categories, creating a sort of institutional bias in the structure

of public administration, in favor of the issues important to historically dom-

inant groups. In this way, institutional structures can also formalize and en-

trench the understandings of policies (“policy images”) preferred by domi-

nant groups (Baumgartner and Jones 1993). As a result, organizational

priorities sometimes con›ict with or obscure the interests of marginalized

groups, making it dif‹cult to propose or enact policies that further their inter-

ests. Without reform, the current structure of public administration tends to

provide an unrecognized form of substantive representation for historically

dominant groups, while blocking or sti›ing the articulation of the perspective

of marginalized groups.

Such an institutional bias might affect women as a marginalized group in

democratic policy processes. The current construction of administrative cate-

gories in most of the political institutions in question makes it dif‹cult to ad-

dress issues of concern to women. Policies addressing violence against women,

the protection of reproductive freedom, and economic inequality between

men and women usually require coordination among a number of major gov-
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ernment departments. Government response to violence against women, for

example, requires action in areas of policy as diverse as criminal justice, edu-

cation, and income assistance. But these areas are usually the responsibility of

a variety of different agencies, posing considerable coordination problems

(Weldon 2002).

Because administrative structures tend to re›ect the particular problems

(and the understandings of those problems) that prevail at the time of their

creation, most public administrative systems are designed to address problems

other than women’s issues. Moreover, traditional understandings of these

problems tend to re›ect the context of sexual inequality in which these bu-

reaus were created (Staudt 1997). For example, in the United States, the of‹cial

de‹nition of unemployment excludes women who are looking for paid em-

ployment but cannot obtain work because they cannot ‹nd child care. The

current mobilization of bias present in political institutions disadvantages

women and their concerns, creating a sort of gender bias in the fundamental

structure of political institutions.

Women’s policy agencies are one way of creating state institutions that at

least partially re›ect women’s perspectives. A women’s policy machinery can

focus on issues of concern to women in their entirety: one need not segment

problems confronting women (e.g., violence) into their health aspects, crimi-

nal justice aspects, and so on in order to address them. Stetson and Mazur

(1995, 288) argue that those agencies that have centralized, cross-sectoral ap-

proaches to promoting gender equality are the most effective. These agencies

must be set up to coordinate women’s policies in an authoritative manner,

having the power to direct policy-making across a number of departments.

This suggests that a subdepartmental desk in a low-ranking ministry is un-

likely to be an effective mechanism for representing women in policy deliber-

ations. Similarly, an agency with few resources will be unable to carry out the

monitoring and analysis required. This suggests that to be effective in repre-

senting women, a women’s policy machinery must have a degree of indepen-

dence, some of its own resources, and positional authority.

The representativeness of the perspective articulated by women’s policy

agencies can be improved if the represented have the opportunity to comment

on and critique the agency’s proposals. Women’s bureau consultations with

women’s movement organizations and activists can improve agency proposals.

Examples of such consultations are advisory committees set up in both

Canada and Australia whereby women’s organizations had regular access to

government of‹cials. In addition, in Australia (and in Canada for a while),
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there were regular meetings between political of‹cials and women’s movement

activists to discuss a “women’s agenda.”

Where access is based on informal channels, it usually depends on good re-

lations between women’s movement activists and the individual bureaucrats.

If consultation with women’s groups is a formal part of the policy agency, ac-

cess is likely to be more uniform across policy areas and over time. When for-

mal, regularized channels for consultation exist and are part of the normal op-

eration of government, it may be more dif‹cult for new administrations (who

may be hostile to women’s groups) to shut women’s organizations out of the

policy-making process.

However, improving institutional capacity is not the same as providing the

political will to address a problem. As Kathlene (1995) notes, gender mitigates

“position power,” that is, in›uence derived from one’s position in the bureau-

cratic hierarchy: women obtain less bene‹t from powerful institutional posi-

tions than do men. Thus, as a prominent former bureaucrat in a women’s pol-

icy agency in Canada explains, “Without external pressure, these structures

have little hope of doing more than holding the fort or maintaining the status

quo” (Geller Schwartz 1995, 57). In addition, providing mechanisms by which

women’s movements can be consulted will not be of much use if there is no

one with whom to consult. This suggests that political support from external

social movements is necessary to provide women’s bureaus both the political

pressure and input that is necessary to capitalize on improved institutional ca-

pacity. Thus, when women’s policy machineries have positional authority and

adequate resources, they can improve substantive representation for women

by providing a mechanism by which women’s distinctive perspective can be ar-

ticulated and by providing some mechanism of authorization or accountabil-

ity for women (through consultations with women’s organizations). But this

impact depends on the presence of a women’s movement, and we should ex-

pect little in the way of direct effects.

Interactions between Sources of Representation

Distinguishing multiple sources of representation makes it possible to concep-

tualize interactions between these different sources and to theorize their com-

bined impact on democratic political processes. Women’s policy agencies pro-

vide an important avenue of representation for women, but this is only likely

to have an effect on the policy process in the context of an autonomous

women’s movement. Strong, autonomous women’s movements improve the
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institutional capabilities of government in addressing women’s issues. This

magni‹es women’s voice inside government. When the women’s movement is

strong, the women’s policy machinery has more in›uence with other govern-

ment departments. Bureaucrats inside the women’s policy machinery seeking

to articulate women’s concerns can point to public pressure from the women’s

movement. Thus, a strong, autonomous women’s movement improves the

representative function performed by a women’s policy agency.

Conversely, women’s policy agencies can strengthen women’s movements.

By providing ‹nancial support for organizing and independent research,

women’s policy machineries provide additional resources to women’s organi-

zations. In addition, by providing research support and opportunities for in-

put on policy development, women’s policy machineries can assist women’s

movement activists in publicly articulating women’s perspectives. Thus,

strong, autonomous women’s movements and effective women’s policy agen-

cies reinforce one another in improving women’s representation. This effect is

interactive: each factor magni‹es the effect of the other.

Women’s Representation and Policies on Violence against Women

Although descriptive representation may have positive effects on the political

process (e.g., improving the legitimacy of representative bodies or improving

symbolic inclusion of marginalized groups), the argument that it signi‹cantly

improves substantive representation has important weaknesses. Moreover, de-

scriptive representation is rarely empirically compared with other modes of

substantive representation, such as articulation of group perspective through

social movements or through institutional reforms. Such a comparison reveals

that descriptive representation in the legislature is a relatively ineffective way

to ensure that policy outcomes re›ect the perspectives of marginalized groups

(although it may accomplish other important goals).

In this section, I examine the impact of different sources of political repre-

sentation for women on policies to address violence against women. Violence

against women is central to women’s subordinate status: violence hinders

women’s efforts to achieve parity with men in the areas of employment, edu-

cation, the family, and public life. Violence against women is consistently

identi‹ed as an important issue in women’s collective endeavors to advance

their status: activists and governments from more than 180 countries have

identi‹ed violence against women as an issue of literally vital importance.11

This agreement reinforced the growing body of evidence that violence against
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women in the form of sexual assault and wife battering is a serious problem

nearly everywhere in the world (Heise 1994; Weldon 2002). Still, there is great

variation among democratic governments in terms of their responsiveness to

violence against women. Some governments undertake broad, multifaceted

initiatives to address violence against women, while other governments do not

even recognize the problem.12

Until very recently, despite the importance of this issue, there have been

only a few systematic cross-national analyses of policy outcomes (Avdeyeva

2007; Busch 1992; Elman 1996; Johnson 2007; Weldon 2002). None of these

studies investigated the question of the impact of women’s representation on

policies on violence against women.13 Thus, this policy issue provides an im-

portant but unexamined test case for examining the impact of women’s repre-

sentation on national policies of importance to women.

The institutional forms and policy outcomes affecting women vary most

clearly across national contexts. The strength and other characteristics of

women’s movements also vary most clearly across countries. This suggests that

a cross-national study of the impact of the representation of women on demo-

cratic policy-making may provide insights into the effectiveness of different

modes of political representation for women that are dif‹cult to discern when

only a single national context is considered. In the remainder of this chapter, I

provide, ‹rst, an illustrative comparative discussion of how policies on vio-

lence against women developed in Canada and other established democracies

and, then, a statistical analysis of policy outcomes.

government responsiveness to violence against women

Violence against women takes a number of forms. This study focuses on two

categories: sexual assault of women by men and battering of intimate female

partners by males. Action on violence is an important indicator that women’s

perspectives are in›uencing policy-making, since it suggests that government

is responding to the articulation of an issue of importance to women. Despite

the many differences among the countries considered, similar features of the

problem and the existing policy structure make it possible to identify a com-

mon set of needed actions to address violence against women. A cross-na-

tional data set developed in Weldon 2002 includes data on seven different as-

pects of government response to violence against women:14

1. Has there been any legal reform dealing with domestic violence?

2. Has there been any legal reform dealing with sexual assault?
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3. Is there any national government funding for shelters for victims of do-

mestic violence?

4. Is there any national government funding for rape crisis centers?

5. Are there any government-sponsored training programs for service

providers?

6. Are there any government-sponsored public education initiatives?

7. Is there a central agency for coordinating national policies on violence?

Asking how many of these types of policy action a government undertakes

provides a good measure of government responsiveness: a government that

addresses more areas is enacting a broader, more multifaceted response. Al-

though these seven types of policy action are important for different reasons,

all seven policy areas are important for addressing violence against women.15

The seven policy areas are weighted equally: the indicator simply sums the

scores (1 for each area in which policy action occurs, 0 for a lack of action)

across the seven areas. This variable therefore measures the scope of govern-

ment response, that is, the amount or breadth of government activity, rather

than the particular substantive focus or quality of the individual initiatives

(Powell 1982; Putnam 1993).16 This indicator does not measure which govern-

ments enact the policies that result in the greatest reduction of violence. In-

deed, some of the policy measures considered here are aimed at raising aware-

ness or serving victims, rather than at directly reducing the overall incidence of

violence.17

The data set includes these seven aspects of national government response

to violence against women for all stable democracies. The focus is on national

government response because, in general, action by the central government,

even if it is only providing funding to local areas, is a key symbolic indicator

that the political community is seriously addressing a problem. Thus, even in

federal systems such as those of the United States, Canada, and Australia, action

by the national government vastly increases the importance given to the issue

and the consistency with which it is addressed. In Australia, where some rele-

vant areas of law are state responsibilities, the federal government has devel-

oped model laws and pushed for state adoption. Freedom House data are used

to select stable, democratic countries for comparison.18 The data used are for

1994. See the appendix for a ranking of countries by number of areas addressed.

These data on government response are based on a variety of primary and

secondary sources, including academic, government, and activist publications;

materials from the proceedings of the Committee on the Elimination of All
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Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW); U.S. Department of State

human rights reports; Human Rights Watch reports; and communications

(emails, faxes, and letters) with activists and government representatives in the

countries concerned. There are multiple sources for every country, and the

sources for each country include at least one government source and one

source independent of the national government.

Using this measure, the most responsive democratic governments are in

Canada, Australia, and the United States, and the least responsive are in

Botswana, Italy, Nauru, Papua New Guinea, and Venezuela. In 1994, the Nordic

countries, where women have such an impressive presence in the legislature

(between 25 and 40 percent), lag behind the governments of Canada, Australia,

and the United States, where women are fairly poorly represented in descriptive

terms (with women comprising about 10 to 20 percent of the legislature).

Looking at the process by which individual measures were adopted in

Canada reinforces the sense that although the efforts of individual women can

be important, it is not necessarily the number of women in the legislature that

matters for the substantive representation of women in this area. After more

than a decade of activism and lobbying by women’s organizations, a series of

important amendments (including a rape shield law) were adopted rather ex-

peditiously in 1983. (Rape shield laws protect complainants of rape from a

“second violation” as prosecutors probe their backgrounds and suggest—ex-

plicitly or implicitly—that sexually active women likely consent to all sexual

activity.) Women’s organizations were quite in›uential in getting attention to

this issue, and a proposal from the National Association of Women and Law

(NAWL), endorsed by the National Action Committee on the Status of

Women (NAC), formed the basis for the amendments. Indeed, women’s orga-

nizations had impressed many with their political strength during the consti-

tutional reform process that led to the Charter of Rights and Freedoms

adopted in 1982, and scholars agree that elected representatives perceived the

women’s movement as having considerable clout (Los 1994; Bashevkin 1998).

Observers have noted that the minister overseeing the drafting, passage, and

implementation of the measures (Jean Chrétien, a man) undertook a number

of measures to ensure the success of the legal reform—investing resources in

public education, special units in police stations across the nation, and similar

measures. Reportedly, women’s organizations and the minister worked closely

throughout this process (Roberts and Gebotys 1992; Tang 1998). Indeed, in

the years leading up to the passage of the amendments, the Secretary of State
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Women’s Program funded groundbreaking research on wife abuse that pro-

vided critical background and support for the 1983 measures (Weldon 2002).

The rape shield law was struck down in a 1991 Supreme Court decision.

The minister of justice at the time (a woman and a conservative) quickly

worked with women’s groups to draft a new law. The resultant amendment is

known as the “no means no” sexual assault law (Bill C-46). The process was

undertaken by Canada’s ‹rst female minister of justice, Kim Campbell, a

member of the Progressive Conservative Party (a center-right party). Camp-

bell held a broad set of hearings with women’s groups on the subject of the bill,

hearings that raised awareness and understanding of the issues surrounding

sexual assault and built support for the feminist amendment that followed.

Among other measures, the sexual assault law puts the onus for determining

consent on the initiator of sexual activity. Previously, the burden was often on

the woman victim of sexual assault to show she did not consent to sexual ac-

tivity (Weldon 2002; Tang 1998; Roberts and Gebotys 1992).

In this process and in the development of policies on violence against

women in Canada more generally, it is not the number of women in the legis-

lature that ‹gures prominently. The 1988 election did bring 12 additional

women (including Kim Campbell) into of‹ce, increasing the proportion of

women in the Canadian parliament from 13 to 18 percent. But the process of

reform began much earlier and under the auspices of a male minister. In both

instances, despite the varying sex and party of the ministers, the minister of

justice appeared very supportive of and responsive to demands of the women’s

movement to act on violence against women (Roberts and Gebotys 1992;

Vickers et al. 1993; Los 1994).

More generally, major expansions of policies on violence occurred when

there was a relatively small proportion of women in government. Amend-

ments to criminal law began in 1983; special initiatives funding shelters, train-

ing police, disseminating information, and aiming to prevent family violence

were launched in 1986, 1988, and 1991 (Weldon 2002). The trend toward

greater responsiveness toward violence against women appears to have pre-

ceded the increase in numbers of women and, indeed, to have begun in the

early 1980s, when there were comparatively few women in public of‹ce even

for Canada. (Women were less than 10 percent of the parliament, and fewer

than 30 women were present [table 1].)

In Sweden during the same time period, in the 1980s, women’s movement

efforts to raise the issue of violence against women were suppressed and char-
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TABLE 1. Women’s Descriptive Representation in the Canadian Parliament and
Developments in Violence against Women Policy, 1980–2001

Year and
Party in Number of Developments in Violence
Power Women MPs % Women MPs against Women Policy

1980 14 5.0 Canadian Advisory Council on the
Liberals Status of Women publishes report
(Center Left) on wife battering (1980)

Status of Women Canada funds
women’s groups working on
violence (1981, 1982)

Amendents to criminal code
(including rape shield law) (1983)

1984 27 9.6 1986 first family violence initiative
Progressive (FVI) launched

Conservative
(Center Right)

1988 39 13.3 “No means no” sexual assault law
Progressive adopted (1992)

Conservative Canadian Panel on Violence against
(Center Right) Women (1993, before election)

Cuts to Secretary of State Women’s
Program begin 1986, continue
through 2001

1993 53 18 FVI is shut down (1994)
Liberals Funding for shelters slows, is shifted
(Center Left) to provinces (1995)

Training for police officers in First
Nations communities is undertaken
(1994–98)

1997 62 20.6 FVI reinstated
Liberals Laws against female genital mutilation,
(Center Left) trafficking, and sexual exploitation

of children (including by Canadians
abroad) take effect

2000 62 20.6 Funding for shelters slows further
Liberals Some increase in funding to
(Center Left) Secretary of State women’s program

for preventive measures on violence
against women (2001)

Source: Cool 2008; Weldon 2002a, 2004b.
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acterized as divisive (Elman 1996). At that time, there were about three times

as many women in parliament in Sweden as there were in Canada (96 women

in the Swedish parliament in 1982 and 133 by 1988), constituting between 26

and 38 percent of total seats (IPU 2009). Indeed, legal reforms such as protec-

tive orders were adopted at least a decade later in Sweden (1988) than in the

United States and the United Kingdom, where they were in initial use in the

late 1970s (and where there are many fewer women in the legislature) (Elman

1998).

These brief stories suggest that whether or not public policy addresses

women’s substantive interests in addressing violence against women depends

on more than just having the issue raised by the women’s movement (as it was

in both Canada and Sweden), although that seems to have been the catalyst for

government response in the stable, democratic countries (Weldon 2002). It

also depends on more than number or proportion of women in government:

the larger number of women in government in Sweden (even under a labor

government) did not make that government more responsive to women’s

movement demands regarding violence (Elman 1996). In addition, measures

to address violence against women were adopted under both left and right

governments in Canada. Similarly, in the United States, the Violence Against

Women Act of 1994 (VAWA) was adopted unanimously by the House of Rep-

resentatives: no member of either party voted against it.

Indeed, in Canada, where governments adopted the most expansive poli-

cies on violence most quickly, these policies seem to be the product of an un-

usual relationship between the state and the women’s movement. The state

strengthened, supported, and responded to a women’s movement that never-

theless remained autonomous. This strong and autonomous women’s move-

ment bene‹ted from the resources and political support of a powerful set of

agencies dedicated to raising women’s status. This state-movement relation-

ship provided a powerful mechanism for the articulation and substantive rep-

resentation of women’s perspectives on violence. In what follows, I de‹ne and

operationalize these terms and specify exactly how I see this in›uence obtain-

ing (Weldon 2002).

women’s movements and political representation

I argued earlier that autonomous women’s movements provide an important

avenue of representation for women. A women’s movement is a kind of social

movement (Tarrow 1998; Beckwith 2000). A social movement is a form of po-

litical organization in which membership and action is based on a shared sense
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of purpose and/or identity, aimed at changing social practices or prevailing

power relations (McBride and Mazur 2008; Meyer et al. 2005; Tarrow 1998).

Women’s movements are those social movements in which women make up

the membership and leadership of the organization. In this chapter, I examine

only those women’s movements aimed at furthering women’s status or under-

mining patriarchy, that is, feminist women’s movements (Beckwith 2000;

Mazur and Stetson 2008).

The vast majority of nations in this study had active feminist movements

by 1994 (Weldon 2002).19 As noted, scholars of feminist movements and pub-

lic policy have argued that the autonomy of such movements is key to deter-

mining policy in›uence. Feminist movements can be coded as autonomous if

they have an organizational base outside political parties, unions, and other

political institutions. They must also be independent of organizations that do

not make the condition of women their primary concern. Autonomous

women’s organizations are not subsidiaries, auxiliaries, or wings of larger,

mixed-sex organizations. Data on organizations was taken from published his-

torical accounts of these women’s movements and encyclopedias of women’s

organizations (Weldon 2002).

In addition to gauging the autonomy of women’s movements, we need

some sense of whether they are strong or weak. Movements might be inde-

pendent but have little impact on the attitudes or awareness of the broader

public. Strong women’s movements can command public support and atten-

tion, while weaker movements have trouble convincing others that their posi-

tions and opinions are important. Such strength is indicated by the size and

number of protest activities, the degree of support expressed for feminists in

opinion polls, the degree of support for women’s organizations, the diversity

and membership of women’s organizations, the proliferation and diversity of

women’s cultural institutions (e.g., women’s festivals, newspapers, concerts,

etc.), and so on. Given what we know about democratic policy-making, it

seems likely that strong women’s movements will in›uence policy outcomes

more than weak ones, but strong movements do not always in›uence policy

outcomes.20

Although it is notoriously dif‹cult to construct accurate measures of

women’s movement activities across national contexts (Beckwith 2000), there

is considerable convergence among experts’ assessments of the relative

strength of women’s movements (i.e., the Swedish women’s movement is con-

sidered to be relatively weak, while the U.S. women’s movement is considered

relatively strong) (Elman 1996; Gelb 1989; Kaplan 1992; Bergqvist 1999; Ran-
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dall 1987; Nelson and Carver 1995; Stetson 1997; Stetson and Mazur 1995;

Norris 1987). Movements are coded as strong if they are described by expert

observers as strong, in›uential, or powerful; as mobilizing widespread public

support; and so on. Comparative and country-speci‹c accounts of women’s

movements explicitly assess the strength of women’s movements over time

and/or relative to other countries, relying on multiple data sources, including

size and frequency of demonstrations; public support for the women’s move-

ment, as expressed in public opinion surveys; the proportion of women be-

longing to women’s organizations; the proliferation of feminist organizations,

bookstores, magazines, and the like; and the frequency with which women’s

movement activists are consulted in the media and in other public delibera-

tions.21 Where the women’s movement is both strong and autonomous ac-

cording to these criteria, the country is coded 1, and where either strength or

autonomy is absent, the country is coded 0 (see table A1 in the appendix).22

women’s bureaus as a form of political representation 
for women

I have already argued that women’s bureaus can provide a form of political

representation for women, especially in combination with an active, indepen-

dent women’s movement. Women’s bureaus likely play an important role in

the area of policies on violence against women. We would expect women’s pol-

icy machineries to improve the political representation of women when they

have (1) formalized channels of access for women’s organizations and (2) the

independence and resources needed to formulate and implement aspects of a

women’s agenda. If the women’s policy agencies in the 36 stable democracies

in this study are categorized according to these criteria, only 8 of the 34 agen-

cies actually meet them (the agencies in Australia, Canada, Costa Rica, Nether-

lands, Belgium, Venezuela, Portugal, and Germany). Countries are coded 1 on

this variable if they meet both conditions, 0 if they do not.23

the interaction between women’s movements and 
political institutions

As I have argued, a women’s policy machinery does not, on its own, guarantee

any government response to violence against women. Rather, the interaction

of the apparatus with a strong, autonomous women’s movement results in bet-

ter representation for women in democratic policy processes. Where such

women’s movements interact with effective policy machineries, we should see

greater responsiveness to violence against women. This interactive effect can
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be captured by using a multiplicative term (strong and autonomous women’s

movement × effective women’s policy machinery) in the regression analysis.

representation by women legislators

I have argued that alternative modes of representation were more important

than descriptive representation in the legislature in improving policy out-

comes for women. What measure of women’s legislative presence should be

used in making this case? Some accounts claiming a substantive impact of de-

scriptive representation have argued that women legislators should only be ex-

pected to speak or act for women after the proportion of women passes a

threshold or tipping point, usually thought to be between 15 and 30 percent

(Grey 2006; Bystydzienski 1992; Thomas 1994). As the proportion of women

reaches 10 or 15 percent, women legislators feel freer to express their distinc-

tive concerns. However, they may still not be suf‹ciently numerous or power-

ful to be able to diffuse their concerns throughout the legislature. This is more

likely to occur when women regularly comprise a greater proportion of the

legislature, say 35–40 percent (Thomas 1994, 154). As Thomas (1994) ob-

serves, it is possible that the proportion of women constituting a critical mass

varies over time and location; Grey (2006) argues further that the proportion

must vary across contexts and over time. Nevertheless, Thomas argues, “the

concept that greater percentages of women legislators will lead to a diffusion

of their perspectives throughout the governing body is sound. And the issues

of special concern to female representatives . . . will permeate legislative bodies

as women’s representation is closer to parity” (154). This implies, I think, that

we would expect a greater proportion of women legislators, especially a pro-

portion of 35 or 40 percent, to be associated with greater policy responsiveness

to violence against women.24 In contrast, I have argued that, in itself, a greater

number or proportion of women (even the presence of a critical mass) in the

legislature would not have a consistently large effect on government respon-

siveness to violence against women.

the proposed model

In general, then, the interaction between strong and autonomous women’s

movements and institutional structure produces better representation in the

policy process, which is here measured by responsiveness to violence against

women. We might also expect strong and autonomous women’s movements to

have an impact independent of this interaction, since such agencies are not
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necessary for women’s movement in›uence. We would not necessarily expect

such an independent effect from women’s policy agencies. In addition, the

number of women in the legislature does not determine responsiveness to vi-

olence against women. Level of development and culture are thought to be

fundamental factors in›uencing politics and policy.25 I control for these fac-

tors using dummy variables to measure level of development, region, and

dominant religion (the latter two as proxies for culture).

Analysis

I employ OLS regression to examine the association between different sources

of political representation for women and responsiveness to violence against

women. Multivariate regression analysis can be used to examine whether (and

how strongly) each of these modes of representation is associated with more

government action on violence against women (table 2). Scope of government

response is coded from 0 to 7, depending on the number of areas of policy ac-

tion that a national government undertakes. If a mode of representation pro-

duced better policy outcomes for women, we would expect the mode to be as-

sociated with governments addressing an increased number of additional areas.

representation by women legislators

As expected, there is no linear relationship between proportion of women leg-

islators and government responsiveness to violence against women (table 2,

model 1). More generally, a critical mass effect is not visible in this policy area.

Of those governments where women comprise more than 30 percent of the

legislature, none have addressed more than four policy areas (see table A1 in

the appendix). Moreover, among those governments that have been the most

responsive to violence against women (i.e., that have adopted ‹ve or more

policies), the percentage of women in the legislature varies from 6.4 to 21.2

percent.26 It may be that individual feminist women are important in getting

policies passed as policy entrepreneurs. Indeed, it may be that the presence of

at least one woman is a necessary condition for policy development. But there

is no linear relationship between the overall proportion of women in the leg-

islature or in cabinet and government responsiveness to violence against

women. This ‹nding is robust using various speci‹cations of the proportion

of women, or the number of women. It also holds up when the analysis uses

robust standard errors (not shown).
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women’s movement

The presence of a strong, autonomous women’s movement is more strongly

positively associated with scope than is the proportion of women, with stan-

dardized betas of .50 and .00, respectively (table 2, model 1). Controlling for

level of development, the presence of a strong and autonomous women’s

movement is associated with about one or two additional areas of policy ac-

tion on violence against women (B = 1.90 ± 0.55). This supports the argument

that the existence of strong, independent women’s movements improves

women’s representation in the policy process more effectively than does in-

creasing women’s presence in the legislature.
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TABLE 2. Regression Coefficients; Dependent Variable = Scope of Government
Response to Violence against Women, 36 Stable Democratic Countries, 1994

Model Independent Variables B S.E. Beta T Sig. R2

1 Level of development 1.20 0.64 0.30 1.87 0.07 0.37
Strong and autonomous women’s 1.90 0.55 0.50 3.44 0.00

movement
Percentage of women in legislature 0.00 0.02 0.00 –0.02 0.98
Effective women’s policy machinery 0.45 0.66 0.10 0.68 0.49

2 Level of development 1.09 0.54 0.27 2.03 0.50 0.43
Strong and autonomous women’s 1.39 0.59 0.36 2.33 0.02

movement
Effective women’s policy machinery –0.86 0.96 –0.19 –0.90 0.37
Effective women’s policy machinery 2.33 1.27 0.42 1.82 0.07

× strong and autonomous women’s
movement

3 Level of development –0.28 1.43 –0.07 –0.20 0.85 0.61
Strong and autonomous women’s 0.80 0.67 0.21 1.21 0.24

movement
Effective women’s policy machinery 2.30 1.34 0.43 1.71 0.10

× strong and autonomous women’s
movement

Logged number of reps 0.01 0.42 0.04 0.17 0.87
Region—Africa –1.12 1.84 –0.14 –0.60 0.55
Region—Asia 2.31 1.48 0.34 1.56 0.13
Region—Latin America –0.88 1.68 –0.18 –0.53 0.61
Region—North America 2.44 1.23 0.3 1.99 0.06
Region—Oceania 1.22 1.25 0.18 0.98 0.34
Dominant religion—Protestant 0.00 0.65 –0.01 –0.06 0.94
Dominant religion—Other –2.30 1.30 –0.47 –1.70 0.08

Note: I report statistical significance as a matter of interest, but I consider this set of countries to be a complete set of
stable democracies (i.e., a population), and I am not employing sampling techniques.

S.E. = standard error; Sig. = significance.
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women’s policy agency

The presence of an effective women’s policy machinery is not associated with

government responsiveness to violence against women (table 2, model 1). This

may seem to contradict the hypothesis that these institutions have an effect on

government responsiveness to this issue. But I argued earlier that the policy

impact of these institutions depended on the presence of a strong and au-

tonomous women’s movement and that we should not expect to see an inde-

pendent effect. If this argument holds, a term capturing the interaction be-

tween effective women’s policy agencies and strong and autonomous women’s

movements should be strongly associated with government response to vio-

lence against women and should explain more than either term alone.

interaction effects

An indicator representing the interaction of a strong, autonomous women’s

movement and the presence of a women’s policy machinery (one that provides

access and resources) is a very strong predictor of government responsiveness

to violence against women (table 2, models 2 and 3), being associated with

more areas of government action than either of the two parts alone (model 2).

The interaction of a strong, autonomous women’s movement and an effective

women’s policy agency is associated with about two additional areas of policy

action (B = 2.33 ± 1.27) (model 2). This association seems to hold even con-

trolling for level of development, region, and religion (model 3). In sum, then,

strong, independent women’s movements and effective women’s bureaus in-

teract to provide an effective mode of substantive representation for women.

Indeed, in the area of policies on violence against women, cross-national data

suggest that women’s bureaus and women’s movements together are more ef-

fective at securing policy action than are large numbers of women in the legis-

lature.

Conclusion

The literature on representation for marginalized groups is currently focused

on whether individuals in the legislature can represent diverse social groups. I

argue that although individuals can provide a partial or limited articulation of

group perspective, group perspectives are best articulated in those forums

where members of marginalized groups interact to formulate their distinctive

concerns. This suggests that legislatures, as currently organized, may not be the

Representing Women in Democratic Policy Processes 53

Weldon, Laurel. When Protest Makes Policy: How Social Movements Represent Disadvantaged Groups.
E-book, Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 2011, https://doi.org/10.3998/mpub.1285595.
Downloaded on behalf of 18.191.103.46



only (or best) place to examine whether representation of marginalized groups

is occurring. Group perspectives can be articulated by social movements or

even by government agencies. Political institutions, I have argued, tend to

re›ect the social perspectives of the historically dominant groups that created

them, thereby embedding a bias toward these groups in the very structure of

public administration and providing a type of substantive representation for

these groups. Institutional reforms to remove or mitigate these biases can im-

prove representation for marginalized groups.

Discussions of substantive democratic representation, then, should con-

sider multiple sources of political representation. Considering a number of

modes of representation makes it possible to compare different modes of rep-

resentation and explore interactions between them. In this study, the interac-

tion between modes of representation appears to be critical. The interaction

between women’s movements and institutional structures is more important

for understanding policy responsiveness to violence against women than is the

proportion of women in the legislature.

I am not arguing that individual members of marginalized groups in legis-

latures provide no representation. Indeed, the presence of such representatives

can have important symbolic and substantive effects on policy processes. The

question is whether it is the only or best avenue for such representation, be-

cause the literature on representation for marginalized groups often seems to

treat it as such by focusing on it to the exclusion of other avenues. But de-

scriptive representation in legislatures is limited as an avenue for providing

substantive representation. Although it may be true that “descriptive represen-

tation by gender improves substantive outcomes for women in every polity for

which we have a measure” (Mansbridge 2005, 622), it does not follow that the

presence of more women (or a larger proportion of women) in the legislature

always means better representation. For example, in France, the proportion of

women in the legislature decreased during the key period of policy innovation

on violence against women (Weldon 2002, table 4-1); the same was true in In-

donesia and South Africa (Htun and Weldon 2010b); in Israel, an increasing

number of women in the Knesset has not led to greater policy action for

women, in the view of leading feminist activists (perhaps because there are

more women in conservative parties now and because the most feminist mem-

bers of the Knesset were voted out) (interviews with Israeli feminists, 2007);

and an analysis of women’s representation in Belgium similarly shows that in-

creasing the number of women in the legislature did not result in greater sub-

stantive representation for women (Celis 2008). So even if an increased
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women’s presence in the legislature improves representation for women under

some circumstances, this does not mean that it is the best avenue for substan-

tive representation or that the presence of more women in the legislature will

always improve substantive representation for women.

Of course, as noted, social movements and women’s policy agencies are

also limited in terms of substantive representation: some women feel excluded

or dominated in women’s movements, and lines of accountability are unclear.

Women’s policy agencies are characterized by similar exclusions and weak-

nesses. Nevertheless, examining multiple sources of representation provides a

more complete picture of the possibilities for—and limits on—in›uence in

democratic policy processes.

This analysis, then, adds to the growing body of research pointing to the

importance of thinking more broadly and in more nuanced ways about possi-

ble mechanisms of representation for women. It is becoming increasingly clear

that an overemphasis on descriptive representation in the legislature has ob-

scured other important, unexamined avenues for representation, ignored the

way different avenues of representation interact, and resulted in a tendency to

overlook the institutional context (Weldon 2002; Childs 2006; Mansbridge

2003; Poggione 2004; Wolbrecht and Hero 2005). Exploring the relationship

between these multiple avenues of representation and public policy suggests

many new avenues for research (Schwindt-Bayer and Mishler 2005). For ex-

ample, it may be that individual women legislators are more likely to promote

women’s perspective when they participate in women’s movements or at least

belong to women’s organizations (Carroll 2003; Sawer 2004; see also Costain

1998). Swers (2002) has argued that political party and political context deter-

mine whether women in the legislature represent women (see also Poggione

2004). This analysis did not examine the in›uence of political party, although

studies of violence against women have suggested that political party is a poor

predictor of support for measures on violence. In the United States, for exam-

ple, VAWA has enjoyed bipartisan support for years. In Canada, as noted,

signi‹cant reforms of rape law were undertaken under both left and right gov-

ernments. Still, party might be more important for other issues of importance

to women. Last, scholars of gender and politics are increasingly emphasizing

the complexity of the relationship between gender and other, crosscutting

axes, such as race, class, and sexuality (McCall 2005; Hancock 2006, 2007;

Smooth 2007; Beckwith 2005a; Weldon 2006, 2008). I try to explore some of

these issues further in later chapters.

More generally, this analysis shows the value of examining the structural
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conditions in which policy is made (Ashford 1978; Bobrow and Dryzek 1987;

Duncan 1995; Giddens 1982; Walby 1990). Examining the social order, the

patterns of political inclusion and exclusion established by institutions and

norms, is important for understanding democratic policy-making (March and

Olsen 1989). Understanding the impact of such patterns, I have shown, is key

to understanding whether and how social groups are represented in demo-

cratic policy processes. Thus, the study of women and politics and of demo-

cratic policy-making more generally should focus as much on political struc-

tures such as institutions, social movements, and other macrolevel phenomena

as it does on individual-level variables and characteristics.
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chapter 2

Social Movements, Representation, 
and Family Policy

In the last chapter, we saw that women’s movements were important for ex-

plaining policy outcomes on violence against women and that numbers or

proportion of women in government did not seem to explain the very differ-

ent degree of government responsiveness to this important issue across coun-

tries. I used this ‹nding to buttress the theoretical argument that social move-

ments, even more than political parties or legislators, provide critical avenues

of substantive representation for marginalized groups such as women, ethnic

and racial minorities, and working-class people. Although violence against

women is an important issue, it is not the only issue of importance to women

or the only area of law and policy in which we might hope to see women’s per-

spectives, interests, and concerns re›ected. Indeed, scholars of gender and

public policy are increasingly emphasizing that the politics of women’s rights

vary by issue (Sanbonmatsu 2003; Htun 2003; Mazur 2002).

Another important area of public policy, leave policies related to bearing

and caring for children, shows quite a different cross-national pattern. Indeed,

some of the most exciting and progressive policies for such leave, policies that

seem to greatly facilitate women’s work, have been adopted in precisely those

countries in which women have a sizable presence in government (e.g., Nor-

way, Denmark, and Sweden). Moreover, scholars of the politics behind these

policies report little in›uence on the part of organized feminist movements in

determining these policy outcomes. They argue instead that the critical deter-

minants of policy outcomes are the general con‹guration of social policies,

struggles over secularism, or the presence of women in government (Mazur

2002; Morgan 2006; Kittilson 2008). If this ‹nding is true, how can we recon-

cile it with the idea that social movements are better representatives for

women than are women in government?

There has been little systematic cross-national analysis of the politics of

policy in this area1 and no quantitative cross-national analysis that takes into

account women’s organization in civil society. In this chapter, I use an analysis

57Weldon, Laurel. When Protest Makes Policy: How Social Movements Represent Disadvantaged Groups.
E-book, Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 2011, https://doi.org/10.3998/mpub.1285595.
Downloaded on behalf of 18.191.103.46



of maternity and parental leaves and antidiscrimination policy to argue that

women’s interests as women are best represented by women’s movements but

that women’s class interests may be better articulated by labor movements. So-

cial movements, or third-sector representatives such as unions, are still the

most effective avenue of policy change—more effective than left parties, for

example. Women’s movements are still critical for advancing policies that

challenge gender hierarchies, while labor mobilization is more critical for chal-

lenging class divisions. I ‹nd that the number of women in government does

seem to produce more generous policies on maternity and parental leave but

does not make policies challenging gender hierarchies more likely. These ‹nd-

ings, I contend, support the general argument that extralegislative avenues of

representation (e.g., social movements) are more effective avenues of repre-

sentation than those intralegislative avenues traditionally considered to be the

primary avenues of democratic representation for movements seeking to ad-

vance transformative agendas, agendas of social change.

Leave Policies

Examining leave policies advances the discussion of social movements and

representation for at least two reasons. First, leave policies are important for

advancing women’s interests. Second, the extant scholarship on leave policies

suggests that women in government in›uence policy development in this area

(Kittilson 2008; Schwindt-Bayer and Mishler 2005) and that women’s move-

ments have little impact (Mazur 2002; Morgan 2006). So, as already noted, this

area presents a “hard case” for the theory that movements best represent

women.

Although rates of labor force participation by women vary cross-nationally

(from 40 to 91 women active for every 100 men), a majority of women in most

countries work in the paid labor force at some point in their lives, and a ma-

jority become mothers. Worldwide, more than 1.1 billion women work in the

paid labor force. Although rates of labor force participation vary across coun-

tries, differences between women and men in active labor force participation

have been decreasing, with 80 women active for every 100 men in most regions

(ILO 2004). Thus, most women work, most women become mothers, and op-

portunities to combine work and family roles are signi‹cantly affected by mea-

sures such as leave policies. Perhaps this is why all stable democratic countries

have adopted some sort of leave policy to accommodate workers’ childbearing

and child care responsibilities (Mazur 2002; ILO 2004).
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There has been much analysis of the impact of leave policies on women

and men, and scholars have devoted a great deal of attention to categorizing

leave policies and social policies more generally in various countries. Perhaps

the best-known typology of social policies as they relate to gender roles is

Lewis’s (1993) categorization of welfare states according to how strongly they

reinforce a “male breadwinner” model of the labor market (see also O’Connor

et al. 1999; Gauthier 1996).2 But few scholars have examined the comparative

politics of reconciliation policies, that is, the determinants of better or worse

work-family policies for women cross-nationally (Mazur 2002, 109). Even

fewer analyses actually focus speci‹cally on leave policies (Kittilson 2008) or

the needed antidiscrimination policies that too seldom accompany them (Zip-

pel 2007). Thus, such policies constitute an important and widespread but un-

derstudied type of policy.

dimensions of a model leave policy

While leave policies are clearly critical for women’s equality, even some of the

more generous leave policies reinforce sexual inequality in some important

ways. Indeed, although generous family policies do seem to narrow wage in-

equality to some degree, probably by facilitating women’s access to work, they

also widen inequality between women and men indirectly, by increasing occu-

pational segregation (Mandel and Semyonov 2005; Gornick and Meyers

2007). This increased gender segregation of the labor market likely occurs be-

cause 95 percent of family leaves are taken by women and because women miss

out on promotions and lose seniority when they are absent from the work-

place for long periods (Lewis 1993; Mandel and Semyonov 2005; Gornick and

Meyers 2007). When social norms are such that women are expected to take

long leaves (but men are not), employers are less likely to invest in women, and

women are less likely to pursue occupations that involve competition with

men (Gornick and Meyers 2007). In addition, many generous leave policies do

not distinguish between medical leave needed for pregnancy and the two to

three years of leave or part-time work that is often needed for care of young

children (parental leave). Sometimes, such leave is explicitly restricted to bio-

logical or adoptive mothers, reinforcing the norm that women have primary

responsibility for child care, especially of young children, even when they are

already working. Leave provided to fathers of newborn or adopted babies and

young children, if it is provided at all, is often unpaid, only a few days, and/or

contingent on the mother being dead or incapacitated. Such leave policies re-

inforce the norm that women must take responsibility for child care (and not
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just childbearing). Are such policies feminist? From a feminist perspective,

because such leaves provide women with some bene‹ts but reinforce regres-

sive gender stereotypes and roles, they are at best a mixed bag (Gornick and

Meyers 2007; Zippel 2007).

Even leave policies that are facially gender neutral (e.g., the leave policy in

the United States) tend to reinforce the traditional sexual division of labor in

the family because of social norms and the structure of incentives created by

gender inequality in the paid labor market. Because men tend to have higher

salaries, it is often more economically rational in the short run for the woman

to take leave. In addition, social norms create strong social pressures for

women to take leave and simultaneously reinforce expectations that the father

stays on the job or even increases his efforts at work (to be sure to solidify the

economic well-being of the family). Even where policies are gender neutral,

women take the vast majority of leaves. Taking lengthy maternity and parental

leaves seriously weakens women’s position in the labor market, often under-

mining their access to seniority, promotions, pensions, or even employment it-

self (Gornick and Meyers 2007; Mandel and Semyonov 2005).

Some governments have adopted policies that speci‹cally seek to challenge

this gender division of labor in child care. For example, Norway was the ‹rst

country in the world to introduce “daddy leave,” a parental leave allocation (in

this case, four weeks) that is speci‹cally targeted to fathers and cannot be

transferred to mothers if it is not used. This leave policy has increased the

number of men taking parental leave (ILO 1994, 40; Bergman 2004). There are

also provisions prohibiting discrimination on the basis of sex or pregnancy or

because an employee avails himself or herself of any kind of family leave. In

addition to being very generous, then, Norwegian reconciliation policy in-

volves measures to challenge established gender roles in caring for young chil-

dren. This is in stark contrast to leave provisions in Switzerland, which include

only maternity leave and are available only to women workers. Although Swiss

law mandates paid maternity leave, it is paid by the employer, creating a ‹nan-

cial disincentive to hire women. Making matters worse, there is no protection

against sex or pregnancy discrimination in hiring (although there is some pro-

vision to eliminate ‹ring for reasons of pregnancy). Turning to a different

con‹guration of these policies, federal policy in the United States offers quite

strong protections against pregnancy discrimination and offers a gender-neu-

tral, family leave policy that is very limited in terms of the time allowed away

from work (12 weeks, or about three months, under the Family and Medical

Leave Act [FMLA]). Since the leave is unpaid, this policy has been criticized for
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mainly bene‹ting middle-class women, who can best afford to avail them-

selves of leave without state support (ILO 1994; Gelb and Palley 1996; Gelb

2003). In fact, the unpaid nature of the leave means that even middle-class

women have strong incentives to return to work right away, and few families

can afford to make use of the unpaid leaves guaranteed by the FMLA. Al-

though the leave is gender neutral, it does nothing to alter the status quo,

where women take primary responsibility for child care. Unlike the daddy

leaves offered in Norway and Sweden, there are few incentives to encourage fa-

thers to take on care of babies and young children.

There are at least two distinct aspects of leave policies, then, that are rele-

vant for thinking about whether such policies further sexual equality. First, we

can ask whether these policies seek to change gender roles with respect to paid

work and child care (or at least to support those who seek to change such

roles) (Gelb and Palley 1987). To answer this question, we will want to know

about the provisions for maternity leave, paternity (or supporting parent)

leave, and parental leave. Are these issues addressed separately, or are they all

assumed to be subsumed under maternity leave? In addition, we want to know

whether any paternity leave is provided for, whether it is paid leave, and

whether this leave can be transferred to the mother or is speci‹cally reserved

for the second parent (if there is one). Last, we want to know whether workers

who become pregnant, have parental responsibilities, and take leaves to ac-

commodate these conditions are protected from discrimination. If workers

can be ‹red for taking maternity leave or for being pregnant, the generosity of

the policy on the books does not count for much. These aspects of parental

leaves are critical for gender equality (Zippel 2007).3

A second aspect of these leaves focuses more on the class basis for these

leaves. Public responsibility for paying for these leaves is especially relevant

from the perspective of working-class women and families. Families that have

higher incomes are better able to take advantage of unpaid leaves (although

this can still be a struggle, especially for single mothers). Moreover, publicly

paid leaves are more easily adopted where the principle of government sup-

port for the indigent is already well established, and this can be as much a mat-

ter of class politics as of gender politics. Thus, we would expect that class pol-

itics and the structure of the welfare state would play a much greater role in the

area of the generosity and public funding of leaves than in determining

whether or not they challenge gender roles. We would expect that women’s

movements matter more for the latter. So the ‹nding that women’s move-

ments play a relatively small role in the development of leave policies and that
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these policies are often cast as pro-labor or pro-family policies likely stems

from a focus on the generosity of these leaves and the public funding of these

leaves. If these policies are importantly based in class, as I have argued, then

one would expect the structure of class politics, including the degree of the

mobilization of labor, to play a role in determining some aspects (the most

class-relevant ones) of these policies. If we are looking at whether social move-

ments in›uence public policy, then, we may need to consider labor move-

ments as well as women’s movements in order to understand the dynamics of

policies in these sorts of hybrid policy issues.

Maternity, Paternity, and Work in the United States and Norway

A brief examination of the dynamics of policy developments in the United

States and Norway suggests the plausibility of the approach I have recom-

mended. I start with this comparison because Norway has been an important

innovator in the area of feminist leave policy, while the United States has been

a notorious laggard using traditional measures focused on generosity, provid-

ing a clear contrast on the dependent variable (family leave policy) that should

help to illuminate differences in the national contexts that produced these out-

comes.4 In both the qualitative and quantitative analysis in this section, I focus

on national-level policies.5 I show that examining different aspects of leave

policy reveals that there are different political dynamics for leaves of different

types. For aspects of leave related to gender discrimination and challenging

patriarchy, women’s movement mobilization is key. For policies aimed at

changing state-market relations, class-related mobilization is pivotal.

the united states

In the United States, the Pregnancy Discrimination Act (1978) is often thought

of as a model of feminist policy in›uence (Gelb and Palley 1987; Stetson 1997;

Mazur 2002). In the early 1970s, the Supreme Court issued somewhat contra-

dictory decisions on the legal status of pregnant workers,6 prompting feminist

groups’ efforts to clarify matters by proposing a statute to protect workers

from pregnancy discrimination. Working in a coalition of more than 300

groups, including unions and civil rights groups and even pro-life antiabor-

tion groups, feminist organizations formed the Campaign to End Discrimina-

tion Against Pregnant Workers (Stetson 1997; Gelb and Palley 1987). The pro-

posal became law in less than two years, resulting in the Pregnancy

Discrimination Act (PDA). Business interests were not uni‹ed against the pro-
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posal, perhaps because some large and in›uential companies already offered

bene‹ts to pregnant workers. Those corporate interests who had testi‹ed

against protections for pregnant workers in the Supreme Court were unwilling

to do so in the more public venue of Congress. The main threat to the bill was

opposition from pro-life activists concerned that the bill would mandate pay-

ment for abortions. However, a compromise bill passed both chambers with

wide margins of support (Gelb and Palley 1987; see also Stetson 1997).7

The PDA is the ‹rst national policy for pregnant workers in the United

States. It amends Title VII of the Civil Rights Act to add language prohibiting

discrimination against pregnant women in all aspects of employment (hiring,

‹ring, job security, seniority, and fringe bene‹ts). The PDA also explicitly re-

quires that employers with programs for disability or health bene‹ts include

pregnancy in these plans. At the time the PDA was adopted, women comprised

about 4 percent of Congress (IPU 1995).

A very different process produced the Family and Medical Leave Act in the

United States, a process characterized by delay, opposition from business, and

little participation by organized feminism. Feminists working on the issue of

maternity leave in the United States initially tried to craft a gender-neutral so-

lution to it by framing the problem as medically needed leave or family leave.

The proposal was quickly taken up by labor unions and conservative groups

who saw it as either a pro-labor or pro-family idea. The FMLA was ‹rst intro-

duced by representatives Patricia Schroeder (D-CO) and William Clay (D-

MO) in 1985 but ‹nally passed both houses only in spring of 1990. By this

time, the feminist content of the proposal was watered down (Gelb 2003; Stet-

son 1997). Indeed, the bill that ultimately became the Family and Medical

Leave Act of 1993 was seen mainly as a labor- or “family”-related bill (Stetson

1997, 270–71). Opponents also saw it (or were happy to have it seen) as labor

legislation. Business interests and states rights groups effectively and publicly

opposed the legislation. Apart from helping to propose the original idea, then,

it seems that women’s organizations did not play a major role in the develop-

ment or passage of the FMLA (Mazur 2002, 114).

As with many labor issues, the FMLA was supported by Democrats and

opposed by Republicans. Some Republican legislators broke ranks and spon-

sored the act, arguing it was a family measure that would help workers, espe-

cially women, to cope with demands of work and family. But President George

H. W. Bush vetoed the bill anyway in 1990. This happened again in 1991–92:

both houses passed the FMLA, and the president vetoed it again. The Senate

overrode the veto (but the House did not), and the FMLA became an election
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issue. In the election campaign, Bill Clinton pledged to sign the law. The Con-

gress once more passed the bill, and it was signed into law in 1993 by President

Clinton (Stetson 1997).

Although the original act was strongly supported by a woman legislator,

there were not many women in the legislature over this period. From 1985 to

1987, the number of women in Congress increased from 22 to 29, from about

5 to almost 7 percent. The number of women in Congress increased even more

in 1992 (the year the bill was passed), to 48 (11 percent of Congress).

The FMLA applies to private employers with more than 50 employees and

to public agencies, requiring that they provide up to 12 weeks of leave (which

can be unpaid) in a 12-month period for medical leave or for purposes of

childbirth or adoption, caring for a sick parent, and the like. The act likely cov-

ers about 60 percent of all workers and probably even fewer women workers.

Only 4 percent of those eligible actually take leave (Mazur 2002, 115).

norway

In Norway, we also see different processes producing antidiscrimination laws

and generous maternity leaves, with women’s movements more important to

policies advancing the status of women (but not challenging state-market re-

lations) and with labor movements more important for policies expanding the

role of the state vis-à-vis the market. As background, it is worth noting that

Norway is distinctive among the Nordic welfare states for its strong emphasis

on gender difference. There, feminists and the political culture more generally

strongly emphasize a sort of maternalist difference in matters relating to gen-

der (Skeije 1991; Sainsbury 2001).

The 1978 Equal Status Act was passed in the context of a series of impor-

tant feminist policy and political successes achieved in the 1970s in Norway,

including the legalization of abortion on demand and the election of large

numbers of women to political of‹ce (Leira 2005). These issues came to the

forefront at that time because of the “interaction of women’s groups and

movements outside the formal political power bases and women in the politi-

cal parties” (Leira 2005, 68). The Labor Party formed a committee on the equal

status issue and invited feminist groups to formulate a proposal. The feminist

proposal was watered down by the union representatives (from the Norwegian

Confederation of Trade Unions) on the committee who were concerned about

the feminist proposals for comparable worth legislation. These measures were

stripped from the ‹nal version of the bill. Since the labor government was in a

minority, even this bill was subjected to more compromises in order to ensure
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the support of the Socialist Left, Labor, and Conservative parties, all of whom

ultimately voted for the bill. Nevertheless, the ‹nal bill did include protections

against discrimination for women workers and ensured a measure of imple-

mentation, creating an ombuds as an enforcement agency. Women’s organiza-

tions were very active in ensuring the enforcement and implementation of the

act (Mazur 2002).

In Norway as in the United States, the political struggle for maternity leave

took quite a different form from that characterizing antidiscrimination policy.

In Norway, maternity leave developed much earlier, in the late nineteenth cen-

tury, in the context of the class struggle over social reform and the nationalist

struggle to be free of Swedish domination (Leira 1993; Sainsbury 2001). In

1885, a commission was appointed to make proposals for social reforms to

prevent social unrest and to reduce class con›ict. At the same time, feminist

activists were contesting traditional gender hierarchies or roles as they mobi-

lized in pursuit of suffrage. As part of the social policies that emerged from this

process, which constituted the beginnings of the Norwegian welfare state, a

maternity leave policy was adopted as part of a more general health insurance

act (Sainsbury 2001). Thus, Norwegian working women have had access to

paid maternity leave since 1909, well before women won the right to vote and

stand for parliamentary elections in 1913 (Leira 1993).8

Feminists tried to expand maternity leave in the late 1970s, in the after-

math of both the 1971 “women’s coup” that brought many more women into

government and the successful subsequent campaigns in 1977 and 1979.9 The

women elected as a result of these feminist campaigns report immediately get-

ting to work changing policies on child care and equal pay and setting up shel-

ters for battered women (Leira 1993). By 1978, there were 37 women in the

Storting (national parliament), constituting about 24 percent of the seats. This

was the biggest change in women’s representation across the Nordic world at

that time (Raaum 2005). Nevertheless, efforts to pass expansions of maternity

leave were unsuccessful. It is worth noting, though, that Norwegian men and

women ‹rst obtained the right to shared maternity and paternity leave for

childbirth in that process, a signi‹cant change in the role-changing dimension

of Norwegian leave policy.

In the 1980s, the discussion of expanded maternity leave again rose to the

forefront, and a series of expansions making maternity leave more generous

was adopted in the late 1980s.10 In 1986, a government commission was struck

to examine the male gender role and aspects of maleness and masculinity, in-

cluding fatherhood. This commission was chaired by a dynamic young Social

Social Movements, Representation, and Family Policy 65

Weldon, Laurel. When Protest Makes Policy: How Social Movements Represent Disadvantaged Groups.
E-book, Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 2011, https://doi.org/10.3998/mpub.1285595.
Downloaded on behalf of 18.191.103.46



Democratic man (who later became prime minister). In 1989, the committee

recommended extending parental leave to 12 months, with three months re-

served for the father. In this discussion, the division of unpaid care was framed

as an issue of gender equality.

In Norway, family values and the father-child relationship were widely dis-

cussed, although this discussion focused on child well-being and family values

rather than on advancing employment equality for women. The commission’s

proposal was scaled back in the process leading to enactment. The three months

reserved for the father was cut to four weeks, and the father’s right to care was

made conditional on the mother’s employment. The Labour government in-

troduced the fedrekvote (daddy quota) that came into effect in 1993 (Leira 2002,

95). Norway was the ‹rst country in the world to introduce this kind of a leave.

There was little opposition to the ‹nal version of the measure, probably

because it was seen as a modest expansion of existing leave provisions and did

not take any time from the mother. It is also likely that general discussion

about the importance of a father’s involvement for a child’s well-being paved

the way for the measure. Fathers were granted an independent right to

parental leave in June 2000. The measure has proven very popular, with 70 to

80 percent of eligible fathers taking it up.

Comparative Conclusions

Examining the previously described cases in terms of the number and propor-

tion of women in government, the political strength of labor, and the strength

and involvement of the women’s movement allows us to draw some conclu-

sions about what makes policy processes more substantively re›ective of

women’s interests and concerns in relation to child-related leaves and antidis-

crimination policy (table 3).

class politics

The political power and support of labor seems to be very important for suc-

cess in expanding maternity leave policy but not especially important for suc-

cessfully passing initiatives that solely address women’s status. In Norway in

the 1970s, the women’s movement was ascendant and was able to pressure the

government to pass some measures fairly narrowly tailored to focus on gender

status, such as the Equal Status Act and abortion rights bill. Neither measure

took aim at state-market relations, so the relative power of labor and business

did not matter. Those elements opposed by organized labor (e.g., comparable
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worth measures) were removed, and all parties voted for the Equal Status Act.

Efforts to signi‹cantly expand maternity leave, however, failed. The minority

labor government was too weak to force it through, even with a supportive

women’s movement and with women comprising 24 percent of government.

In the 1980s, labor was strong enough to push through the changes to mater-

nity leave. None of the expansions of maternity or parental leave took place

under a Conservative-led government. In contrast, the Conservatives did sup-

port the Equal Status Act.

Similarly, the FMLA passed both houses of the U.S. Congress three times be-

tween 1990 and 1992 but failed the ‹rst two times because of a veto by a Repub-

lican president. The act was picked up and supported by the unions, but labor is

politically weak in the United States. The women’s movement in the United

States was strong and autonomous (though largely extraneous to this particular

debate) all through the period. The main change between the failed and success-

ful passage was the change in party, from Republican to Democratic. While the

Democratic Party is not a European-style left or labor party, it is certainly more

pro-labor and has closer relations to unions. Thus, partisan changes along the

left-right continuum seem critical for explaining the passage of maternity leave

policies. Antidiscrimination measures, however, which challenge gender roles

but leave state-market relations basically unchanged, sometimes do draw con-

servative support and can sometimes be passed when labor is weak. Such mea-

sures pertain more to gender status in general than to class status.

Over the longer term, one can see a broad pattern in which cross-gender

coalitions based on class support those programs requiring more direct spend-

ing on social services and programs, while gender-speci‹c cross-party (and

cross-class) coalitions support measures focused on gender status. In Norway,

unions opposed some measures to promote gender equality that they viewed

as being inimical to the interests of “labor,” such as comparable worth. But

unions strongly supported family leaves as measures reducing inequality be-

tween families, and Conservatives have more strongly supported measures

providing cash for stay-at-home parents (mostly mothers). Both measures

maintain gender roles to some degree.

women in government

It is indisputable that women within the political parties in Norway have ad-

vanced proposals to improve policies on child care, ›exible hours, part-time

work, and the like for women (Bystydzienski 1995; interviews with Norwegian

politicans, 1995). Indeed, in the cases considered here, both women in the leg-
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TABLE 3. Comparison of Outcomes of Policy Debates on Family Leave and Sex
Discrimination Policies, United States and Norway, 1978–93

Measure Women in Women’s
Passed/Type Government Movement Policy Party
(country, year) (%/role) Mobilization in Power Outcome

PDA: Gender role 4% Strong, Democratic Passage
change, state- supportive president
market relations (Carter)
unchanged
(United States, 1978)

FMLA: Gender 5–6%/Measure is Women’s Congress passes Failure
role maintaining, initially proposed movement is measure with
state-market by a woman strong and Democratic
relations slightly (Schroeder). initially support and some
changed; framed supportive; some Republican
as pro-family, opposition. votes.
pro-labor Republican
measure president vetoes
(United States, measure twice.
1990, 1991–92)

FMLA: 10% Women’s Democrats Passage
Gender role movement is control all three
maintaining; strong but branches of
state-market relations divided and government
slightly changed marginalized on (center-left).
(United States, 1993) this issue.

Equal Status Act: 24%/Women in Strong, Minority Labor Passage
Gender role political parties autonomous government; all
change; state- supported women’s three parties
market relations measure. movement (Socialist Left,
unchanged Norway passes support Labor, and
(Norway, 1978) 20% threshold Conservative)

for first time in support final
1977. measure. Unions

oppose comparable
worth elements.
They are stripped
from final bill.

Maternity leave 24%/Norway passes Strong women’s Labor minority Failure to expand
expansions: 20% threshold movement supportive but maternity leave
Gender role for first time in support weak. Conserva- generosity. Men
maintenance, 1977. tives oppose and women
expanded role of expansion of share access to
state in market spending. leave for first
(Norway, 1970s) Conservatives time (gender 

grow stronger role (change).
and win in 1981
election.
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islature and autonomous social movements of women supported expanded

maternity leave and role-changing policies like the daddy leave. In the United

States, similarly, a feminist woman legislator from the Democratic party (Pa-

tricia Schroeder) was an initiator and one of the cosponsors of the ‹rst version

of the FMLA in 1985. But in neither case did increased numbers of women in

the legislature determine the passage of these policies or even make it more

likely that they were proposed. In Norway, whether the Storting was comprised

of 11 percent or more than 30 percent women, support from a strong labor

party and from the unions was the deciding factor. Women’s mobilization and

increasing numbers of women in government (which appear to be closely re-

lated in Norway, particularly in the 1970s and 1980s) were likely catalysts for

starting the discussion of maternity leave, but these discussions ‹zzled, and ef-

forts to pass measures were unsuccessful when political support from labor

was lacking or when labor itself was in a weaker political position (table 3).

Similarly, in the United States, the additional political in›uence acquired when

an opponent (President George H. W. Bush) was replaced by a more support-

ive ally (Democrat President Clinton) made the difference. The FMLA passed

both houses in 1990, when the proportion of women in Congress was less than

6 percent. Despite the fact that this proportion has more than tripled over the
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TABLE 3.—Continued

Measure Women in Women’s
Passed/Type Government Movement Policy Party
(country, year) (%/role) Mobilization in Power Outcome

Maternity leave 34%/Norway passes Women’s Labor minority Passage (except
expansions: 30% threshold movement takes power in that gender role
Gender role for first time in support 1986. Labor change policy
maintenance, 1985. supports the [daddy leave] is
expanded role of policy. omitted from
state in market final package)
(Norway, 1986–88)

Daddy leave: 39% Strong women’s Labor minority Passage
Gender role movement elected in 1990
change, slightly support and 1993. Labor
expanded supports daddy
role of leave measure.
state in market
(Norway, 1993)

Source: Brandth and Kvande 2009; Bystydzienski 1992; Gelb 1989, 2003; Gelb and Palley 1996; Leira 1993, 2002; Mazur 2002;
Morgan 2006; Raaum 2005; Sainsbury 2001; Skjeie and Teigen 2005; Stetson 1997.
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past two decades (the proportion of women in Congress now stands at 17 per-

cent), no further improvements to maternity leave have been made at the fed-

eral level (Center for American Women and Politics 2009).11

These cases support the idea that while having some women in govern-

ment (rather than none) enhances women’s effective substantive representa-

tion, it is not the number or proportion or even the attainment of a critical

mass that matters. Maternity leave provisions in Norway were adopted before

women even had suffrage. One Norwegian feminist activist argues that al-

though there were fewer women in the Storting in the 1970s, they were more

vocal advocates for women than the large numbers of women elected later

through national party lists (Torild Skard in Bystydzienski 1995, 45–67).

Moreover, women legislators themselves report that the requirement to vote

along party lines often trumps their own predilection to vote for or against a

particular policy. Only about a third of the women in government are actually

vocal, active supporters of feminist policy proposals (Bystydzienski 1995).

women’s movements

In both cases discussed in this chapter, supportive, autonomous women’s

movements were critical for the passage of antidiscrimination measures and

for role-changing elements of family leaves (e.g., shared access to leave for men

and women or the introduction of daddy leave), but they proved less impor-

tant for expanding such leave to make it more generous (table 3). Feminist ac-

tivists were successful at creating broad political coalitions in favor of antidis-

crimination measures and pushed hard for role-changing elements of

maternity policies. Where labor is weak, even strong women’s movements and

large numbers of women in government were unable to overcome business

opposition, and sometimes unions opposed measures more squarely focused

on sex equality. In Norway, this opposition effectively killed some comparable

worth measures.

social change and women’s status

For the working-class women for whom they are most important, paid mater-

nity leaves enable women to continue to take primary responsibility for child

care and domestic work while maintaining their attachment to the labor mar-

ket. They do not challenge the traditional association of women with “care”

work. In some ways, they reaf‹rm the idea that women’s roles as mothers are

more important than their roles as workers (which is why some U.S. feminists

have opposed such policies). Indeed, this debate about whether government
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policies should challenge the burden of women as they bear the bulk of do-

mestic labor or should ease that burden (thereby maintaining the gender divi-

sion of labor by making it easier) has been an important debate among Nordic

feminists as well (Bergman 2004; Gornick and Meyers 2007).

Policies like the Pregnancy Discrimination Act or equal opportunities acts

challenge the primacy of the male worker in the labor market, requiring that

women’s biology be accommodated within the workplace. Such policies have

encountered the objections that pregnant women do not belong in the work-

place. Before the PDA, pregnant women were traditionally con‹ned to the pri-

vate sphere and even ‹red from their jobs as teachers lest their pregnant forms

suggest inappropriate ideas to their students (Gelb and Palley 1987). Thus, de-

manding that pregnant workers be permitted to continue in the workplace

and that they be entitled to the bene‹ts that male workers enjoy directly chal-

lenges gender hierarchy in the workplace and traditional attitudes about gen-

der roles. So these antidiscrimination policies are role-changing policies. Sim-

ilarly, policies allocating to men parental leave that cannot be transferred to

women is a direct attempt to involve more men in child rearing, a direct at-

tempt to change gender roles. One might expect to see autonomous women’s

organizations play a greater role in determining these types of policies.

The Politics of Leave Policies: A Cross-national Analysis

The preceding discussion suggests that labor movements are more important

for class-based dimensions of policy and that women’s movements are more

important for dimensions that challenge gender roles. I expect the role of

women in government to be less important relative to these civil society phe-

nomena. In addition, overall generosity of social policy here will be mostly de-

termined by class politics. For the role-changing dimension of these policies,

however, I would expect that women’s movements are the most important ac-

tors. If such an approach is vindicated, this analysis suggests new ways to in-

terpret extant research on how women in government affect policy outcomes

in the area of maternity leave (Kittilson 2008; Schwindt-Bayer and Mishler

2005; Swers 2002), as well as new questions to investigate in this area.

measures and data sources

In the next sections, I explore this argument by examining policies toward

pregnant workers and parents in 34 stable, democratic countries—speci‹cally

leave policies for pregnancy and parenthood and antidiscrimination policies.
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I examine a number of dimensions for each of these policy areas. For leave

policies, I ask whether policies distinguish between or explicitly provide for

maternity, paternity (or second parent), and parental leave. I also examine the

generosity of these leaves, asking both how much time is available for each

type of leave (as well as how much total time is permitted) and how much

paid leave is available. I also ask about the source of pay (public or private).

For antidiscrimination policies, I ask whether there are policies that prohibit

discrimination on the basis of pregnancy or parenthood (especially taking

family leaves) and whether these policies apply to both hiring and dismissal or

to just one of these areas. I take data on these leave policies from the 1994 Con-

ditions of Work Digest of the International Labour Organization (ILO) (see

table A2 in the appendix for a list of countries and a summary of these provi-

sions cross-nationally). As in chapter 1, I use OLS regression analysis to ex-

amine the relationships between these dependent variables (policies) and var-

ious independent variables representing different modes of representation:

women’s movements, labor mobilization, women in government, women’s

policy machineries, and relevant control variables (I explain the operational-

ization of each variable in the text that follows). Summary tables showing val-

ues for the dependent variables and key independent variables are provided in

the appendix.

dependent variables: policy outcomes

The Generosity of Leave Policy. The generosity of leave policy is measured as

the total time, in months, available for three types of leaves (maternity leave,

paternity leave, and parental leave), plus a measure of the generosity of any in-

come support provided (leave time multiplied by a measure of how many paid

leaves there are and by the rate of wage replacement for maternity leave, rang-

ing from 0 to 1). In other words, it is time + (time × number of leaves × percent

wages covered). The family leave index ranges from 12 to 184 and has a median

of 37.

Paid Leaves. Focusing just on the dimension of leaves that is most salient for

class politics, I examined the determinants of publicly paid leaves. The focus

on public provision is important because mandating private provision of paid

leaves (leaves provided by employers) can make it more expensive to hire

women or those who take family leave. This can result in dif‹cult-to-prove dis-

crimination against women. Public provision of funding, moreover, re›ects a

commitment to collective, as opposed to individual, responsibility for paying

72 when protest makes policy

Weldon, Laurel. When Protest Makes Policy: How Social Movements Represent Disadvantaged Groups.
E-book, Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 2011, https://doi.org/10.3998/mpub.1285595.
Downloaded on behalf of 18.191.103.46



for reproduction. Feminist analysts have emphasized the importance of these

aspects of paid leaves. This index ranges from 0 to 3 and is constructed by

adding one point for each type of leave that is publicly paid: one for paid ma-

ternity leave, one for paid paternity leave, and one for paid parental leave. Den-

mark and Norway score the highest on this measure, while the United States

and Australia score the lowest.

Changing Gender Roles. I constructed an indicator of the degree to which the

policy challenged gender roles, looking at two key aspects of the policy, each

weighted to account for half the indicator (1 point out of 2 total points). First,

I asked whether the policy took into account that the primary caregiver for the

child might not be the biological mother. In other words, if the policy chal-

lenged the assumption that being a biological female made one the logical

caregiver for the child, that counted for something. If the policy recognized

that the parent who is not the biological parent might also have some interest

in the birth or parenting of the child, this also counted as challenging gender

roles. For example, if a government only recognized one sort of need (usually

just maternity leave), the policies would receive only one of the three points

possible for this aspect of policy. A government that recognized these distinct

areas of need would get a full score for this aspect of role-changing policies

(3/3 = 1). I also examined antidiscrimination policies. If a government pro-

tected pregnant women and parents from discrimination in hiring and ‹ring,

the government received full points on this score. If the government protected

workers in only one aspect of employment, it received only half marks. Each

type of role-challenging policy counted for a whole point, so that the highest

possible score was 2 and the lowest possible score was 0.

independent variables: extralegislative representation

Labor Movements. I have argued that labor movements should be critical for

determining the generosity and public character of leave policies and that

women’s movements should be most important for predicting the role-

changing aspects of policies. De‹ning and measuring the strength of labor

movements is a notoriously tricky business. Some have measured the political

mobilization of labor by examining the proportion of legislative seats held by

labor parties (e.g., Esping-Andersen 1990). Since I want to separate intraleg-

islative representation from extralegislative representation conceptually, how-

ever, that will not do here. I do examine the importance of left (and right) par-

ties by way of comparison, but I measure the strength of the labor movement
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here by using as an indicator the proportion of paid workers belonging to

unions. This data is taken from the ILO’s World Labor Report. Not all countries

are covered by this data set. For those few (four) that are missing, I used data

from the CIA World Factbook. Data from the Factbook and the ILO was very

highly correlated (.85), but the use of a different source likely introduces some

error. In some places and under some conditions, labor unions are more or less

militant, elite-dominated, or co-opted. For this reason, I also include a mea-

sure of labor movement strength that focuses more on protest and con›ict in

industrial relations. I sum the number of strikes and lockouts over ‹ve years

(1990–94). This data is taken from the ILO’s World Labor Report.

Women’s Movements. As in chapter 1, movements are coded as strong if they

are described by expert observers as strong, in›uential, or powerful; as mobi-

lizing widespread public support; and so on. Where the women’s movement is

both strong and autonomous according to these criteria, the country is coded

1, and where either strength or autonomy is absent, the country is coded 0 (see

chapter 1 for more details).

independent variables: intralegislative representation

Left Parties. Some have measured labor movement strength by examining la-

bor’s presence inside the legislature in the form of political parties. But I have

argued that extralegislative activity can be as important, if not more impor-

tant, than such intralegislative avenues of representation. In order to compare

the extralegislative strength of labor to intralegislative strength, we need to

measure both and compare their importance in determining policy outcomes.

For a measure of intralegislative strength of labor, I use Swank’s measure of left

party strength (Swank 2006). Few data sets on left parties offer data on all 36

countries examined here, and Swank is no exception. Still, Swank offers data

on the largest number of countries in the data set, so I used this indicator. The

incomplete nature of the measure means, however, that analyses of left party

importance can only use 21 countries, not all 34 countries in the complete data

set. Thus, I evaluate most models with and without the variable of left parties,

to make the best use of the available data.

Representation by Women Legislators. I have argued that extralegislative av-

enues of representation are more important than descriptive representation in

improving policy outcomes for women. What measure of descriptive repre-

sentation should be used in making this case? As discussed in the previous
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chapter, the literature suggests that we would expect a greater proportion of

women legislators, especially a proportion of 35 or 40 percent, to be associated

with better pregnancy/family leave and antidiscrimination policies. In con-

trast, I have argued that, in itself, a greater number or proportion of women

(even the presence of a critical mass) in the legislature should not matter for

the role-changing aspects of leave policies as much as the presence of a strong,

autonomous women’s movement.

Others have argued that women’s identity as women is more salient when

there are fewer of them, and so we would expect that individual women might be

more effective as spokespersons and that women might have more symbolic

power when there are fewer of them. Perhaps this accounts for the seemingly

counterintuitive ‹nding that more women are sometimes less effective,“less fem-

inist,” than fewer numbers of women, as some accounts of policy change in Nor-

way suggest (Skard in Bystydzienski 1995). In addition, descriptive representatives

are more important in the absence of a strong social movement that articulates

and promotes women’s perspectives, that is, when women’s issues are relatively

“uncrystallized” (Mansbridge 1999). Last, the impact of women representatives

also depends on whether they are members of a governing or opposition party,

their ideology, and other contextual variables (Swers 2002). So any impact of

women representatives is likely contingent on a series of contextual factors.

Focusing speci‹cally on maternity leave, Kittilson (2008) ‹nds that the per-

centage of women in the legislature is associated with longer leaves and more

paid leave. This operationalization suggests that, controlling for other factors,

as the proportion of women increases, more generous policies will result.

Schwindt Bayer and Mishler (2005) try a number of measures and conclude

that the square of the percentage of women in the legislature best captures the

relationship between women in of‹ce and policy outcomes. This operational-

ization suggests that there is effectively a ceiling on the proportion of women in

the legislature, above which increases have little effect on policy outcomes. Even

after the number of women reaches some ceiling and levels off, we would expect

to see continuous improvements in laws on women’s status. In addition, it also

suggests that rather than increasing with proportion of women in a smooth,

linear fashion, policy responsiveness increases quite dramatically and exponen-

tially as the proportion of women grows larger. It also suggests that where there

are no women in the legislature, there will be no policy responsiveness. I em-

ploy both measures in my models but report only the last measure. The reader

should note that employing different measures of women’s representation did

not change the main ‹ndings reported in this chapter.
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Bureaucratic Representation. In the previous chapter, I argued that women’s

bureaus can provide a form of political representation for women. As in chap-

ter 1, we would expect women’s policy machineries to improve the political

representation of women when they have (1) formalized channels of access for

women’s organizations and (2) the independence and resources needed to for-

mulate and implement aspects of a women’s agenda. If the women’s policy

agencies in the 33 stable democracies in this study are categorized according to

these criteria, only eight of the agencies actually meet these criteria (the agen-

cies in Australia, Canada, Costa Rica, Netherlands, Belgium, Venezuela, Portu-

gal, and Germany). Countries are coded 1 on this variable if they meet both

conditions, 0 if they do not.

social movements and representation: hypotheses

In general, then, I would expect that labor movements would be most impor-

tant in determining the generosity of and especially the public provision for

paid leaves, since this aspect of leave policy is most clearly re›ective of class in-

terests. Labor unions should be more important than left parties or women in

government in determining these policies. Women’s movements should be

more important in determining the adoption of policies aimed at changing

gender roles. Labor movements should be less important here, and left parties

and women in government should be of even less importance.

Level of development and culture are thought to be fundamental factors

in›uencing politics and policy. I control for these factors using dummy vari-

ables for region and dominant religion (as proxies for culture) and GNP per

capita as a measure of level of development. Only level of development is em-

ployed in the models that follow, since the dummy variables did not seem to

improve the models or change the main ‹ndings.

Results

The results of the analysis, discussed in the text that follows, are summarized

in table 4.

overall generosity of family leave

Using OLS regression to examine the predictors of the generosity of family

leave (DV = family leave index), we see that, as expected, labor protest is the

most signi‹cant determinant of family leave policies—more important than

women’s movements, which is not signi‹cant (table 4, model 1). In model 1,
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TABLE 4. Regression Analysis of Work-Family Policy Outcomes

Model/Dependent Variable Independent Variables B S.E. Beta

Dependent variable = family leave index
Model 1 Women’s policy machinery 13.92 15.87 0.10
(n = 32; R2 = 0.66) Women in legislature (% squared)** 0.04 0.02 0.44

Union strength 0.58 0.42 0.27
Strong and autonomous –9.67 13.13 –0.01

women’s movement
Strikes and lockouts*** 0.01 0.00 0.41
GNP per capita 0.00 0.02 0.17

. . . controlling for left party strength
Model 2 Women’s policy machinery 10.35 21.25 0.08
(n = 21; R2 = 0.71) Women in legislature (% squared) 0.03 0.02 0.31

Union strength* 1.04 0.58 0.48
Strong and autonomous –12.62 19.46 –0.11

women’s movement
Strikes and lockouts*** 0.01 0.00 0.47
Left parties (government seats) 0.39 0.45 0.14
GNP per capita 0.00 0.00 0.18

Dependent variable = paid leaves
Model 3 Women’s policy machinery 0.27 0.25 0.12
(n = 32; R2 = 0.71) Women in legislature (% squared) 0.00 0.00 0.29

Union strength*** 0.02 0.01 0.56
Strong and autonomous –0.23 0.21 –0.14

women’s movement
Strikes and lockouts 0.00 0.00 0.13
GNP per capita 0.00 0.00 0.04

. . . controlling for left party strength
Model 4 Women’s policy machinery 0.37 0.38 0.16
(n = 21; R2 = 0.73) Women in legislature (% squared) 0.00 0.00 0.27

Union strength** 0.02 0.01 0.58
Strong and autonomous –0.32 0.35 –0.16

women’s movement
Strikes and lockouts 0.00 0.00 0.14
Left parties (government seats) 0.00 0.01 0.01
GNP per capita 0.00 0.00 0.15

Dependent variable = gender role change policy
Model 5 Women’s policy machinery 0.06 0.20 0.05
(n = 32; R2 = 0.47) Women in government (% squared) 0.00 0.00 0.34

Union strength 0.00 0.01 –0.01
Strong and autonomous 0.36 0.17 0.35

women’s movement**
Strikes and lockouts 0.00 0.00 0.34
GNP per capita** 0.00 0.00 0.42

Weldon, Laurel. When Protest Makes Policy: How Social Movements Represent Disadvantaged Groups.
E-book, Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 2011, https://doi.org/10.3998/mpub.1285595.
Downloaded on behalf of 18.191.103.46



however, the number of women in government appears to be at least as im-

portant as labor protest: the squared number of representatives has the

largest (by a hair) standardized coef‹cient (beta) of any of the independent

variables and, with labor militancy (strikes and lockouts), is one of two most

signi‹cant variables (although labor militancy appears to be a stronger pre-

dictor). Controlling for the impact of left parties seems to mitigate the im-

pact of women in government, however. When the strength of left parties is

included in the model, union strength and labor militancy (strikes and lock-

outs) become more important than women in government, with larger stan-

dardized betas, and become the only signi‹cant predictors of leave generos-

ity (model 2). This suggests that social movements, or extralegislative

representation, are very important for policy change—more important than

some intralegislative avenues (in this case, political parties and women in

government).

The number of women in government may make a difference to overall

leave generosity, or the number of women may partly re›ect the impact of left

parties. Recall that I argued that leave policies are generally perceived as im-

portantly (or even primarily) class issues; they are not always perceived as fem-

inist issues. Extant research suggests that left parties are more likely to promote

women as candidates. It is possible that some of the seeming impact of women

in of‹ce is actually an indirect effect of left parties. Indeed, controlling for the

impact of left parties appears to diminish the direct effects of women in gov-

ernment on policy outcomes. Moreover, to the extent that there are such direct

effects of women in government, it appears that extralegislative avenues of

representation for working-class people (unions, labor protest) are more im-
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TABLE 4.—Continued

Model/Dependent Variable Independent Variables B S.E. Beta

. . . controlling for left party strength
Model 6 Women’s policy machinery –0.07 0.26 –0.06
(n = 21; R2 = 0.40) Women in government (% squared) 0.00 0.00 0.29

Union strength 0.00 0.01 0.19
Strong and autonomous 0.53 0.24 0.57

women’s movement**
Strikes and lockouts 0.00 0.00 0.31
Left parties (government seats) –0.01 0.01 –0.31
GNP per capita 0.00 0.00 0.17

Note: *significant at the .1 level; **significant at the .05 level; ***significant at the .01 level; ****significant at the .001
level; S.E. = standard error.
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portant in prompting generous family leaves than are women in government.

The point is not that women in government do not affect policies of impor-

tance to women. Rather, the point is that extralegislative avenues of represen-

tation appear to be more effective in this case.

paid leaves

The class politics model performs even better for this aspect of leave policy

than for the overall generosity measure (table 4, models 3 and 4). For paid

leaves, the strength of unions is by far the single most important determinant

of government action, providing income support for maternity, paternity, and

parental leave. Unions are more important than left parties, women in govern-

ment, and the strength and autonomy of women’s movements.

changing gender roles

The examination of policies that challenge gender roles supports the theory

advanced here. The most important thing to notice is that the model that ex-

plains overall generosity of family leave policies and that is especially good at

accounting for the adoption of paid leave policies performs relatively poorly at

capturing the dynamics behind role-changing policies (table 4, models 5 and

6). The most important determinant of these policies appears to be the pres-

ence of a strong, autonomous women’s movement. This variable is more im-

portant than labor movements, left parties, or women in government. For the

full data set (not including left parties), the presence of strong and au-

tonomous women’s movements is the only signi‹cant variable (albeit only

signi‹cant at the .1 level) (table 4, model 4). Their presence makes the adop-

tion of role-changing policies more likely, being associated with an increase in

the role-changing score of about .27 (nearly a third). This could mean that

where such movements are present, governments are more likely to recognize

a distinction between maternity and parental leave, to recognize the speci‹c

need of fathers for leave for childbirth, or to adopt nondiscrimination policies

in an additional area (hiring or ‹ring).

The dynamics of policies related to role changes, then, are very different

from those related to social spending and public provision of support for fam-

ilies. The class-based models and analyses of welfare states do a much better

job of predicting the generosity and public provision of leaves than they do in

predicting the adoption of antidiscrimination laws for women workers or in

predicting whether policies will support feminist or traditional family forms.

Although better models of this dimension of policy are needed, it seems, from
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the explanations considered here, that strong, autonomous women’s move-

ments are most important for facilitating the adoption of role-changing poli-

cies and that the numbers of women in government are not central to the pol-

icy dynamics behind such policies (although individual women of‹ceholders

often play an important role).

Conclusion

The extant literature suggests, then, that women in government are important

determinants of women-friendly policies, such as family policies, and that

women’s movements (and feminist activists) do not seem to play a central role

in policy adoption. But this analysis suggests that different aspects of social

policies affecting the reconciliation of work and family may have different cat-

alysts. Policies that aim to expand public provision for families tend to follow

the pattern of class politics, more than do issues where gender is more obvi-

ously salient (e.g., violence against women or antidiscrimination legislation).

The strength of labor unions is more important than women’s movements in

determining this aspect of public policy. Unions are also more important than

left parties, supporting my general argument about the importance of ex-

tralegislative mobilization in social movements as an avenue of policy

in›uence. For policies that aim to change gender roles, women’s movements

are the most important catalysts, more important than numbers of women in

government, labor unions, or left parties.

Even if women in government matter less than these extralegislative avenues

of representation for both types of policy issue, it does seem that women in gov-

ernment have more of an impact on family policies than on violence against

women. Why would numbers of women in government matter for aspects of

the policy that are more labor related and not for aspects of policy that are ex-

clusively gender related? This ‹nding is puzzling. One possibility is that since we

know that left parties tend to elect more women, the effect of women in gov-

ernment is primarily an indirect effect of left parties. Indeed, in Norway, the

election of larger numbers of women coincides with the period in which the La-

bor Party dominated. Thus, perhaps counterintuitively, the number of women

in government may be a better indicator of the strength of left parties than it is

of political mobilization along lines of gender. Another possibility is that

women in government might be more willing to take on vocal leadership roles

and thus might be more effective advocates when the women’s interests at issue

do not challenge gender roles. Indeed, many women politicians in Norway, even
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in the 1990s, worried about appearing to be too feminist (Bystydzienski 1995),

but they did not need to worry about appearing pro-labor if they were in the La-

bor Party. For policies that do challenge gender roles, women’s independent or-

ganizing is critically necessary to provide an independent source of support for

of‹ceholders who aim to challenge party hierarchies and entrenched gender

roles. I develop this argument—that social movements are most important for

policies advancing social transformation—in later chapters.

Again, this argument is not about whether women in the legislature pro-

vide descriptive representation. Nor do I contest that there is a link between

descriptive and substantive representation. Indeed, women’s movements are a

place where women interactively articulate their unique perspective, making

women’s movements an alternate site for examining the link between presence

and social group perspective. At issue are the mechanisms by which descriptive

representation becomes substantive representation and how best to achieve

substantive representation. Extralegislative avenues are critical for effective

substantive representation of women because they provide the best opportu-

nity for women to organize as women, to develop an oppositional conscious-

ness that identi‹es the problems that public policy must address to advance

the social transformation required to bring about equality.
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chapter 3

Intersectionality, Labor, and Representation 
in the 50 U.S. States

with patrick jessee

Are labor movements good representatives of working women? The analyses

presented in the last chapter suggest that they are, but labor movements have

often been criticized as being poor representatives of women’s interests. Recall

that union opposition was critical to defeating policy proposals in Norway that

were aimed at comparable worth, even as the same unions eventually sup-

ported provisions for paid family leave. In the United States, unions histori-

cally discriminated against people of color (both women and men) and white

women (Stepan-Norris and Zeitlin 2003; Frymer 2008; Trotter and Smith

1997). Unions in the United States have made strides in improving diversity in

leadership and membership, but women and people of color are still under-

represented in descriptive terms; unions are still subject to criticism that they

represent the privileged better than the marginalized (Caiazza 2007; Roby

1995; AFL-CIO 2005). Can women really count on labor movements to repre-

sent their interests as working-class women? What about as women workers?

Do such movements produce more worker-friendly policies?

These questions are particularly pressing in the United States. Income in-

equality in the United States is greater than in any other advanced industrial-

ized state, and it is growing (Smeeding 2003; Danziger and Gottschalk 1995).

Yet the last decade has seen deep cuts in programs that help low-income

people, especially low-income women.1 It is hard not to see a connection be-

tween the deteriorating position of low-income people and their lack of polit-

ical power. Lower-income citizens are less likely to vote, to be represented in

civil society organizations, and to be elected to public of‹ce than their middle-

and upper-income counterparts (Schlozman et al. 1999; Skocpol 1999). Many

have noted the lack of a strong labor movement and a strong labor party in the

United States, attributing the lack of a strong U.S. welfare state to the absence

of one or the other (e.g., Esping-Andersen 1993; Brady 2003; Alesina et al.
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2001). Left parties and unions may be important for representing women’s in-

terests as workers more generally and, in some instances, their gender-speci‹c

interests as working women.

The literature on political representation for disadvantaged groups gives

little attention to the problems of representing the interests of poor and work-

ing-class people (Dovi 2002). It may be that the problem of the political repre-

sentation of those disadvantaged by economic class is not amenable to the

same “‹xes” available for addressing gender and race inequality, such as de-

scriptive representation. Perhaps left parties or protest are better courses of ac-

tion for working-class people (Piven and Cloward 1993; Dovi 2002).

In this chapter, I evaluate various avenues for substantive representation of

class across the 50 states. I show how disaggregating the analysis by social

group (asking which women and which men are well represented) can provide

insights not offered by an undifferentiated analysis. This intersectional ap-

proach to analysis helps to illuminate the complex relationship between gen-

der, race, class, and the democratic state (Crenshaw 1992; Strolovitch 2007;

Hancock 2007; Weldon 2008).

This chapter explores a variety of avenues for the representation of work-

ing-class interests in the United States, comparing representation by unions,

other civil society organizations, and political parties. The analysis compares

the impact of these different types of groups on various labor policies in the 50

U.S. states, in order to evaluate the effectiveness of these different avenues of

representation. I use some qualitative research (interviews, document study)

to supplement these analyses and to demonstrate their plausibility. Through a

series of OLS regression analyses, this chapter shows that vibrant civil society

organizations—not just unions, but also women’s organizations—are most

strongly associated with pro-labor policies, while political party appears to

have a weaker, more contingent effect. This is especially true for women work-

ers. This suggests that civil society representation is the most important av-

enue of political in›uence for labor interests in the United States and that

those seeking to strengthen labor movements should not only work to

strengthen unions but also look beyond unions to other civil society groups. It

may also suggest the need for a political party that is a more effective partner

for these civil society groups.

More generally, I argue, important aspects of processes of representation

remain hidden when we fail to disaggregate our questions about representa-

tion and to consider the distinctive perspectives of speci‹c social groups. So-

cial movements are more important avenues of substantive representation
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when policies in question challenge existing patterns of social organization.

Those marginalized groups not explicitly recognized in established institu-

tional mechanisms of representation tend to fall through the cracks of existing

categories of political organization. For such groups, social movements are es-

pecially important avenues of substantive representation in democratic poli-

tics. For more advantaged groups, however, more traditional electoral mecha-

nisms may provide adequate means of representing their interests.

Representation and Working-Class Interests

the state and social inequality

Even asking how we can improve political representation and policy in›uence

for working-class people presupposes that such improvements are possible.

Some theorists would deny that truly emancipatory policies are possible, be-

cause the state plays the functional role of defending ruling-class interests or,

at best, aims to co-opt the oppressed classes in order to preserve the capitalist

system from its own excesses (Poulantzas 1973; Engels [1884] 1978). Many

have argued that a more nuanced view of the relation between social structures

of inequality and state power is needed, pointing out that ruling-class interests

are never homogeneous and that state policies can produce real improvements

in the lives of working-class people (Block 1987; Piven 1990).2 Indeed, if we

think that it is better to have a higher minimum wage, more generous work

supports, and antitraf‹cking legislation and if we think it is better not to have

laws that weaken union organizing, we still want to know why some states have

such policies while others do not and how to promote these policies where

they are absent.

class and descriptive representation

Political theorists have long recognized the importance of self-representation

as a mechanism for the protection of individual and group interests (Mill

[1861] 1926). More recently, the theoretical literature focusing speci‹cally on

political representation for disadvantaged groups has emphasized the physical

presence of group members (descriptive representation) as a critical mecha-

nism for improving group representation (Mansbridge 1999, 2003; Williams

1998; Phillips 1995; Young 2000). But this literature focuses mainly on women

and ethnic and racial minorities, discussing class chie›y to explain why de-

scriptive representation will not work as a solution to the underrepresentation

of disadvantaged economic classes (Dovi 2002): if people do not subjectively
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identify as members of particular classes, advocating quotas or special repre-

sentation on the basis of class would smack of vanguardism (Williams 1998);

classes are too complex and dif‹cult to delineate, and class is different than

race and gender anyway and so requires different solutions (Phillips 1995).

Yet the problem of class cannot be dismissed so easily. At least in the

United States, poll data show that people do identify themselves in class terms

(Perrucci and Wysong 1999, 6). Successful politicians play up working-class

credentials in order to emphasize the experiences they share with voters. John

Edwards and Orrin Hatch, for example, repeatedly emphasize in their public-

ity materials and speeches that they are the children of industrial workers.

Many state legislators in the United States point to their work experience or

economic background when explaining their policy positions and

quali‹cations for public of‹ce. For example, one Indiana state legislator that

has been a prominent advocate of pro-labor policies points to his background

as a third-generation plumber on his Web page (Niezgodski 2009). Moreover,

even if class divisions are complex in modern societies, class cleavages can be

identi‹ed. For example, if we think of the division between professionals and

nonprofessionals as a critical class division in modern society (Young 1990;

Wright 1997), it does seems that in the United States, the former group (in-

cluding lawyers, businesspeople, professors, and doctors) dominates politics

more than the latter (including clerical workers and industrial workers).3 As

one U.S. legislator (David Obey) commented on criticisms of the World Trade

Organization,“The trouble with the WTO is that guys in suits are making rules

for guys in overalls” (cited in McGrory 1999). The distinction between the

class (and gender) position of “guys in suits” versus “guys in overalls” (or

women in overalls) is one that is easily spotted in contemporary society.

Despite the salience of class in the United States, the conceptual de‹nition

and delineation of classes is controversial. Rather than enter here into a debate

about how to de‹ne class, for which there is not space, I will rely on Perrucci

and Wysong’s (1999) approach, since it seems to me to combine the strengths

of traditional class analysis, which is still useful, with a more nuanced account

of social structure in contemporary U.S. society (cf. Wright 1997). Perrucci

and Wysong (1999) propose a scheme that de‹nes classes according to four

distinct forms of capital, which they call “consumption capital” (income), “in-

vestment capital” (wealth), “skill capital” (operationalized as formal educa-

tion), and “social capital” (organizational resources and power). Variations in

access to these forms of capital stem from links people have to corporate, gov-

ernment, and cultural structures. Based on this scheme, the major class divi-
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sion is between a privileged class (consisting of owners, managers, and elite

professionals) and a working class. The working class is itself broken down

into a comfort class (including teachers, nurses, high-paid tradespeople, and

social workers) at the upper end; a contingent segment comprising the large

middle of the working class, made up of wage earners; and, at the bottom of

the hierarchy within the working class, those who are largely excluded from

good jobs and who work in a variety of unskilled, temporary jobs.

Adopting this schema means that becoming an elected representative al-

ters one’s class position. On Perrucci and Wysong’s accounting, the organiza-

tional power (social capital) one gains from being a member of legislature

de‹nitely catapults one into another class. The ability to change one’s class sta-

tus more than one’s race or gender could make descriptive representation less

effective for disadvantaged economic classes. It is unlikely that one’s back-

ground and life experiences are irrelevant: class might have some residual im-

pact due to the occupational or family background one had before entering

politics or due to persistent family or personal ties. But there is a chance that

this effect would be muted by a changing class position as the legislator be-

comes increasingly professionalized.

Following the argument advanced in this book so far, testing whether de-

scriptive representation within the legislature resulted in substantive represen-

tation would best be done by examining whether the proportion of legislators

of, say, working-class background resulted in more pro-labor policies. It would

be best to compare the effects of descriptive representation within the legisla-

ture to extralegislative descriptive representation. Comparable state-level data

on the occupational composition of the legislature, however, is not available

for all or even many states.

There is some relevant data at the individual level (see chapter 1 for a dis-

cussion of the limitations of such individual-level analysis): a 1995 study of

state legislators included data about occupation and family income and also

asked which groups the legislators perceived as their strong supporters (and

which they perceived as not supporters) (Carey et al. 2000). This study covered

about 7,000 state legislators, and the response rate for the mail survey was 47

percent. Among the 40 percent or so of the legislators who did not currently

work, it seemed that occupational background had little in›uence on per-

ceived support from business or labor. Among the majority who worked, how-

ever (N = 1,997), overall many more legislators saw themselves as supported

by business and not supported by labor unions or women’s groups. Most of

these legislators were lawyers, farmers, or businesspeople. Farmers tended to
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perceive more support from farmers, and businesspeople tended to perceive

much more support from business:4 neither group thought unions were sup-

porters. Teachers saw unions as supportive. This suggests that current occupa-

tional ties have a stronger impact on representative relationships than those

that are further in the background. Indeed, in some states, legislators hold

union positions or are actively running businesses while also acting as state

legislators.5 Family income can be a rough proxy for class, and it certainly taps

access to what Perrucci and Wysong (1999) call “consumption capital.” It

seems that higher family incomes are signi‹cantly associated with a perception

of greater support on the part of business and are negatively related to labor

union support.

Legislators likely have stronger, more sympathetic relationships with those

groups they perceive as stronger supporters, making them better representa-

tives of that group. The class position of state legislators (as de‹ned by occu-

pation and wealth) in›uences their relationships with constituents and may

well in›uence their policy positions. It is hard to know whether these individ-

ual differences translate into differences at an aggregate level or how they com-

pare to self-representation by working people through extralegislative means.

Still, it suggests that descriptive representation in the legislature cannot be dis-

missed out of hand as irrelevant or too dif‹cult to de‹ne and that class may

well be an important dimension of representative relationships.

The greatest dif‹culty in exploring descriptive representation by class has

to do with the way that becoming an elected representative transforms one’s

class position. State legislators likely have weaker ties to their occupational cat-

egories even when they continue to work in their preelectoral occupations to

some degree, and some do not continue to work at all. Indeed, since most

states pay legislators some salary and expenses for their public service, serving

as a legislator itself affects the family income and occupational category of the

legislator.6 It certainly affects a legislator’s access to powerful organizations, a

key dimension of class in contemporary American society (Perrucci and

Wysong 1999). Looking for descriptive representation for groups de‹ned by

class thus involves some complications that are less salient when considering

descriptive representation for women or African Americans.

civil society and third-sector representation

Extralegislative representation may be most effective for the poor and work-

ing-class people (Dovi 2002; Piven and Cloward 1971). Civil society organiza-

tions provide bene‹ts and ful‹ll needs that neither the state nor the markets
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have the ability to ful‹ll (Goodin 2003). Compared to individual legislators,

unions and other civil society organizations have the distinct advantage of

forming a collective perspective that renders them better equipped to repre-

sent marginalized groups. This collective representation ›ows from interac-

tion between members of the group. The group perspective offered by civil so-

ciety organizations can be more representative than an individual legislator

drawing on his or her own experience, which may be more or less representa-

tive of the group. This section explores the various ways to think of the im-

portance of civil society representation, explicating the speci‹c implications

for representation of labor as a class group.

Pluralism. Recall that pluralist theories of political representation focus on

competition between organized interest groups (Truman 1951). On the plu-

ralist view, those groups inadequately represented through electoral processes

(e.g., minorities) can recover some of this in›uence in the arena of interest

group competition, where it is the intensity of interest, rather than the sheer

number of complainants, that matters. The problem with this theory, in the

case of class, is that disadvantages in electoral processes (lack of electoral

in›uence) are reinforced by inequalities present in civil society. Far from com-

pensating or countering their lack of in›uence in the arena of formal politics,

inequality in civil society reinforces the lack of in›uence of the poor and work-

ing classes. Lower-income people are less likely to participate in civil society

organizations (Schlozman et al. 1999; Skocpol 1999). The systemic nature of

this disadvantage across political, social, and economic arenas, combined with

the seeming inability to exercise in›uence through established political chan-

nels, grounds arguments that we need special measures to ensure the repre-

sentation of poor and working-class people (Williams 1998).

Social Capital. Recent theories of social capital argue that the key to eliciting

government responsiveness is to develop a thick network of civil society orga-

nizations, not just the large bureaucratic interest groups envisioned by plural-

ist theory, but also informal networks and ostensibly apolitical groups such as

religious organizations and social gatherings. This thick network of organiza-

tions is thought of as social capital. Where social capital is greater, we can ex-

pect greater government responsiveness to all groups of citizens, including dis-

advantaged groups such as women (Putnam 1993, 2000; Caiazza and Putnam

2002).

Social capital can be thought of as a feature of a polity that can bene‹t the
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society as a whole, even those individuals who do not belong to any organiza-

tions, as a public good (Putnam 1993, 2000). But social capital can also be

thought of as an excludable good, a primarily private good. For example, all

social capital may not be equally valuable: belonging to networks of elite

people and institutions brings signi‹cantly more power and advantage than

belonging to networks of poor or working-class people and institutions (Per-

rucci and Wysong 1999; Hero 2007). Hero (2007) argues that many of the

bene‹ts attributed to social capital are really bene‹ts to white Americans, of

racial homogeneity and racial inequality. Even when citizens belong to the

same organizations, the bene‹ts of social capital are distributed unequally: for

example, women churchgoers get fewer bene‹ts in terms of access to leader-

ship positions and the like than their male counterparts (Djupe et al. 2007).

Some citizens have fewer such connections to begin with: for example, African

Americans have less access to social networks than do their white counterparts

(Dawson and Cohen 1994). Some scholars characterize social capital as having

both individual and collective effects and see these effects as potentially both

positive or negative (Bourdieu 1986; Coleman 1988). Even if the bene‹ts of so-

cial capital are distributed unequally and if some organizations are better av-

enues to in›uence than others, it is still possible that a thicker network of or-

ganizations provides some bene‹ts (albeit less than to members of advantaged

groups) to members of marginalized groups.

One long-time activist in a conservative state with a weak Democratic

party said that personal relationships with legislators were critical to eliciting

government responsiveness on her issues (interview with a U.S. activist, 2009).

Activists work to train, inform, and build relations of trust with government

of‹cials. Unfortunately, the personal (as opposed to institutionalized) nature

of these links means that elections, retirements, and other reasons for turnover

in personnel in both organizations and government necessitate rebuilding

these links. So personal connections to people in government and probably to

people in other positions of in›uence likely facilitate marginalized group ef-

forts to in›uence policy. Such connections may, however, be more dif‹cult for

members of marginalized groups to form.

Social Movements. Others have argued that it is social movements that create

social capital for marginalized groups (Fuentes and Gunder Frank 1989) and

that a generalized measure of social capital will not capture whether there are

civil society organizations capable of advocating for women, racial and ethnic

minorities, the poor, and so on (Young 2002; Weldon 2006, 2002). Civil soci-
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ety groups are likely to be more effective advocates for the poor and other

groups when they are representing themselves, telling their own stories

(Schlozman et al. 1999; Williams 1998; Mill [1867] 1926). In addition, some-

times social movement action can overwhelm even partisan loyalties. When

unions in Indiana organized a massive protest at the statehouse that brought

in 73 buses of union members from all over the state, it in›uenced even con-

servative Republicans, who had to worry about union members in their dis-

trict (interview with a U.S. state legislator, 2009). Similarly, a Republican

politician in New York explained that although he (and others like him) had

doubts about legislation on violence against women, they would never express

any such thoughts publicly: “Nobody wants to be caught voting against this

one . . . It’ll come back to haunt you that you opposed a law protecting women

from crime” (Bernstein 2000).

The argument is not that social movement organizations compensate for

inequalities in formal electoral processes, nor is the focus on the resources and

organizational ability of established, bureaucratic lobby groups. Rather, the

idea is that civil society offers the possibility of forming counterpublics—each

of which may consist of one organization or many—where marginalized

groups may withdraw and regroup. In this arena, marginalized groups may

identify problems and develop arguments they later press in the broader pub-

lic. These counterpublics provide a base for agitational activity directed both

at the state and at society at large. The less formal nature of many social move-

ment organizations means that the entry costs are lower, and this avenue is

thus more accessible for marginalized group members than traditional elec-

toral avenues or professional interest group politics (Fraser 1992, 1995; Young

2000). In addition, the group-focused nature of many of these organizations

means that they can focus on generating group-speci‹c concerns and issues,

something that more broadly focused, encompassing or “bridging” organiza-

tions cannot do.

Social movements create alternative avenues to power for working-class

people, creating an organizational basis for challenging the large organizations

that de‹ne modern class society. They create networks of working people that

are more accessible than the networks of university-educated owners, man-

agers, and lawyers that comprise the privileged class. Nevertheless, these more

accessible networks can have considerable in›uence on public policy, promot-

ing legislative measures that empower working people. For example, policy

can provide working people greater autonomy vis-à-vis particular employ-
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ers—what Esping-Andersen (1990) calls “decommodi‹cation”—through

measures such as unemployment insurance. Policy can set ›oors for working

people through measures such as minimum wage laws and can improve the

autonomy of women vis-à-vis men by improving women’s ability to escape

domestic violence, by ensuring they have economic independence when vio-

lence threatens their livelihood.

Long-standing, more established social movements generally include both

large bureaucratic organizations (like unions) and less formal groups, and

there are often multiple links between these different sorts of organizations. In

the United States, the labor movement includes both unions and community

groups, women’s organizations, and other groups that focus on improving

conditions for workers (e.g., Women for Racial and Economic Equality

[WREE] or the Indiana Coalition for Worker’s Rights). If these groups are ef-

fective advocates for labor, we should expect better policies for labor where

these groups are more numerous. Such labor-speci‹c groups should be more

important than social capital more generally.

For example, in 1998, 10 unions formed a coalition to press the state of

New York to expand its funding of child care. The coalition included the

United Federation of Teachers; the Union of Needletrades, Industrial and Tex-

tile Employees; District Council 37 (which represents 120,000 municipal

workers); the Communications Workers of America; and 1199 (the Service

Employees International Union). The initiative, known as the “Child Care

That Works” Campaign, was also supported by dozens of other groups, in-

cluding the League of Women Voters, the Federation of Protestant Welfare

Agencies, and the United Jewish Appeal. Union of‹cials spoke out strongly in

favor of increased funding, with the teachers union (headed by a woman,

Randi Weingarten) apparently taking a particularly prominent role. National

labor movement spokespeople such as the then president of the AFL-CIO

(John Sweeney) were also prominent in publicly advocating for child care and

paid parental leave. When the Republican governor (Pataki) failed to increase

funding for child care as much as union representatives and Democrats

thought he should, he was roundly criticized in the media, even as he promised

to increase funding beyond his original pledge. National and local union

of‹cials joined with local Democratic politicians in public events at day cares,

where toddlers tumbled behind them. They portrayed the governor as out-of-

touch with the struggles of working families and as “turning his back” on chil-

dren (Swarns 1998; Greenhouse 1998).
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Political Parties. It seems unlikely that policy outcomes can be explained en-

tirely with reference to extrainstitutional factors. Indeed, many studies of

women’s movements and public policy emphasize that women’s movement

activists partnered with insiders to create the alliances necessary to get legisla-

tion (e.g., Gelb 1989; Mazur 2002). These internal allies are important for

translating political pressure into real, rather than merely symbolic, policy

change. What would make legislators particularly disposed toward partnering

with pro-labor groups?

Labor parties have been critical for the development of welfare states in

Europe (Esping-Andersen 1990; Korpi and Palme 2003). Such parties have

also been allies for women’s movements advocating for more generous leaves

or for income support for lone mothers (Stetson and Mazur 1995; Norris

1987; Bergqvist 1999; Berkman and O’Connor 1993). A larger number of left

legislators should make pro-labor policies more likely. Although there is no

party in the United States that identi‹es itself as a “labor party” as such, the

Democratic Party is often seen as an ally of labor. In states where the Demo-

cratic Party is stronger, one should see more pro-labor policies.

If we look at the politics of an antiunion measure such as right-to-work

laws across the 50 states, it seems clear that political parties are important av-

enues for expression of political con›ict about these issues. Democrats and

Republicans seem to fall fairly consistently on opposite sides of the issue, as do

their traditional allies: unions tend to oppose right-to-work laws, while cham-

bers of commerce tend to support them. In the 2005 Virginia gubernatorial

race, for example, the Democratic candidate for lieutenant governor argued

that right-to-work laws allow “moochers” to free ride on those who sacri‹ce

their money and time to support unions and raise prevailing wages. Her Re-

publican opponent said that right-to-work laws make states attractive to busi-

ness and so are good for economic development and job creation (Odell

2005). In the 2001 gubernatorial race in Oklahoma, the Republican incumbent

argued that a right-to-work law would send the message that the state was

open for business, while his Democratic counterpart in Iowa characterized it

as putting a “cheap wage” sign on the state (Jenkins 2001). In Nevada in 2005,

Democrats strongly supported a measure to get around the right-to-work law,

while Republicans denounced any perceived effort to weaken the 60-year-old

laws (Associated Press 2005). Which political party is strongest seems like an

important element in determining whether these measures get enacted (see

also Associated Press 2002).
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In U.S. politics, the party system works differently in the North than in the

South, because of the way the party system in the South is entwined with

struggles over slavery and white dominance (Rae 1994).7 At one time, the Re-

publican Party was the party of racial equality, and the Democratic Party de-

fended slavery. When the Democratic Party dramatically shifted positions on

this issue, positioning itself as the party of af‹rmative action and civil rights,

the Southern Democratic Party split. Today, Southern Democrats tend to be

more conservative than their Northern cousins (a prominent example is Zell

Miller, a Southern Democrat who often supported Republican policies and

complained about the liberal bent of the national Democratic Party). So one

might not expect better labor policies in Southern states where Democrats are

strong. Indeed, cross-national studies of left political parties code the Demo-

cratic Party differently in the North than in the South (e.g., Swank 2006). This

may be why most right-to-work laws are in the South, where the Democratic

Party is more conservative or relatively weak.

The Democratic Party has also been important at both the federal and state

level in advocating for paid family leave, while Republicans have opposed such

leave. President Clinton introduced a scheme that allowed states to augment

their unemployment insurance programs to provide paid leave to new parents.

Several states were also developing or had developed their own paid leave

schemes at that time. Democratic state legislators, women’s groups, and unions

all pushed for such measures. In Massachusetts, a change to state unemploy-

ment bene‹ts to permit women to use unemployment insurance for pregnancy

and maternity leave (Baby UI) was championed by a coalition of union groups,

women’s groups, and Catholic groups. President Bush repealed the measure

early in his ‹rst term (2002), with the support of state and federal chambers of

commerce and over the opposition of unions and women’s groups, eliminating

paid maternity leave where it had brie›y existed with federal support. Five

states—California, Hawaii, New Jersey, New York, and Rhode Island—still pro-

vide an average of 10 to 12 weeks of paid maternity leave through temporary

state disability insurance. Similar political dynamics are at play here. In New

Jersey, for example, a Democratic governor and mostly Democratic legislators

strongly supported the measure, with support from the unions and women’s

organizations, while business interests strongly opposed it, and Republicans

were split on the issue (Raghunathan 2001; Parmley 2001). In supporting these

measures, Democrats have framed them as “family issues,”“children’s issues,” or

“family values” policies, not as women’s rights or labor policies.
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intersectionality and political representation

The claim that marginalized groups share any interests or perspectives has

been criticized as essentialist, in that all marginalized groups are riven by in-

ternal cleavages and inequalities (Lugones 1994; Butler 1993). The experiences

of dispossessed subgroups can be qualitatively different (not captured by

speaking merely in terms of more or less—e.g., “more violence” or “less

wealth”) than the experiences of more privileged segments of the marginalized

group (Crenshaw 1994; Brewer 1999; Collins 1998; Harris 1990; Hancock

2007). When such privileged segments (e.g., professional women) claim to

speak for the whole marginal group (women), their voices can crowd out or

drown out the interests or voices of marginalized subgroups and can falsely

seem to present a united or homogeneous front. Indeed, Dara Strolovitch’s

important work on U.S. interest groups shows that marginalized subgroups

tend to “fall through the cracks” in a system constituted by groups focused on

economic justice, women’s issues, and racial equality (Strolovitch 2006, 2007).

We would not expect, then, that all avenues of representation work equally

well for all workers. It could be that social movements are the best avenue of

representation for marginalized subgroups because movements are more ac-

cessible and ›uid. This means that poorly resourced populations would ‹nd it

easier to penetrate such informal, ›uid forms of political organization than to

penetrate more formal institutions such as political parties.

Intersectional dimensions of political representation would be manifest in

distinct political dynamics for policies affecting different groups of people. In

particular, we might expect the policies affecting the most advantaged women

or the most advantaged segment of the working class to result from different

political dynamics from those affecting the least advantaged segment of the

working class. Similarly, we would expect the determinants of policies primar-

ily affecting working-class women to be different from those primarily affect-

ing working-class men.

Although disaggregating the analysis by social group provides insight, this

does not mean we can say nothing about the broader social group. There may

well be some cases where we can speak of representing women as women or

workers as workers. But never going beyond these broader categories means

we miss some important dimensions of the process of representation that

would otherwise become apparent (Weldon 2008). I advance this argument

here by looking at the intersection of gender, class, and race/region in the

United States.
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Labor Policies across the 50 States

dependent variable

Let us examine the relative importance of various avenues of representation in

terms of their likely impact on policies that affect low-income workers. As

noted, comparable, cross-state data are not available to examine the impact of

the occupational composition of the state legislature, but it is possible to com-

pare the impact of the Democratic Party, unions, other civil society groups

(e.g., women’s movements and living wage campaigns), and social capital

more generally on labor policies, controlling for relevant background condi-

tions (e.g., cost of living, ideology). In order to analyze the relationship be-

tween these types of representation and labor-favorable policy across the 50

U.S. states, we examined a range of policies affecting workers with lower in-

comes and/or levels of formal education. Policies examined include policies

traditionally associated with labor rights, such as right-to-work laws. However,

given the trend away from full-time, full-year, industrial-sector “good jobs,” es-

pecially for the most disadvantaged workers, the analysis also covers minimum

wage laws, public spending on work supports, and whether the state offers in-

come support for lower-income workers in the form of a state earned income

tax credit. We also looked at whether unemployment insurance (UI) is avail-

able to part-time workers. Finally, the most disadvantaged workers (e.g., gar-

ment workers or sex workers) are often working in a realm of shady legality,

where undocumented workers and traf‹c in people comprise part of the

workforce. Measures to redress traf‹cking therefore aid not only the workers

who are traf‹cked themselves but also those who work in the same occupa-

tions as traf‹cked workers. For this reason, we also examine antitraf‹cking

provisions across the states.

Women comprise nearly one-half of all workers in the United States, so la-

bor policies affecting women may affect more workers than policies affecting

union members (12.1 percent of wage and salary workers) or minimum wage

workers (2.5 percent of all hourly paid workers) (Bureau of Labor Statistics

2005a, 2005b). A large majority of women have children, and a majority of

women with children (even very young children) continue to work after child-

birth in the United States. Maternity leave makes it possible for more women

to retain their attachment to the labor market and resume work after child-

birth, so rules that permit women to use unemployment insurance for preg-

nancy (sometimes called “Baby UI”) are important for working women. In

addition, since poor women are about seven times more likely to be victims of
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domestic violence than middle-class women, we also examined whether prob-

lems stemming from domestic violence were seen as a valid reason for claim-

ing UI.

In all, then, we examined policies including the following:

1. right-to-work laws

2. minimum wage laws

3. social spending on work supports

4. whether there is a state earned income tax credit

5. whether unemployment insurance is available to part-time workers

6. whether unemployment insurance is available to pregnant workers as a

sort of paid maternity leave

7. whether unemployment insurance is available to workers who lose their

jobs due to domestic violence

8. whether there is antitraf‹cking legislation

Each of these policies was examined for the 50 states (see table A4 in the ap-

pendix). First, we coded these policies to create an index of labor-favorable

policy. If a state had a minimum wage policy higher than that required by the

national minimum wage law, we coded it 1 (17 states scored 1). If a state had

an earned income tax credit (15 did), we coded it 1. If a state did not have a

right-to-work policy, it received one point (29 states did not; note reverse cod-

ing here). If the state UI program had rules that permitted pregnant workers to

use UI for leave (8 states did as of 2005) or permitted workers suffering job loss

as a result of domestic violence to claim UI (24 states did as of July 2003), then

a state received one point for each policy. The state policy on part-time work-

ers was given a score between 0 and 1 based on the evaluation of the National

Employment Law Project as of May 2005. If a state had an antitraf‹cking pol-

icy, it received a score of 1; if an antitraf‹cking measure had been introduced

but not passed, the state was scored 0.5; otherwise a state was coded 0. Three

states had such measures, while an additional 6 had introduced (but not

passed) policies by 2004.8

We also included a measure of spending on work support programs in

2005 as a proportion of the national average, which ranged from 0.5 (Utah) to

2.0 (Maine). Data were drawn from an Urban Institute analysis of Current

Population Survey data. This means that this spending variable is weighted

more than the other measures included here, but if a state spends twice as

much as the national average on work supports for workers, it probably should
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be weighted more than the other policy measures included. The results of this

labor-favorable policy index are reported in table A4 in the appendix.

The most labor-favorable policy regimes (scoring 9) are found in Califor-

nia, Maine, Minnesota, New York, and Vermont. The least favorable states

(scoring 1) are Alabama, Georgia, Idaho, Nevada, North Dakota, South Car-

olina, Tennessee, Utah, and Virginia. An average score was about 5 (the score

for Arkansas, Illinois, Iowa, Oregon, and Wisconsin).

avenues of representation: independent variables

We use regression analysis to examine the relationship between independent

variables tapping different avenues of representation for working people as

well as control variables. We expect to ‹nd strong positive relationships be-

tween the civil society variables and the adoption of these policies. We expect

union involvement to be especially important, since it is a labor-speci‹c orga-

nization, although these formal organizations may be less important for poli-

cies aimed at less-privileged workers, such as antitraf‹cking legislation and

perhaps minimum and living wage laws.

Union Strength. Our measure of union strength is the percentage of em-

ployed individuals within the state who are represented by unions. The vari-

able is an interval-level scale from 0 to 100, with a mean of 12.7. This data is for

2004 and was collected from the Bureau of Labor Statistics (2005b).

Number of State Living Wage Campaigns. Other than unions, there are many

civil society groups focused on economic justice (e.g., Jobs with Justice in Min-

nesota). Cohen and Rogers (1992) emphasize the importance of organizations

other than unions in representing workers. We wanted some way of getting at

this less formal avenue of civil society representation. One rough measure of

activism on economic justice issues might be the presence of a state living

wage campaign. The nonpro‹t community group ACORN tracks living wage

campaigns across the country. These data are for 2004 (ACORN 2005).

Social Capital. We utilize a measure of social capital created by Putnam that

combines his earlier data from Bowling Alone (2000) and ‹ve other measures

of public and private social capital (Caiazza and Putnam 2002). This method

of operationalizing social capital treats it as a public, rather than private, good.

The result is an interval-level scale that ranges from –1.39 to 1.76, with a mean

of –.0325.
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Women’s Movement Strength. As noted, we aim to include multiple sources

of civil society representation of labor, and many of the measures included

here are policies of particular interest to working women as women. For ex-

ample, many women’s organizations argue that the minimum wage is a

“women’s issue” because women comprise the majority of minimum wage

workers. As noted earlier, women’s groups in California, New York, New Jersey,

and other states joined with unions in pressing for expanded parental leave

and child care. For these reasons, the analysis here includes women’s move-

ments as a possible source of political representation for labor.

We have included a measure for the strength of women’s movements

within each state. We use the same de‹nition here as that used in previous

chapters: women’s movements are social movements organized by and for

women or some subgroup of women (Tarrow 1998; Beckwith 2000). In this

chapter, though, we make use of the available comparable, cross-state data on

women’s organizations (such data is not available cross-nationally). The num-

ber of women’s organizations for a given population tells us the rate at which

women are mobilizing as women. It is important to note that these groups are

not limited to interest or lobby groups—they include women’s cultural insti-

tutions (e.g., women’s festivals, writers workshops, bookstores, newspapers,

and so on), women’s centers, groups oriented toward consciousness raising

and protest, and the like.9 The number of organizations standardized for pop-

ulation indicates the intensity of women’s movement activity (Weldon 2004,

2006). This measure ranges from 0 to 1, with a mean of .30.

Democratic Party Strength. We use two separate measures of Democratic

Party strength within each state. First, we calculate the percentage of Demo-

crats in the state legislature. This variable has a mean of 50. We also ask

whether the state had a Democratic governor (scored 1 if the state has a Demo-

cratic governor, 0 if it does not). This data is from State Net (2005b).

Women in Legislature. Especially for those policies of particular interest to

working women, women in the legislature could affect the likelihood of policy

adoption. Of course, the impact of women should depend not only on the

number of women in of‹ce but also on how numerous they are compared to

the size of the legislature as whole (see chapter 1). We include the proportion

of women in the legislature as an independent variable. Data are from the Cen-

ter for American Women and Politics.

Women in the legislature may matter in ways that are hard to detect at an
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aggregate level. One activist said she thought women and men were equally re-

sponsive as state legislators to women’s concerns but that they understood

them in different ways because of their differing experiences (interview with a

U.S. antiviolence activist, 2009). This suggests that there could be qualitative

differences in in›uence on state response that are not picked up by a

macrolevel analysis. In addition, it is likely that women in the legislature have

to “toe the line” and be careful about criticizing their fellow party members.

One woman state legislator told me that the state legislature was still an “old

boys’ club”: “One has to get along and go along a bit to get things done. Don’t

challenge the men. Don’t frighten or threaten them. You need to be nice—but

then be ‹rm in making one’s demands at some point. There have to be some

things you really demand” (interview with a U.S. state legislator, 2009). This

could be the reason why, at the federal level, as Katha Pollitt of The Nation

magazine observed, not one single Democratic congresswoman de‹ed Bill

Clinton’s 2006 welfare reform initiative (PRWORA), despite the likely negative

impact of this law on low-income working women. Still, to the extent that the

raw number or proportion of women in the legislature makes a difference to

state policy responsiveness, this analysis should reveal that phenomenon.

control variables

Political Culture/Liberalism. We wanted to control for a general openness to

progressive ideas and policies that might be associated with a more liberal po-

litical culture. We used the liberalism scale devised by Wright, Erickson, and

McIver, created from an aggregation of data drawn from the CBS News/New

York Times national polls from 1977–99. The scale is an interval-level scale

ranging from –1 (conservative) to 1 (liberal), with a mean of –.13.

Cost of Living. We expected that a higher-than-average cost of living would

make it more likely that a state would adopt living wage laws and minimum

wage laws.

Population Diversity. There is a burgeoning body of literature suggesting that

greater racial diversity is associated with a weaker commitment to welfare

spending (Schram et al. 2003; Hero 2007). We initially controlled for racial and

ethnic diversity by including a measure of the population that is white and

non-Hispanic. This measure proved to be a source of multicollinearity, under-

mining our con‹dence somewhat in the assessment of the signi‹cance of

some key theoretical factors, and its inclusion did not change the signi‹cance
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or relative strength of the other variables, so we ended up leaving it out of the

analyses reported here.

an intersectional analysis of labor representation: results

Overall Indicator of Labor-Favorable Policy. In bivariate terms, the variables

most strongly associated with labor-favorable policy were union density and

women’s movement strength, but multivariate analysis showed somewhat dif-

ferent results: women’s movements and social capital appeared to be the most

important determinants of pro-labor policy, with the largest standardized 

betas and strongest predictive relationship. The proportion of Democrats in

the legislature was also strongly, positively associated with labor-favorable pol-

icy, although it appears that women’s movements and social capital are slightly

more important. Contrary to our expectations, unions and less formal eco-

nomic justice associations appeared to have a weak positive relationship or no

relationship to labor-favorable policy in the states (table 5).

The results of this analysis are consistent with the idea that civil society or-

ganizations (women’s movements and social capital) are the most important

in›uences on pro-labor policies. Democratic Party strength was also expected

to be supportive of labor-favorable policies. But the idea that women’s move-

ments and social capital are so much more important than both unions and

Democratic Party strength seems counterintuitive. Although we certainly
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TABLE 5. Association of Various Avenues of Representation
with Labor-Favorable Policy (Robust Standard Errors)

Independent Variables B S.E. Beta Sig.

Model 1 (R2 = 0.59)
Union density 0.06 0.04 0.17 0.185
Social capital 0.86 0.26 0.37 0.003
Women’s movement 13.52 3.83 0.39 0.001
State living wage campaigns 0.25 0.37 0.07 0.512
Democrats in legislature 0.04 0.01 0.31 0.003

Model 2 (R2 = 0.69)
Union density 0.02 0.04 0.06 0.644
Social capital 0.71 0.25 0.32 0.009
Women’s movement 11.32 3.89 0.34 0.006
State living wage campaigns 0.28 0.35 0.08 0.426
Democrats in legislature 0.02 0.01 0.19 0.067
Cost of living 0.01 0.01 0.11 0.321
Liberalism 3.47 1.94 0.21 0.083

Note: S.E. = standard error; Sig. = significance.
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thought that women’s movements might be important for labor-favorable

policy, especially since we included so many policies of importance to working

women, we did not expect women’s movements to be overwhelmingly impor-

tant and for unions to be unimportant. We wondered if these surprising re-

sults would hold up if we disaggregate the policy indicators into those more

focused on women and those policies more traditionally thought of as pro-

labor policies.

Gendering Labor Policy Analysis. Right-to-work policies, minimum wage

policies, and social spending on work supports (e.g., food stamps, medical

care, tax credits, etc.) have traditionally been thought of as the sort of workers’

rights policies that unions would address. Although women comprise a

signi‹cant minority of union members (44 percent), women are still not well

represented in union leadership (Caiazza 2007). It is possible that unions are

more effective political actors with respect to those policies seen as squarely

within their purview (policies that are important to workers as workers un-

modi‹ed) and that policies affecting women workers tend to receive less at-

tention. Indeed, as noted, Strolovitch’s 2006 study of interest groups in the

United States, which included economic justice groups, found that issues that

affected less advantaged subgroups (e.g., women workers) were often per-

ceived as too specialized to be part of the mandate of the organization. If this

were true in this case, unions would do better at representing advantaged sub-

groups (like union members) and policies that appeared more universally ap-

plicable to all workers (e.g., minimum wage policies, the earned income tax

credit [EITC], and work support policies).

Examining just those policies previously described (right-to-work, mini-

mum wage, work supports, and EITC), we created a measure of labor-favor-

able policy that focuses on these traditional labor policies (see the appendix

for speci‹c scores). Based on these traditional measures, Washington, DC,

Maine, New York, and Vermont had the most labor-favorable policy (scoring

5), while 19 states received a score of 1. Controlling for ideology and cost of liv-

ing, unions were the most important in›uences on these policies, followed by

social capital and the strength of the Democratic Party. Women’s movements

did not appear to signi‹cantly determine these policies, nor did less formal

economic justice organizations seem to have much impact (table 6, model 1).

These ‹ndings support the argument that civil society organizations are

the best avenue of in›uence for working people, although the Democratic

Party does also appear to be an important in›uence. Social capital more gen-
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erally, though, also seems to have a role in improving government responsive-

ness to labor.

Women’s organizations and feminists often argue that if they do not pay

attention to women’s issues, no one will. Our ‹ndings from examining the re-

maining labor issues support this contention. Let us turn to an examination of

the labor policies that women’s movements tend to de‹ne as women’s issues:

spending on child care (as a percent of maximum), UI provisions for paid ma-

ternity leave, access to UI for part-time workers, regulations recognizing do-

mestic violence as a legitimate reason to claim UI, minimum wage laws higher

than the national average, and laws against traf‹cking. If we evaluate state la-

bor regimes based on how they address this combination of policies of impor-

tance to working women, we see different patterns of policy and political re-

sponse. California stands out as the state with the policy regime most favorable

to women’s labor, and 13 states (e.g., Alabama) do nothing in any of these ar-

eas (see table A4 in the appendix). Table 6 (model 2) shows the OLS regression

analysis of the association of each of the avenues of representation with a more

favorable policy response to women’s labor. The most important in›uence for

policies affecting women’s labor is the strength of women’s movements, and

the second most important is social capital. Neither unions nor Democratic
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TABLE 6. Association of Various Avenues of Representation with Traditional
and Women-Friendly Labor Policies

Independent Variables B S.E. Beta Sig.

Dependent variable = Traditional labor policies
Model 1 (R2 = 0.75)
Union density 0.07 0.03 0.29 0.01
Social capital 0.39 0.15 0.24 0.02
Women’s movement strength 3.44 2.8 0.14 0.23
State living wage campaigns 0.19 0.24 0.07 0.43
Democratic Party strength 0.02 0.01 0.21 0.09
Cost of living 0.00 0.01 –0.04 0.74
Liberalism 4.64 1.62 0.39 0.01

Dependent variable = Labor policies primarily impacting working women
Model 2 (R2 = 0.47)
Union density –0.04 0.04 –0.15 0.35
Social capital 0.50 0.22 0.31 0.03
Women’s movement strength 9.63 4.05 0.41 0.02
State living wage campaigns 0.21 0.35 0.08 0.55
Democratic Party strength 0.01 0.01 0.13 0.46
Cost of living 0.02 0.02 0.24 0.18
Liberalism 0.61 2.33 0.05 0.80

Note: S.E. = standard error; Sig. = significance.
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strength in the legislature appear to make these policies more likely. Unsur-

prisingly, a generally favorable political climate, such as a liberal political cul-

ture, also appeared to in›uence the likelihood that pro-labor policies would be

adopted.

Two key ‹ndings emerge from these analyses. First, the perceived

bene‹ciaries of the policy (or framing) likely affects the dynamics of political

support. Those policies perceived as women’s labor issues seem to have derived

greater support from women’s organizations than from either unions or more

liberal political parties. Those policies less clearly perceived as women’s issues

are more likely to receive support from unions and from more liberal or left

political parties (in this case, the Democratic Party).

Intersectional Analysis of Class, Gender, and Race/Region. Some might argue

that the impact of party will be more evident if the impact of Southern Demo-

crats is taken into account. As noted, in the South, the Democrats are more

conservative, and one might not expect them to be particularly strong as labor

allies. To examine this claim, we present further analyses for two distinct

groups of states: those of the South (de‹ned as the states of the former Con-

federacy) and those outside the South so de‹ned. (For convenience, I have

used the term North for the latter group of states, though some of the states in-

cluded here are not really “Northern.”)

Disaggregating the analysis this way provided some intriguing results,

complicating the picture we have developed so far. For Northern workers

working in traditional jobs (full-time, union jobs), predominantly male work-

ers, the Democratic Party does become the most important source of policy

in›uence in a multivariate analysis, although not statistically signi‹cant. (It is

signi‹cantly and strongly positively correlated in bivariate terms, however. The

lack of statistical signi‹cance in the multivariate analysis here most likely

re›ects the small number of cases compared to independent variables.) Social

capital, women’s movements, and unions also seem to have a positive relation-

ship with this traditional (male) workers’ policy regime, although not statisti-

cally signi‹cant (table 7, model 1). Women’s movement strength and unions

are signi‹cantly and strongly positively related to these regimes in bivariate

analysis, but social capital is not (not shown).

For Northern women workers, however, women’s movements remain more

important sources of in›uence than political party, and unions seem to offer lit-

tle additional in›uence. Women’s movements are the only avenue of representa-

tion that is signi‹cant in bivariate analysis and are the strongest predictors of a
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TABLE 7. Analysis of Labor Policies by Region and Gender

Independent Variables B S.E. Beta Sig.

Northern workers, Model 1:
Dependent variable = traditional labor policies
(R2 = 0.65)

Union density 0.05 0.05 0.17 0.32
Social capital 0.40 0.26 0.21 0.13
Women’s movement strength 4.23 4.27 0.18 0.33
Number of living wage campaigns 0.15 0.36 0.06 0.68
Democratic Party strength 0.02 0.02 0.27 0.13
Liberalism 4.41 1.99 0.38 0.04

Northern workers, Model 2:
Dependent variable = women-friendly labor
policies (R2 = 0.39)

Union density –0.01 0.06 –0.05 0.84
Social capital 0.45 0.32 0.25 0.18
Women’s movement strength 7.83 5.37 0.35 0.16
Number of living wage campaigns 0.02 0.46 0.01 0.96
Liberalism 2.57 2.51 0.24 0.31
Democratic Party strength 0.02 0.02 0.21 0.39

Southern workers, Model 3:
Dependent variable = traditional labor policies
(R2 = 0.89)

Union density 0.04 0.02 0.28 0.13
Social capital 0.26 0.21 0.24 0.27
Women’s movement –3.93 1.84 –0.35 0.08
Number of living wage campaigns 0.52 0.16 0.56 0.02
Democratic Party strength –0.02 0.01 –0.59 0.02
Cost of living –0.04 0.02 –0.44 0.06
Liberalism 2.51 1.42 0.33 0.13

Southern workers, Model 4:
Dependent variable = women-friendly labor
policies (R2 = 0.68)

Union density –0.14 0.1 –0.37 0.21
Social capital 2.23 0.9 0.81 0.05
Women’s movement 6.94 7.85 0.25 0.41
Number of living wage campaigns 1.57 0.68 0.67 0.06
Democratic Party strength –0.02 0.03 –0.20 0.55
Cost of living –0.17 0.07 –0.78 0.05
Liberalism –3.33 6.05 –0.17 0.60

Note: S.E. = standard error; Sig. = significance.
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labor regime favorable to women’s interests in multivariate analysis. Women’s

movements (beta = .35) appear to be more important than general social capital

(standardized beta of .25), strength of the Democratic Party (.21), unions (.05),

or less formal economic justice organizations (.01) (table 7, model 2).

Shifting focus to the South, however, we see quite different regional dy-

namics (table 7, models 3 and 4). For both Southern women and Southern

men, the most important avenue of in›uence is less formal economic justice

organizations, such as living wage campaigns. For Southern women, women’s

organizing does still have a positive effect (but only signi‹cant in bivariate

terms). Unions have little impact on policies favorable to women workers in

the South but may have a more favorable impact on policies for traditional,

mostly male workers (table 7, model 3).

This may re›ect the relative weakness of unions in the South and perhaps

a general hostility toward women’s movements or organizations. Indeed, the

strength of the Democratic Party appears to have a negative effect on policies

favorable to both men and women workers in the South. This suggests that

traditional avenues for left or liberal political organizing (e.g., liberal political

parties) may not be available for workers in the South, making less traditional

civil society avenues all that more important. In the South, general social cap-

ital is important for women and may be important for other workers as well,

although there is less support for the latter claim. It seems that strong women’s

movements are unrelated to (or may even have a negative effect on) policies

promoting traditional workers’ rights in the South. The small number of cases

in these multivariate analyses relative to the number of independent variables

necessitates caution in drawing any ‹rm conclusions, but makes the statistical

signi‹cance of the fundings regarding social capital and other informal eco-

nomic justice associations even more noteworthy.

Conclusion

Disaggregating the analysis by perceived bene‹ciary and region, then, provides

some support and some re‹nement of the argument. For traditional workers

in the North, political parties (in this case, the strength of Democrats in the

legislature) seemed to offer an effective avenue of in›uence. But for women in

the North and workers of both sexes in the South, civil society organizations

such as women’s organizations and state living wage campaigns seemed to be

associated with better policy regimes for workers. Unions seemed to enhance

political representation mostly for Northern men but also for men in the
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South to some degree. Women’s movements, far more than unions, seemed to

enhance the representation of women workers’ rights. For both women and

men in the South, less formal civil society organizations aimed at social justice

may be the best avenue of political representation, although even in these hos-

tile contexts, women’s movements and unions seem to improve representation

somewhat for these constituencies.

Descriptive representation for women did not seem to improve policies for

workers, even when focusing on policies targeted to women workers. Disag-

gregating the analysis by policy, we found that the presence of women in the

legislature seemed to matter only for policies focused on pregnancy leave, mir-

roring cross-national ‹ndings in this policy area (not shown). Interestingly,

though, women in of‹ce did not seem to have a positive effect in areas that

would seem to be closely related, such as spending on child care for working

families or access to unemployment insurance for domestic violence victims

or part-time workers. Disaggregating the analysis did suggest that political

party mattered more for spending issues (e.g., work supports in general and

even child care in particular) than for the other issues, but women’s move-

ments and unions appeared more important in analyses disaggregated by is-

sue. Again, women in government appeared to have little impact on policy

regimes affecting women workers (not shown).

We were unable to compare these avenues with descriptive representation

by class, although survey data suggests that occupational background has

some in›uence on state legislators representative relationships with con-

stituencies such as business, labor, and women’s groups. It seems that those

with a business background favor business, those with farming backgrounds

favor farmers, and so on. The only group that seemed to favor labor was teach-

ers, perhaps because of their experience with teachers’ unions. Overall, the

most common occupational backgrounds for state legislators were lawyers,

businesspeople, salespeople, and other professionals. Legislators from these

groups, who mostly report seeing business but not labor as strong supporters,

comprise a majority of those legislators reporting any occupation (with the re-

mainder working in teaching, politics or government, media occupations,

farming, or of‹ce administration). This suggests that most legislators are not

drawn from the working class and that the largest and most disadvantaged sec-

tions of the working class (the contingent and excluded classes, as de‹ned by

Perrucci and Wysong) are underrepresented in descriptive terms. Improving

descriptive representation by class background in the legislature would likely

improve substantive representation for working people (Dovi 2002).
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However, we also see that even in the context of descriptive underrepre-

sentation by class, unions, women’s movements, and other civil society orga-

nizations offer relatively accessible and in›uential routes to substantive repre-

sentation. Political parties offer an avenue of in›uence for the most

advantaged workers—those working in traditionally male forms of work and

occupations (full-time, unionized jobs). But for workers that have not been

well represented by unions and political parties (part-time workers, women),

women’s organizations and other civil society organizations seem to offer a

more effective alternative route to policy in›uence. Especially in the absence of

a strong left or labor party (as in the South), such organizations offer a way to

effect policy change for workers.

Many studies of the in›uence of descriptive representation and political

parties on policy issues have focused on abortion rights or maternity leave

policies (Kittilson 2008; Hansen 1993; Berkman and O’Connor 1993). Other

studies have explicitly excluded from analysis some of the issues that are of

concern to working women, such as welfare reforms affecting child care

spending (e.g., Swers 2002). This analysis suggests that women’s organizations

are the most effective route to in›uence for working women—more than par-

ties or unions. This could change if parties and unions were to become more

inclusive, as some are striving to do. But for now, these more traditional routes

to representation for workers appear to be less effective for women workers.

Wolbrecht (2000) has argued that gender issues such as abortion have been

fundamental to a process of party realignment in which the Democrats have

become the party representing women’s rights while Republicans have become

the party of backlash. Contesting this view, Sanbonmatsu (2002) has argued

that the in›uence of political parties on policies affecting women is more com-

plex, varying across issues. When it comes to con›icts about gender roles,

about women’s place, Sanbonmatsu argues, the Democratic and Republican

party platforms both re›ect ambivalence. This analysis suggests that even if

Democrats are staunch defenders of women’s rights on abortion at a national

level, they have not been reliable advocates for working women’s rights at the

state level. Democrats were in›uential in advancing traditional workers’ rights

in the North, but for policies more obviously associated with women, Demo-

cratic strength in the legislature was not associated with better policies for

working women. In the South, neither party seemed a reliable ally for workers

of any kind, leaving workers to rely on other civil society organizations to ad-

vance their interests. Even disaggregating the analysis by issue, Democrats

mainly seemed to in›uence policies related to social spending. For Southern
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workers, for women, and for the great mass of workers who do not ‹t the

pro‹le of the full-time, union worker, civil society groups provide better sub-

stantive representation than political parties.

An unexpected but strong and interesting ‹nding is the role of social cap-

ital in enhancing policies on workers’ rights in all regions and for all groups,

especially for Southern women. Where strong, focused movement organiza-

tions or unions exist, general social capital is less important (though it seems

to have a positive effect even there). But in the absence of strong movements

and strong party allies, general social capital seems important for working

men and women.

As noted, theorists of intersectionality argue that disaggregating the analy-

sis of political phenomena by examining social groups created by the intersec-

tion of social structures (e.g., gender and class) provides insights that are ob-

scured in the aggregate analysis. This seems true here: although the overall

analysis did suggest that civil society groups provide a critical avenue of repre-

sentation for workers, disaggregating the analysis revealed a differential role

for political parties based on the gender of the workers. Further disaggregating

the analysis by region suggests the importance of different sorts of civil society

groups for different groups of workers in different locations. So an intersec-

tional analysis of labor policies across the 50 states helped to explicate the po-

litical dynamics behind particular policies.

In terms of political implications for advocates of workers and women’s

rights, this analysis supports the focus by women’s movements on the rights of

women workers. It is true that the other advocates of labor rights have not been

effective advocates for women. This analysis also suggests that the charge that

women’s organizations (as standard-bearers for critics of “identity politics”)

are undermining the Left and distracting activists’ attention away from issues

of material well-being and toward “cultural” issues is unfounded: women’s

movements are important advocates for economic justice for women. I return

to this issue in a later chapter.

This chapter began by asking how we can improve representation for

workers. The answer, this analysis shows, partially depends on which workers

we consider, since different groups are effective in representing different

groups of workers. Nevertheless, it seems clear that the more marginalized and

disadvantaged the worker is, the more important civil society avenues for self-

representation appear to be, and the less it appears that intralegislative repre-

sentation (parties, descriptive representation in legislatures) offers a feasible

and effective avenue of change.
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chapter 4

Inclusion, Identity, and Women’s Movements:
State Policies on Violence against Women of Color

Are group-speci‹c movements necessary to the representation of particular

marginalized groups? So far, the answer seems to be yes: labor movements are

not as effective as advocates of women’s labor interests (at least when they re-

quire challenging gender hierarchies) as are women’s movements. It seems that

more generally focused organizations tend to overlook or downplay the inter-

ests of intersectionally marginalized groups and to overemphasize the interests

of intersectionally privileged groups, as previous research suggests (Strolo-

vitch 2006; Crenshaw 1993).

Some scholars are concerned about what they perceive as the increasing

fragmentation and specialization of social movements. Are “identity politics”

weakening contemporary social movements? Some social movement scholars

and political theorists have argued that identity politics divides movements

and reduces their political effectiveness (Gitlin 1995; Tarrow 1998; Taylor and

Whittier 1999; Echols 1989; Harvey 1996). In particular, the impulse toward

separate organization around speci‹c social positions (e.g., women’s caucuses

or groups centered around African Americans) is seen as particularly balkan-

izing. Others have argued for a more nuanced view of identity politics, arguing

that separate organization can be critical for empowering and engaging mar-

ginalized groups in democratic political life (Young 2002; Gutmann 2003;

Weldon 2006). Drawing on this work, I suggest that separate organizing

around social position can create more inclusive social movements and lay the

groundwork for cooperation across social cleavages.

I engage this debate by investigating the relationship between the organi-

zational efforts of women’s movements to recognize racial divisions and policy

responsiveness to violence against women across the 50 states. Policy respon-

siveness is examined both as it pertains to women in general and as it relates

speci‹cally to women of color.1 I ‹nd that states where women of color orga-

nize separately are likely to have stronger women’s movements and, conse-

quently, greater government responsiveness both to violence against women of
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color in particular and to violence against women in general. This suggests

that the most vulnerable segments of society and social movements more gen-

erally bene‹t from organizational mechanisms that recognize diversity.

Are Identity Politics Divisive and Distracting?

Do identity politics advance or undermine social movements?2 The answer to

this question depends partly on what is meant by “identity politics” (Young

2000). Todd Gitlin (1995, 141), one of the best-known critics of identity poli-

tics, de‹nes identity politics as an impulse toward separate organization (e.g.,

the formation of caucuses) with an aim to imbue formerly denigrated group

identities with more positive meaning or to develop a group culture. Such or-

ganization requires drawing strict boundaries around group members based

on ascriptive characteristics (gender, race, etc.).

Critics of identity politics worry that organizing around separate identities

weakens social movements. Gitlin, for example, argues that identity politics

have fractured and weakened the Left in the United States. Tarrow (1998, 119)

notes, “In fact, identity politics often produces insular, sectarian, and divisive

movements incapable of expanding membership, broadening appeals, and ne-

gotiating with prospective allies.” Similarly, Taylor and Whittier (1999, 174)

note that they “agree with the dominant view that disputes over sexuality, class

and race contributed to the decline of the radical feminist branch of the move-

ment” (see also Echols 1989).3 Critics of identity politics argue that separate

organization undermines movement identity, distracts activists from impor-

tant political issues, and prevents the construction of a common political

agenda. Let us turn to a critical assessment of these claims.

Much organizing according to social position is misrepresented by the

term identity politics. Indeed, separate organizing is often focused on develop-

ing analyses of social relations and policy agendas. Sometimes groups aim to

develop positive self-characterizations to counter the negative images that

dominate social life, but this is usually part of a broader effort to address group

inequality, rather than an effort to develop a group culture for its own sake

(Young 2000). Some refer to all women’s organizing as a sort of identity poli-

tics. Politically, such language is sometimes used to diminish the claims of

marginalized groups, falsely portraying them as primarily focused on sym-

bolic characteristics and as having sel‹sh goals (Gutmann 2003).

Some forms of separate organizing are radically separatist, while others are

more cooperatively oriented. The balkanizing effect of the more extreme
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forms of separatism seems obvious. But radical separatism does not character-

ize all or even most organizing around social position. Many organizations are

favorably disposed to coalition and cooperation (Mueller 1995; Whittier 1995;

Davis 1998; Gutmann 2003). Moreover, it is not merely extreme separatism

that raises the scholarly concerns previously cited. Indeed, social movement

scholars speci‹cally note that separate organizing of constituents contributed

to the decline of organizations that successfully pursued coalitional strategies

(Snow and McAdam 2000).

Finally, it seems unlikely that creating movement organizations that af‹rm

speci‹c social identities undermines activists’ feelings of af‹liation with the

broader movement. Since many activists participate through speci‹c organi-

zations, the act of belonging to a speci‹c organization in and of itself cannot

undermine the feeling of solidarity that unites social movements. Nor does co-

operating in a movement require the deep level of identity that would con›ict

with separate organizing around social position. Indeed, the collective identi-

ties created by social movements are contingent identities, forged for political

purposes, rather than primordial or essential ones (Rupp and Taylor 1999;

Snow and McAdam 2000). Such a thin identity need not con›ict with thicker,

more speci‹c categories of identity, such as “Hispanic women.”

Social movements emphasizing a group identity that precludes the organi-

zation of marginalized subgroups risk alienating the most disadvantaged sec-

tors of their constituency by delegitimizing efforts to draw attention to unjust

social relations within that constituency. Efforts to gloss over deeply divisive

con›icts by emphasizing similarities likely make matters worse and weaken so-

cial movements (Davis 1998; hooks 2000).

Separate Organizing as Enabling Inclusion and Cooperation

There are reasons to be skeptical of the argument that identity politics under-

mines social movements, and there are also reasons to think that separate or-

ganizing strengthens movements. Such organizing facilitates the development

of more inclusive movement identities and agendas, thereby strengthening

movements. If inequality among adherents, rather than separate organizing, is

the challenge for movements, efforts to address inequality can strengthen co-

operation (Beckwith 2000; Mueller 1995; Snow and McAdam 2000). For ex-

ample, women of color have argued that it is racial inequality itself, not the ef-

forts to procure recognition of such inequality, that weakened the women’s

movement (Davis 1998; hooks 2000).
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Organizing on the basis of social position activates or enhances group con-

sciousness, thereby engaging new participants or intensifying the commit-

ment of existing participants. Indeed, some social movement scholars argue

that solidary identities (identities derived from social positions such as gender,

race, or class) are critical for mobilization (Rupp and Taylor 1999; Gamson

1991). Organizing around social position can provide a forum in which to de-

velop group perspectives. A group perspective is grounded in the experiences

of members, but it is not reducible to any particular set of experiences. It is a

set of issues that are salient for members of solidary groups and that emerge in

intragroup discussions (Mansbridge and Flaster 2007). The articulation of a

perspective helps us understand the social relations that produce the groups in

question (Young 2002). This furthers our understanding of social relations of

exclusion that de‹ne marginalized groups, and it helps to develop more repre-

sentative policy agendas.

Separate organizing sometimes takes place within organizations—for ex-

ample, in the form of caucuses (Mueller 1995). In the absence of such mecha-

nisms, marginalized groups may feel alienated from the organization and

broader movement (Gutmann 2003). Even separate organization that is

wholly independent of extant movement organizations can help to strengthen

a social movement. The presence of independent organizations creates the

possibility of coalition building on speci‹c issues and increases the legitimacy

of efforts to establish other such dedicated organizations (Minkoff 1995), per-

haps even within the broader mass organizations. This increases the ability of

marginalized groups to obtain public attention for issues that are important to

them. Cooperation in the form of coalitions can occur even in the context of

disagreements about ideology or a lack of shared identity (Davis 1998, 318;

Crenshaw 1994; Strolovitch 2004; Weldon 2006).

Mass organizations without separate organization for marginalized sub-

groups provide no mechanism by which these intersectionally marginalized

groups can develop and articulate their distinctive perspective, their opposi-

tional consciousness. No matter how effective they are, they are unlikely to ar-

ticulate the policy priorities and distinctive concerns of marginalized groups.

Even when mass organizations do include separate organizations of marginal-

ized subgroups, such internal organizations must compete with other groups

to get their issues on the organizational agenda. Perhaps this is why such orga-

nizations tend to do a better job of representing advantaged constituencies

(Strolovitch 2006).

This account of identity politics suggests that separate organization
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strengthens movements by activating group consciousness. The improved po-

litical analysis and broader base of support that result from separate organiza-

tion should make movements more effective in addressing public issues. Yet if

critics of identity politics are correct, those movements that eschew separate or-

ganization, adopting a more universalistic structure, should be more politically

in›uential than those comprised of organizations based on social location.

This debate is clearly relevant to movements that aim to speak for solidary

groups. Less obvious, perhaps, is whether this argument is relevant for move-

ments that do not appear to be based on solidary identities, such as environ-

mental, antiglobalization, and peace movements. Interestingly, activists often

organize around solidary groups within these movements: for example, people

of color organize against environmental racism (Hines 2001; Gedicks 1993).

Indeed, some scholars argue that all movements draw on and/or create the

identities of their constituents.4 If organizing solidary groups within these

movements strengthens or con›icts with broader movement identities, these

arguments may apply to these other contexts as well.

Organizing to Address Racial Inequality in the 
U.S. Women’s Movement

In this section, I examine the previously delineated debate in the context of

how women’s movements across the U.S. states have addressed racial inequal-

ity. Women’s movements in the United States face the challenge of maintain-

ing solidarity despite deep inequalities among women. Women of color have

responded to racism in the women’s movement by organizing separate cau-

cuses or institutions. How has such organizing affected women’s movements?

Across the states, the degree to which women are organized both as women

and as women of color varies. This presents the opportunity to compare the

degree and consequences of such variation. Does separate organizing by

women of color weaken the women’s movement and undermine policy

in›uence? Or does such organizing strengthen the women’s movement and

improve responsiveness to important women’s issues? I argued earlier that

separate organizing exerts an indirect effect on policy processes, strengthening

women’s movements so that they have greater in›uence. Critics of identity

politics maintain that movements are less politically effective when they are di-

vided into separate caucuses and thereby weakened (an indirect effect) and

distracted from important policy issues by their focus on symbolic politics and

“cultural issues” (a direct effect).5
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I examine the association between the degree to which the women’s move-

ment is organized to recognize racial differences and greater government re-

sponsiveness to violence against women. By the term responsiveness, I refer pri-

marily to the scope and timeliness of the policy response, rather than to its

implementation, effectiveness, or impact (Weldon 2002a).6 Violence against

women is now recognized as a pressing public problem across the United

States. Violence against women is an excellent policy issue for examining the

impact of women’s movements, since the issue is ‹rst articulated by women’s

movement activists (Weldon 2002b).

Although women of all races and classes are subject to violence against

women, low-income women and women of some marginalized races are likely

subject to a larger number of sexual and domestic assaults than are white

women (Tjaden and Thoennes 1998). Recent surveys suggest that African

American women, American Indian/Alaska Native women, and women of

mixed race are more likely to experience violence in intimate relationships

(Tjaden and Thoennes 2000; Rennison and Welchans 2000).7 However, it is

not known how much of the variance across groups can be accounted for by

differences in reporting, bias in the criminal justice system, and other demo-

graphic variables (Tjaden and Thoennes 2000; Crenshaw 1994).

Racism makes women of color more vulnerable to violence at the same

time as it makes it more dif‹cult for women of color to access services after the

fact. For example, racial discrimination in wages and employment (Fix and

Struyk 1993) results in an overrepresentation of women of color among the

poor: in 2001, 40.8 percent of single-parent families headed by African Amer-

ican women and 43.2 percent headed by Hispanic women were poor, com-

pared to 33 percent for all single-parent families (U.S. Bureau of the Census

2003). Discrimination in the housing market makes it more dif‹cult for

women of color to leave violent situations and to establish independent house-

holds (Crenshaw 1994). Poverty and other barriers to independence are asso-

ciated with higher rates of violence (Raphael 1996, 1997; Levinson 1989; San-

day 1981).

Compounding the problem, the limited services that now exist for women

victims of violence tend to be modeled on white, Anglo women’s experiences

and needs. For example, women’s shelters tend to be located in white neigh-

borhoods (Matthews 1993). Women of color often require types of assistance

that white women need less frequently, including assistance in securing hous-

ing (Crenshaw 1994). It would be easier for women of color to obtain services

provided in their own communities and/or languages, but such services are
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even more limited than services provided to white, Anglo women (Matthews

1993; Crenshaw 1993; Agnew 1998). Indeed, some women’s shelters make En-

glish pro‹ciency a precondition for access, arguing that such language skills

are necessary in order for women to participate in support groups and to com-

prehend house rules. As a result, many non-Anglo women are effectively ex-

cluded from available shelters (Crenshaw 1994). Language barriers obstruct

the ability of legal advocates and service providers to help women for whom

English is not a ‹rst language (Richie and Kahuna 2000).

Native American women confront seemingly higher rates of violence and

distinctive obstacles in relation to the criminal justice response. Most of the vi-

olence suffered by Native American women is perpetrated by non-Indians (it

is interracial). This is quite different from most of the violence suffered by

white or African American women (which is mostly intraracial). Native Amer-

ican women living on tribal lands are twice as likely to be raped or sexually as-

saulted as other women, and assaults on Native women are particularly vio-

lent. But criminal justice response is hard to obtain because of the complex

jurisdictional problems that stem from the overlapping legal authorities on

tribal lands (Duthu 2008).

In addition, women of color confront racist attitudes from shelter workers,

police, health care providers, activists, and others who assume that their vic-

timization is a result of their membership in a “backward” or traditional cul-

tural group (Richie and Kahuna 2000; Agnew 1998, Smith 2001). They also

face sexism and resistance to acknowledging violence within their own com-

munities (Crenshaw 1994; Richie and Kahuna 2000; Smith 2001). These

con›icts have motivated women of color to establish their own organizations

to address violence against women (Smith 2001). Thus, women of color con-

front barriers to addressing violence that white, Anglo women do not confront

(Matthews 1993; Smith 2001).

Although most governments do not address the distinctive problems con-

fronted by women of color, some governments are beginning to adopt policies

that speci‹cally seek to address the barriers that prevent women of color from

accessing services. These policies include bilingual hotlines; shelters located in

communities of color; trained interpreters in shelters, health care facilities,

and criminal justice settings; legal advocacy regarding immigration; and pub-

lic information and outreach programs.8 Examining whether governments

adopt such policies is an important part of assessing government response to

violence against women.

I explore the relationship between separate organizing, movement
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strength, and policy impact by comparing the 50 American states. There is

variation in women’s movement activity and policy across the 50 states, but

the degree of institutional and cultural variation across the states is somewhat

less than it is cross-nationally. In addition, comparable demographic, policy,

and other data on the states are readily available. For this reason, the American

states offer an especially good context in which to explore these relationships.

separate organizing

In this analysis, I examine the degree to which women’s movements recognize

racial differences among women, by examining the degree of separate organi-

zation of women of color. I compare the amount of women’s organizing over-

all to the amount of organizing focused on women of color, by examining the

percentage of women’s organizations that focus on women of color. Concep-

tually, the latter category should include both freestanding organizations of

women of color and caucuses and other internal suborganizations of women

of color. This does not include organizations that aim for racial inclusion but

are not, on the whole, focused on women of color. Nor does it include organi-

zations that pursue universalistic policies and, as a matter of course, address is-

sues of concern to women of color. This makes sense because I seek to exam-

ine the effect of separate organizing of women of color. These data are taken

from a database of women’s organizations called the Electrapages (2000) (see

note 9 and Weldon 2004). Organizations for women of color include, for ex-

ample, the White Buffalo Calf Woman Society (South Dakota), Mujeres por la

Raza Unida (Texas), Black Women in Sisterhood for Action (Virginia), the

Asian and Paci‹c Women’s Caucus (Washington), African American Women

Veterans (Pennsylvania), the African Studies Association Women’s Caucus

(Georgia), Lesbianas Unidas (California), and the Conference of American

Women Writers of Color (Maryland).

strength of the women’s movement

Women’s movements are social movements organized by and for women or

some subgroup of women (see Introduction and chapter 1 for more discus-

sion; cf. Beckwith 2000). Women’s movement strength refers to the political

support for and resources commanded by the women’s movement. Strong

women’s movements are able to mobilize grassroots action. Partly because of

their ability to mobilize electoral support and partly because of the broader so-

cial changes they inspire, spokespersons for strong movements are perceived as

legitimate participants in public discourse (Rochon and Mazmanian 1993;
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Kingdon 1984). Movements participate in policy discussions through lobby-

ing, protest, cultural productions, and consciousness-raising activities

(Katzenstein 1995; Weldon 2002a).

Some scholars seek to get at cross-state variation in women’s movements

by examining the number of women who are members of national women’s

lobby organizations such as the National Organization of Women or NARAL

(e.g., Hansen 1993; Keiser 1999; Oakley and Steuernagel 2000). But a focus on

mainstream organizations tends to overlook most activism by women of color

(Minkoff 1997). In addition, membership in national organizations may not

be the best indicator of women’s movement strength at a state level, since it

leaves out membership in state-level organizations. Women may be more

likely to join such national organizations where state-level organizations have

a lower pro‹le. Thus, examining the membership of national organizations

may somewhat understate the degree of women’s movement activity in a par-

ticular state.

As in chapter 3, I use the number of women’s organizations for a given

population to indicate the rate at which women are mobilizing as women. The

number of organizations standardized for population indicates the intensity

of women’s movement activity.9 Population data are from the Bureau of the

Census, and data on organizations are from the Electrapages (2000) (see Wel-

don 2004).10

measures of policy on violence against women

Chapter 1 measured responsiveness by examining the scope of government re-

sponse to violence against women.11 This study adapts this approach to mea-

suring government responsiveness in the U.S. states and includes elements de-

signed to tap responsiveness to women of color. Eight areas of government

action were examined for each state. As in chapter 1, for each area for which

the state took action, it received a score of 1 (otherwise a state was coded 0 for

that area). Policy scope is simply the sum of these scores, that is, the number of

areas in which the government takes action. The measure covers the following

policy areas:

1. Is there a law against assault and battery between intimates?

2. Is stalking legally recognized as a felony or misdemeanor on the ‹rst 

offense?

3. Is there warrantless arrest for perpetrators of domestic violence?

4. Is there domestic violence training for police?
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5. Is there sexual assault training for police and prosecutors?

6. Is there state funding for medical exams for victims of sexual assault?

7. Is there any state government effort focused on violence against women

of color?

8. Is there state funding for shelters for victims of domestic violence?

Data for items 1–6 are taken from publications of the Institute for Law and

Justice and re›ect the status of state legislation as of the end of 2000. Items 7

and 8 are based on interviews conducted during fall 2000 and spring 2001 with

representatives of the domestic violence coalitions in each state.12 Policy re-

sponsiveness to violence against women of color is examined by focusing on

whether state governments adopted efforts targeted speci‹cally to addressing

violence against women of color. States adopting any such policy or even mul-

tiple such policies received a score of 1; otherwise a state was coded 0.13

control variables

This analysis considers a number of control variables, including proportion of

women (and women of color) in public of‹ce, effectiveness of the women’s

commission, level of economic development, diversity of the population, ur-

banization, variation in political culture or citizen ideology, and of‹cial rape

rate.

Women in Elective Of‹ce. Theorists have argued that women in elective of‹ce

are likely to be more receptive to women’s issues and ideas (Mansbridge 1999;

Williams 1998). Indeed, some studies ‹nd that women are more likely to ad-

vocate for and adopt policies such as police reforms to address domestic vio-

lence (Murphy 1998), abortion rights (Berkman and O’Connor 1993), and

policies concerning women, children, and the family (Thomas 1994; Swers

2002). The effect of women in of‹ce on policy is expected to be greater once

there is a critical mass of women, that is, when women exceed a critical pro-

portion of the legislature. A critical mass of women, then, should be associated

with greater responsiveness to violence (see chapter 1 for a fuller discussion).

However, the political and institutional context mediates the impact of

women legislators (Swers 2002). Moreover, although individual women may

play important roles in promoting woman-friendly policy, sheer number or

proportion of women in the legislature does not have a signi‹cant impact on

policy outcomes in areas such as violence against women and women’s repro-

ductive rights (Oakley and Steuernagel 2000; Weldon 2002b). This analysis
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controls for the proportion of women in the legislature in each state, using

1999 data from the Center for American Women and Politics. The proportion

of women of color in the legislature was also taken into account but was omit-

ted from the models shown, as it is collinear with the diversity of the popula-

tion. When included, the proportion of women of color in of‹ce did not prove

to be a good predictor of policies on violence in any of the analyses.

Women’s Commission Effectiveness. The presence of a state government com-

mission on women’s status may strengthen women’s movements and improve

policy responsiveness to violence against women (Weldon 2002a). However, it

is unlikely that the mere presence of a commission makes a difference. Com-

missions can be seriously underresourced: several are staffed by a single person

(in one case, a part-time worker). Some commissions serve only as public re-

lations of‹ces to promote the governor and have little access or in›uence.

Those commissions that have better access and more resources are more

likely to affect movement strength and policy responsiveness. Previous studies

have found that women’s policy agencies that have broad, cross-sectoral au-

thority and that provide access for women’s movements are more effective at

in›uencing policy (Stetson and Mazur 1995; Weldon 2002a). State-level

women’s commissions were scored more highly if they had access to both the

legislature and the executive, if they had more resources (staff and budget),

and if they provided opportunities for formal or public access by women’s or-

ganizations.14 Scores range from 0 (having no resources or access) to 6 (having

many resources and access) (see Weldon 2004). Data were generated by inter-

views with staff in the women’s commissions in each state.

Other Control Variables. Several other standard control variables are in-

cluded. Political culture or state ideology might in›uence whether a given state

is predisposed to adopt policies to address violence or to organize in social

movements.15 This study controls for such an effect by using a standard indi-

cator of citizen ideology (Berry et al. 1993).16

Relatedly, some might wish to control for the overall degree of civic en-

gagement. Caiazza and Putnam (2002) ‹nd that social capital is associated

with women’s status in some areas (e.g., health and economic autonomy) but

not in others (reproductive rights, employment equity). However, cross-na-

tional studies have found that organizing by women is critical for provoking a

policy response to violence against women (Weldon 2002a). Forms of organi-

zation that are not focused on women’s status, such as unions, political parties,
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or other civic associations, have not played an important role in galvanizing

government action on violence against women (Elman 1996; Weldon 2002a).

It may be that issues explicitly related to women’s bodies (e.g., reproductive

rights or violence against women) are less likely to be raised by organizations

with other foci.17 In addition, Norris (2002) ‹nds that protest politics are a

phenomenon distinct from traditional civic association. Bivariate and multi-

variate analyses showed that social capital was unrelated to policy responsive-

ness to violence and unrelated to movement strength. For these reasons, social

capital was not included in the ‹nal models.

Previous studies have suggested that social and economic factors are im-

portant in determining government response to violence against women (Call

et al. 1991; Weldon 2002a). These include measures of economic development

(state gross domestic product), degree of urbanization (the proportion living

in metropolitan areas), and the diversity of the population (the proportion of

the population that is Hispanic or nonwhite or both) (U.S. Bureau of the Cen-

sus 2000).18 Diversity is particularly important for the analysis of government

response to violence against women of color, since one might suspect that gov-

ernments are more likely to respond to women of color where there are more

such women present. Conversely, one might expect heightened awareness of

race or greater racial con›ict where racial diversity is greater. Population di-

versity and degree of urbanization proved to be highly collinear, so degree of

urbanization was left out of the ‹nal analysis. Finally, one might expect gov-

ernment response to be greater where violence against women is more perva-

sive (Kingdon 1984). Despite the many problems with of‹cial crime statistics,

particularly as they pertain to rape, I follow the common practice of using the

“forcible rape”19 rate from the FBI’s Uniform Crime Reports as an indicator of

the scale of the problem of violence against women (U.S. Bureau of the Cen-

sus 2000).

determinants of women’s movement strength

Does separate organizing weaken movements, as the critics of identity politics

suggest? Or is separate organization associated with greater movement

strength, as I expect? I explore this question using a least squares analysis that

takes women’s movement strength as the dependent variable (table 8).

Such an analysis reveals that separate organizing is indeed an important

and powerful predictor of women’s movement strength (sig. = .01).20 An in-

crease of 16 percentage points, from the minimum to the maximum value,

would result in an increase of .08 in movement strength (16 × .005). Though
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this may seem like a small effect, the dependent variable ranges only between

.22 and .42. An increase of .08, then, is 40 percent of the total range. This is a

sizable effect.

Separate organizing is the most important predictor of women’s move-

ment strength (with the largest standardized coef‹cient, .34) of all indepen-

dent variables in the equation, including citizen ideology, the racial diversity of

the population, the gross state product, or the percentage of the legislators that

are women. Separate organization, then, likely strengthens and revitalizes

movements by creating new organizations and by preserving old ones.

Analyzing Policy Responsiveness to Violence against Women

Does the separate organization of women of color improve policy responsive-

ness either to women of color or to women more generally? Critics of separate

organizing argue that it undermines policy in›uence by weakening move-

ments and distracting activists from political issues of importance. Since vio-

lence against women is an important political issue, we can ask whether there

is an association between degree of separate organization and government re-

sponsiveness. If the critics are right, an increased degree of separate organiza-

tion should be both directly and indirectly associated with less government re-

sponsiveness to violence against women. Conversely, I have argued that a

greater degree of separate organization should be indirectly associated with

greater policy responsiveness.

Is there is an association between the degree of separate organization and

responsiveness of state governments to violence against women? OLS regres-

sion analysis is a simple and straightforward way of assessing whether a linear

association exists. If more separate organization decreased the effectiveness of
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TABLE 8. Analysis of Women’s Movement Strength

Independent Variables B S.E. Beta Sig.

Separate organization for women of color 0.005 0.002 0.34 0.01

Control variables
Citizen ideology 0.001 0.001 0.15 0.27
Effective women’s policy machinery 0.005 0.003 0.20 0.12
Logged gross state product 0.064 0.036 0.26 0.08
Percentage of legislators that are women 0.002 0.001 0.25 0.06
Racial diversity of population 0.000 0.000 –0.05 0.70

Note: Analysis by OLS; dependent variable = number of women’s organizations standardized for population
size; R2 = 0.39; S.E. = standard error; Sig. = significance.
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women’s movements in in›uencing policy processes, one would expect to see

a negative relationship. In fact, controlling for other relevant variables, more

separate organization appears to have little relationship to responsiveness: it is

not a signi‹cant predictor of the scope of government response (table 9). A

greater focus on women of color, then, does not directly decrease policy re-

sponsiveness to violence against women.

At the same time, women’s movement strength has a strong positive rela-

tionship with government responsiveness to violence against women. Indeed,

the logged indicator is the most important predictor of government response

to violence against women (with a beta of .43), followed by separate organiz-

ing (.20), citizen ideology (–.14), and effective women’s policy machinery

(.13). Of these variables, only movement strength is statistically signi‹cant.

Movement strength is also substantively important. To get an idea of the

size of the effects, consider the difference in women’s movement strength be-

tween Missouri, with the weakest women’s movement at .22 (25 organizations

in absolute terms), and California, with the strongest at .42 (1,403 organiza-

tions in absolute terms), a difference of .20 in the strength indicator. An in-

crease of this size is associated with two or three additional areas of govern-

ment action on violence against women.

Interestingly, the percentage of women in the legislature appears to have

little predictable effect on policy responsiveness to violence against women.

This ‹nding reinforces the ‹ndings of earlier chapters and replicates other

studies focusing on policies on violence against women (Elman 1996), repro-

ductive rights (Oakley and Steuernagel 2000), and child support enforcement

(Keiser 1999).21 The percentage of women of color in the legislature (not
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TABLE 9. Analysis of State Responsiveness to Violence against Women

Independent Variables B S.E. Beta Sig.

Separate organization for women of color 0.09 0.07 0.20 0.20
Women’s movement strength 12.41 4.94 0.43 0.02

Control variables
Citizen ideology –0.02 0.02 –0.14 0.40
Effective women’s policy machinery 0.10 0.11 0.13 0.38
Gross state product per capita (logged) –0.35 1.18 –0.05 0.77
Percentage of legislators that are women 0.01 0.03 0.04 0.80
Racial diversity of population 0.01 0.02 0.07 0.56
Rape rate 0.01 0.02 0.07 0.66

Constant 4.64 11.35 .— 0.68

Note: Analysis by OLS; dependent variable = state responsiveness to violence against women; R2 = 0.3; S.E. =
standard error; Sig. = significance.
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shown) is not strongly associated with greater responsiveness to violence

against women.

Women’s commission effectiveness does not provide much explanatory

leverage. Other studies have found that effective women’s commissions shape

policy-making on women’s issues (Stetson and Mazur 1995; see chapter 1 in

the present study). However, these analyses focused on women’s movement ac-

cess to the commissions and on whether the commission had cross-sectional

authority. The measure employed in this analysis focuses on the resources and

access to power of commission bureaucrats themselves. Perhaps a measure

more focused on position in the administrative hierarchy and relations with

women’s movements would produce a different result. This would be worth

investigating in future research.

Thus, stronger women’s movements are strongly and signi‹cantly associated

with greater responsiveness to violence against women. Separate organizing,

however, does not appear to have a strong direct effect on such responsiveness.

This result holds even when controlling for diversity of the population, propor-

tion of women (and women of color) in the legislature, level of economic devel-

opment, urbanization, citizen ideology, and other relevant variables.

indirect effects

The indirect effects of separate organization on responsiveness to violence

against women are positive and signi‹cant. Both legs of the hypothesized indi-

rect effect are signi‹cant. We can expect an increase in responsiveness of .06

for every unit increase in separate organization (B = .005 × 12.41). An increase

of 16 percent in separate organization (the difference between the minimum

and maximum values of the variable) would produce an increase in govern-

ment responsiveness of about one additional area of policy action. One addi-

tional area can make a big difference to government responsiveness to violence

against women, meaning the difference between funding shelters or not, be-

tween funding crisis centers or not, between providing outreach to women of

color or not.

policy responsiveness to violence against women of color

One might wonder whether it matters to which women the government is re-

sponding: surely, separate organization would be more critical for obtaining a

government response targeted speci‹cally to violence against women of color.

After all, if separate organizing improved the representativeness of women’s

movements, as well as their strength, one might expect separate organizing to
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result in greater responsiveness to women of color. As previously, however,

critics of separate organizing would expect that separate organizing would di-

vide women’s movements, undermining their effectiveness (an indirect effect)

and distracting them from important issues.

A logistic regression analysis explores these possibilities (table 10). Overall,

the model speci‹ed improves our understanding of why some state govern-

ments are more likely to respond to violence against women of color. The

Nagelkerke R2 for the model is .587, suggesting that the model explains nearly

60 percent of the variance. More important, taken together, the coef‹cients for

the independent variables provide a signi‹cant improvement in explanatory

power (correctly predicting 84 percent) over guessing the most frequent cate-

gory (predicting 70 percent). Indeed, the model improves predictive accuracy

by nearly half (PRE = .46).

Separate organization by women of color does not have a strong, direct re-

lationship to the likelihood of government responsiveness to violence against

women of color (sig. = .92). Women’s movement strength, however, does

signi‹cantly and substantively alter the likelihood of government responsive-

ness to violence against women of color (sig. = .00). A change in the indepen-

dent variable for women’s movement strength from its minimum to its maxi-

mum value increases the likelihood of government response to violence

against women of color to nearly 1 (the associated change in predicted proba-
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TABLE 10. The Likelihood of Government Responsiveness to Women of Color

Change in 
Predicted 

Independent Variable b S.E. Sig. Probability

Separate organization for women of color 0.02 0.16 0.92 0.04
Women’s movement strength 50.31 17.25 0.00 0.98

Control variables
Citizen ideology –0.02 0.06 0.87 –0.12
Effective women’s policy machinery –0.03 0.23 0.89 –0.02
Logged gross state product –0.54 3.21 0.87 –0.07
Percentage of legislators that are women –0.13 0.08 0.11 0.55
Racial diversity of population 0.01 0.04 0.86 0.08
Rape rate –0.02 0.05 0.68 –0.13

Constant –6.82 30.72 0.82 .—

Source: For raw data see Weldon 2004, table A-1, column 8.
Note: Analysis by logistic regression; dependent variable = government response to women of color (1 = Re-

sponse; 0 = No response). Nagelkerke R2 = 0.59; % correct = 84; PRE = 0.46. S.E. = standard error; Sig. = signif-
cance.
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bility is .98). As previously, this result holds even when controlling for diversity

of the population, proportion of women in the legislature, proportion of

women of color in the legislature, level of economic development, degree of

urbanization, state ideology, and other relevant variables.

indirect effects on responsiveness to women of color

Indirect effects of separate organization on responsiveness to women of color

are expected to follow the same causal path as the indirect effects on respon-

siveness to women at large: separate organization strengthens the movement,

which in turn elicits greater policy responsiveness. One might expect greater

effects for women of color. Such women would be prime bene‹ciaries of a

stronger movement that was more representative of their concerns.

As expected, the indirect effects of separate organization on government

responsiveness to violence against women of color are substantial and positive.

As noted, a 16 percent increase in separate organization should be associated

with an increase of .08 in women’s movement strength. An increase of .05 (one

standard deviation) in women’s movement strength increases the likelihood of

government response to violence against women of color by 40 percent (the

change in predicted probability is .40). Thus, an increasing degree of separate

organization likely has an important impact on government responsiveness.

To get a sense of the scale of this impact, we can analyze policy concerning

women of color by using heteroskedasticity-robust standard errors. For the

variable of women’s movement strength, such an analysis yields a signi‹cant

coef‹cient of 5.96 ± 1.18 (sig. = .000). Using this coef‹cient to calculate the in-

direct effect produces a coef‹cient of .03 (5.96 × .005). An increase in the de-

gree of separate organization of women of color from its minimum to its max-

imum value (16 percentage points), then, would result in an increase of about

50 percent in policy responsiveness (16 × .03 = .48). Thus, separate organiza-

tion by women of color likely has positive and important indirect effects on

government responsiveness to violence against women of color.

Of course, this analysis examines association and so cannot rule out the

possibility that the hypothesized causal order is reversed. It may be, for exam-

ple, that a more favorable policy environment encourages more organizing by

women, as they expect their efforts to have a greater effect. While this is cer-

tainly possible, previous research on policies on violence against women make

this interpretation unlikely. Cross-national studies of policy development on

violence against women ‹nd that women’s organizing is an important catalyst

for policy development and that policy development never temporally pre-
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cedes women’s independent efforts to draw attention to violence against

women (Elman 1996; Weldon 2002a). This suggests that the association most

likely re›ects a causal relation in the hypothesized direction.

It is also possible that women are more likely to organize and protest when

policy does not re›ect their interests (Costain 1998). Of course, even if this

were true, women’s organizing would, in the long run, still tend to be associ-

ated with better policy outcomes, as I ‹nd here. Analysis of state policy devel-

opment over time could sort out which of these interpretations best accounts

for the associations revealed in this cross-sectional analysis. One thing, how-

ever, is certain: separate organizing is not associated with weaker or less effec-

tive women’s movements.

As noted, some scholars argue that new organizations of dedicated sub-

groups are more likely to occur as a movement becomes stronger and more es-

tablished. In other words, strength causes diversity, rather than vice versa. This

analysis does not sort out the direction of causation. This seems to me to be a

minor concern: the genesis of organizations dedicated to particular subgroups

is likely more complex than simply re›ecting strength—re›ecting also envi-

ronmental changes, external support or funding, longevity of the movement,

and other well-established factors (Minkoff 1995; see Romanelli 1991 for a

helpful review). Moreover, there are good theoretical reasons (already out-

lined) for thinking that diversity reinforces (rather than undermines) strength.

Last, if diversity is a sign of strength, it hardly follows that diversity under-

mines movement effectiveness. Scholars must be careful not to interpret the

proliferation of diverse organizations as evidence of “schism” or “fracture” in

itself. I have argued that it is precisely when such organizations exist and ad-

vocate for their members within the movement that they will contribute most

signi‹cantly to movement strength. The question of when and why activists

organize more speci‹c organizations within a movement is an interesting one

for further research, but it is not the subject of this chapter.

Conclusion

Overall, then, this analysis suggests that separate organizing by women of color

is associated with greater women’s movement strength. A stronger movement,

in turn, is associated with greater government responsiveness both to violence

against women in general and to violence against women of color in particu-

lar. Thus, as the argument previously advanced suggests, organizing that fo-

cuses on women of color is indirectly associated with greater policy respon-
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siveness to violence against women of color and women more generally. It is

not at all evident that a greater degree of separate organizing reduces the abil-

ity of the movement to in›uence policy on important issues, as critics allege.

When organizing strategies recognize social divisions, social movements

are strengthened. This may be because such organizing increases feelings of

af‹liation with the movement, revitalizes social movement organizations, and

prevents a fatal foundering over internal divisions. In addition, separate orga-

nizing may generate new information about how problems are shaped by so-

cial relations, contributing to a better understanding of the issues around

which the movement is organized. This lays the groundwork for sounder and

more representative political analysis and policy agendas. Organizing to recog-

nize difference also creates the possibility of forging alliances on speci‹c issues.

This study also has some practical implications for those wishing to in-

crease state government responsiveness to violence against women. Efforts to

increase such responsiveness will likely be more successful if they are supported

by a strong women’s movement. Activists can maintain and build a strong

women’s movement by supporting the self-organization of women belonging

to marginalized groups, both within and outside of existing organizations.

If the experience of women’s movements across the 50 states can be ap-

plied to other social movements, then, this study suggests that not only the

most vulnerable segments of society but social movements in general bene‹t

from organizational mechanisms that recognize the marginalization of

speci‹c groups. If social movements provide an avenue for the representation

of marginalized groups, separate organizing within such movements may pro-

vide an ampli‹ed voice for the most marginalized of social groups. This argu-

ment is clearly important for movements that claim to speak for speci‹c sol-

idary constituencies. However, it may also be important for movements that

do not claim to represent particular groups, such as the environmental,

antiglobalization, or peace movements. Such movements could also be

strengthened through the organization of marginalized constituencies whose

perspectives might otherwise be overlooked or silenced and whose participa-

tion broadens their constituencies. Thus, separate organizing of marginalized

constituencies, which looks divisive to some observers, may in fact provide an

avenue for strengthening social movements and making democratic policy-

making more inclusive.

These conclusions may seem to con›ict with the ‹ndings of earlier chap-

ters that labor movements in general are unlikely to promote policies mainly

affecting women workers or that women’s movements appear to be less likely
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to address issues that are primarily class issues. Why would women’s move-

ments be effective at advancing the interests of women of color if labor move-

ments are not effective at advancing the interests of women? The ‹rst thing to

notice is that in examining labor policies, we did not disaggregate women’s or-

ganizations into those that focused on working-class women and those that

were more focused on elite women or women in general. Nor did we examine

whether working-class women were separately organized within labor move-

ments or within women’s movements. Doing so might help us to ‹gure out

when women’s movements or labor movements are more likely to respond to

the working women’s issues examined.

Second, these ‹ndings could suggest an even closer, iterative relationship

between movement strength and inclusiveness. The women’s movement in the

United States is strong, while the labor movement is relatively weak. The

stronger labor movement in Norway did a better job of advocating for paid

leave, even championing “daddy leaves” that challenged gender roles. Women

have more mechanisms of self-organization in the labor party and unions in

Norway. Weaker movements tend to be less institutionalized and produce

fewer opportunities for self-organization of marginalized groups. These mar-

ginalized groups may also feel that there is less bene‹t to trying to work within

a weak movement.

Third, these ‹ndings might appear to be less of a puzzle if the nature of the

policy issue examined is taken into account. Violence against women is an is-

sue that affects all women (a universal or at least majority issue) (Strolovitch

2006). The elements of policy concerning violence against women that are fo-

cused on women of color affect a disadvantaged subgroup but do not chal-

lenge or con›ict with the interests of the majority of women in any direct way.

The issue of changing gender roles in the labor market, in contrast, challenges

the interests of male workers in some way and requires behavioral change on

the part of men. Similarly, women and men have different interests in relation

to antidiscrimination legislation. So perhaps that is why unions and left parties

appear to do a worse job of representing marginalized segments of their con-

stituency (labor) than women’s movements do here. This suggests that ‹gur-

ing out the relation between social movements, representation, and policy out-

comes depends on a theorization of issue types not only in terms of whether

they challenge existing gender roles (Gelb and Palley 1996) or otherwise re-

quire fundamental social transformation but also as to whether the majorities

or minorities whose interests are primarily at stake are privileged or disadvan-

taged (Strolovitch 2006).
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chapter 5

Women’s Movements, Representation, 
and Civil Society

with maura bahu

How well do women’s organizations represent women? So far in this book, I

have joined others in arguing that civil society offers an important avenue for

democratic representation, especially for marginalized groups such as women

(Warren 2001; Strolovitch 2006; Skocpol 2003; Goodin 2003). I have shown

that for women, workers, and women of color, vibrant, strong social move-

ments are associated with greater policy responsiveness to their distinctive

perspectives and concerns. But how exactly do movements exert these effects,

and how representative are they in terms of speaking for all their constituents?

Women’s movements in›uence public agendas and policy not only

through direct efforts to affect the legislative process, such as lobbying, but also

through indirect methods, such as seeking to change public opinion and raise

awareness. One key way that women’s movements do this is by attracting me-

dia attention and intervening in public debates to advance new concepts and

ways of understanding old problems, to advance women’s perspective (Young

2000; Mansbridge and Flaster 2007). Some scholars are skeptical about the po-

tential of social movement organizations for representing women. Some

worry about the inclusiveness of women’s organizations, noting that such or-

ganizations seem to do a better job of representing privileged women than dis-

advantaged women (Strolovitch 2004, 2006). Some even question whether

women as women can be represented at all (Butler 1993). Finally, some worry

that large social movement organizations, remote from their “constituencies,”

are replacing small participatory groups and traditional federations of groups,

raising concerns about accountability (Skocpol 1999, 2003; Putnam 2000).

Most of the evidence presented so far in this book has shown associations

between policy outcomes and numbers or strength of women’s organizations,

strength of unions, or other larger-scale measures. In this chapter, I seek to

provide some evidence that women’s movements do intervene in the public
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sphere, as I have claimed, and that they provide a particularly effective avenue

of representation for marginalized women. How effective is the set of women’s

organizations at advancing women’s perspectives in the public sphere? Are

women differentially represented by this system of organizations? Many stud-

ies of women’s organizations focus on individual organizations or a particular

type of women’s organization (e.g., pro-choice organizations), but few exam-

ine the system of all women’s organizations as a set, asking what role they col-

lectively play in democratic politics.1 Even fewer examine these organizations

at a local level, where informal, participatory organizations are more likely to

be found. We need to know more about the composition of the system of

women’s organizations and how effective these organizations are at attracting

public attention to policy issues of importance for women.2

This chapter examines the efforts of women’s organizations to in›uence

public discussion on policy issues at a local level, examining the set of local

women’s organizations in Chicago. The chapter explores the sorts of groups

that comprise this set and the relationship they seem to have to the public

sphere. What policy issues do they raise, and to what effect? Examining the

coverage of these issues in the local press, the chapter concludes by drawing

out the theoretical implications for studies of women’s representation.

Women’s Organizations, Civil Society, and Representation

This book argues that social movements substantively represent women better

than political parties or descriptive representation in the legislature. The evi-

dence presented so far focuses on the impact of these movements on policy.

This section focuses more on the other side of the representative relationship,

the relationship between the movement and the constituency. Speci‹cally, are

women’s organizations more accessible to marginalized groups of women

(e.g., poor women and women of color) than are traditional avenues of leg-

islative representation? Do they advocate for these groups or mainly or pri-

marily for privileged subgroups of women? This chapter examines whether

the set of women’s organizations in Chicago is indeed more accessible to mar-

ginalized women than formal avenues of participation and whether the set of

organizations identi‹es and acts on issues of importance to disadvantaged

subgroups. It also asks how effective these groups are in diffusing women’s

perspective in the public sphere (focusing here on print media).

It is not the argument of this chapter that all women are equally well rep-

resented by women’s groups or movements. Indeed, increasingly, research is
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documenting the ways that multiply disadvantaged people are left out of the

organizations aimed at broader groups: women, people of color, the poor

(Strolovitch 2006; Cohen 1999; Crenshaw 1994). But to say that the members

of marginalized groups are differentially represented is not to say that such

groups are not represented at all. Indeed, all mechanisms of representation ex-

hibit this pattern of being more accessible to privileged subgroups. Providing

some political representation for women does not require that all women are

served equally well by these organizations. Indeed, it is most likely that, like

other civil society organizations, women’s organizations do a better job of rep-

resenting privileged women than disadvantaged women. But one still might

expect that women’s organizations, because of their greater accessibility, do a

better job of representing marginalized women than electoral avenues.

evaluating women’s representation by
women’s organizations

How well do women’s organizations represent women? This discussion sug-

gests there are several aspects of the representative relationship that can be ex-

plored. The ‹rst aspect is how well the set of organizations re›ects the compo-

sition and views of the constituency of women. If the set of organizations

represents a broad diversity of women, this would constitute good representa-

tion. If some women seem excluded or marginalized by these organizations,

those women are less well represented by these organizations. One can ask:

How many organizations focus on women in general? How many groups focus

on particular subgroups? Which subgroups are the focus of particular organi-

zations? Which are not? One can compare the composition of the set of orga-

nizations to the population. One can also compare this set of organizations to

traditional modes of representation, such as electoral representation.

One can also ask about the substantive issues that the groups say they are

working on. What do women’s organizations say they are doing? Are these

groups actually trying to represent women, to give them a voice? How well do

they perform this goal? Are issues of concern to poor women, women of color,

and other marginalized groups of women taking a backseat to issues of con-

cern to privileged majorities? The literature suggests that this set of organiza-

tions will likely systematically overrepresent privileged women (e.g., business

women and professionals), giving disproportionate attention to their con-

cerns. It also suggests that this set of organizations should be a better mecha-

nism for the articulation of women’s shared concerns than electoral represen-

tation or traditional interest groups.
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A second aspect of representation involves how effective or in›uential

these groups are in attracting public attention to the issues that concern their

constituents. Do these groups try to obtain public attention for these issues?

What do they do? Does it work? Why or why not? We can start to examine this

question by looking at press coverage of the activities of women’s organiza-

tions. In the mainstream media, issues of importance to the broader public are

examined independently of government. Sometimes these issues are taken up

by government of‹cials, absorbed into the government agenda; sometimes

they are not (Kingdon 1984; Jones and Baumgartner 2005). So the mainstream

press is a good approximation of a dominant public sphere. If women’s groups

‹gure prominently in the press and if the issues they raise receive extensive

press coverage, we can conclude that women’s organizations are very effective

in bringing policy issues to public attention. If these issues receive little cover-

age and if women’s organizations are largely ignored, we can conclude that this

public sphere is relatively closed to women. How open is this public sphere to

women’s organizations? How are women’s organizations portrayed in the me-

dia? Does the media cover the issues that are important to these groups? What

is the quality and extent of this coverage? What role do women’s groups play in

the development of this coverage? This chapter begins to answer some of these

questions.

Women’s Organizations in Chicago

As noted, few studies have examined whether women are well represented by

the set of organizations that purport to represent them. Some studies examine

women’s direct efforts to in›uence public policy through lobbying. But many

scholars have argued that the most important effects of social movements may

be indirect (Staggenborg 1995; Katzenstein 1995, 1998; Rochon and Mazman-

ian 1993). Social movements change people’s minds and ideas through discur-

sive engagement in the public sphere. Through cultural productions, protest,

and the like, movements in›uence public discussion of issues, interpreting key

events and putting women’s issues on the table. These more diffuse effects are

more dif‹cult to pin down empirically. We know that membership in particu-

lar women’s organizations and the number of women’s organizations of a par-

ticular type seem to be associated with better policy outcomes for women. But

we are less sure of the mechanism of such in›uence.

To examine these questions, one needs to compare discussion of women’s

issues in some public forum (say, the media) with the efforts of women’s
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movements to in›uence that discussion. But detailed data on voluntary orga-

nizations is very dif‹cult to get, especially if one is interested in local or social

movement organizations (as opposed to registered, lobbying-oriented na-

tional groups). Lists of organizations are easy to come by, but such lists rarely

provide details about the organizations apart from some contact information.

By their very nature, local organizations in social movements are informal,

shoestring operations and are ›eeting. Finding information about which or-

ganizations are actually in existence and what they actually do is dif‹cult.

Previous scholarship has documented the wide variety of forms that indi-

vidual organizations take. Indeed, many excellent case studies focus on indi-

vidual organizations or on particular types of women’s organizations, docu-

menting the structure of these organizations and how they engage with the

state (e.g., Barakso 2004). But few studies examine the set of women’s organi-

zations as a mechanism for representing women, taking these organizations as

a collectivity. But this is what is suggested by the theoretical debate about

women’s movements and about civil society in general. The argument is not

about the potential or demise of individual organizations but, rather, about

the composition and impact of these organizations as a set.

Much of the research on social capital, civil society, and women’s move-

ments, especially research that examines their impact on public policy, is at a

national or state level (Caiazza and Putnam 2004; Weldon 2004; Howell and

Mulligan 2005). Since voluntary associations such as women’s organizations

are so hard to track, this means that this larger debate has been based on data

that likely overestimates the prevalence of big national organizations and un-

derdocuments the existence of smaller local organizations. For these reasons,

we chose to ‹rst try to examine the set of women’s organizations in a local con-

text, women’s organizations based in and around Chicago. We chose this area

for a variety of reasons. Chicago is a large metropolitan area with an active

women’s movement. In terms of examining efforts to in›uence public dis-

course, Chicago has more than one major local paper (with varying political

ideologies) in which it would be possible to examine the coverage of women’s

movement activities.

What do women’s movement organizations and activists in Chicago do?

There is not a women’s newspaper or other database documenting women’s

movement activity in Chicago against which to compare media coverage. To

obtain information on which women’s organizations exist and what they do,

we tried to go directly to the organizations themselves—as opposed to relying

on New York Times coverage or the like, which assumes that media coverage ac-
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curately re›ects what movements do (Earl et al. 2004). We found several lists

of women’s organizations in Chicago, but many of these organizations seemed

to have ceased to exist. Based on that research, we believe we have a fairly ac-

curate and current list of active women’s organizations in Chicago.3 Based on

that list, we did a survey of all the women’s organizations that were active in

Chicago from 2003 to 2005. Our survey asked organizations about what they

thought the purpose of their organization was and how in›uencing public dis-

cussion of policy issues ‹t into those priorities. We asked if they ever sought to

in›uence policy-making on particular issues and what those issues were. We

asked them if they ever sought to obtain media coverage for the issues that

were important to them and, if so, what they did to obtain it (see the appendix

for the text of the questions).

Efforts to attract the attention of the media are efforts to intervene in the

broader, dominant public sphere on behalf of women. How effective were

these organizations at intervening in the public sphere? The responses to our

survey provide a list of public policy issues that organizations claimed were

important and for which they claimed to be seeking media coverage. The two

major Chicago newspapers were searched for mentions of these issues, to see if

women’s organizations were effective in generating media coverage. The

analysis examines what kind of coverage was generated and which women’s

organizations were sought out as sources in these stories.

number of organizations

By combining a number of different lists of women’s organizations, we

identi‹ed 147 distinct organizations. Of these, about 77 likely did not exist

(their phone was disconnected or no longer listed). This suggests that there are

about 70 active women’s organizations in the Chicago area as of 2004 (table

11). All of these organizations were contacted by phone and e-mail. Of those

contacted, 23 organizations completed the survey. Some of those contacted

did not return calls or respond to requests. Some indicated they did not have

time to complete a survey, and one or two claimed that they were not

“women’s organizations” (e.g., one pro-life organization rejected this charac-

terization).

This rate of response may seem low by some standards (e.g., Babbie 2001),

but recent research suggests that response rates in the 30 percent range may

produce results that are not signi‹cantly different from those in the 60 percent

range (Keeter et al. 2000). Survey researchers in general have become accus-

tomed to using surveys with much lower response rates than was traditionally
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thought to be acceptable, as the high response rates of years gone by seem less

and less attainable (even for big surveys like the American National Election

Study). The key issue with lower response rates is nonresponse bias. But low

response rates do not necessarily re›ect a signi‹cant bias, and a theoretical ar-

gument about the speci‹c impact of nonresponse bias on the results must be

made. In this case, the concern might be that those with fewer resources have

less ability to respond to the survey. Because the study started by gathering

data on the population of organizations, the analysis can compare our survey

group with known population characteristics. This comparison alleviates this

concern to some degree: it appears that groups representing working-class

women and women of minority race/ethnicity are at least as well represented

in the survey respondents as they are in the population at large (table 11). In-

deed, Keeter and others (2000) ‹nd that efforts to improve response rates seem

to result in the overrepresentation of those most likely to respond in the ‹rst

place (better-educated, well-off respondents).

organizational purpose

The main purposes listed by these organizations were empowering women,

advancing women’s status, and representing women or giving women a voice.

Providing socializing opportunities for women was least important. Most (70

percent) of these organizations aimed to represent women, and most aimed to

in›uence public policy. Most organizations sought to obtain media coverage

for their activities as a way of in›uencing public policy discussions of issues
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TABLE 11. Women’s Organization in Chicago Surveyed, Judged Active, or
Listed in All Sources, by Type, 2004

% Surveyed % Active % Listed in All Sources
Focus (n = 23) (n = 70) (n = 147)

Occupational/Trade associations 35 26 21
Minority and other 18 18 13

underrepresented women
Women’s health 5 9 8
Reproductive rights 0 6 5
Violence against women 14 10 6
Women’s poverty 9 4 3
Women’s equality generally 5 12 6
Academics 5 6 11
Other 9 9 11
Not sure 0 0 16

Source: Women of Color Resource Center 2003; National Council for Research on Women 2004; Chicago
NOW 2008; Rexroat 2003.
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important to them. Most felt that media coverage of these issues was inade-

quate. They cited gender bias, compassion fatigue, complexity of the issue, and

inadequate “sexiness” of women’s issues as reasons for the lack of attention to

the issues. Those who felt that their issues were sensational enough (e.g., those

working on violence against women) felt that media coverage was unsympa-

thetic to women (e.g., “blaming the victim”).

The vast majority of these organizations worked with other organizations

on particular issues or concerns (only one said they did not). These partner or-

ganizations included a wide range of organizations—both women’s organiza-

tions and non-gender-focused organizations, national and state organizations

focusing on their issue or concern, and other local mainstream organizations

(like the chamber of commerce or media reform organizations). This suggests

that these organizations may also exert in›uence through these other partner

organizations (Staggenborg 1995).

substantive organizational focus

These organizations focused on a wide variety of issues, ranging from repre-

senting particular occupational groups of women to advocating for women’s

health to providing services for divorced or imprisoned women (table 11).

The surveyed organizations appear to be fairly representative of the popula-

tion of organizations in most respects, based on evidence from the total list of

organizations.

How many of these organizations focused primarily on the issues con-

fronting women of color, that is, women of marginalized race or ethnicity? The

last chapter argued that separate organization by women of color helps to high-

light concerns and perspectives that such women do not have in common with

white women. Chicago is a diverse city, with large African American and His-

panic communities: in the city proper, only about one-third of residents are

non-Hispanic whites (Bureau of the Census 2000a). Of the respondent organi-

zations, 2 of 23 (8 percent) organize women of marginalized race or ethnicity,

about the same as the proportion for the whole population of active organiza-

tions (4 of 70, 6 percent). In terms of direct organizational focus, women of

marginalized race and ethnicity are underrepresented by this set of organiza-

tions, with only a few organizations associated with speci‹c communities (His-

panic women, Jewish women, African American women, and Korean business-

women, although this latter organization may no longer be active).

It might seem as if this is why this set of organizations places sex equality

ahead of race discrimination in determining priorities (table 12). Substan-
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tively, the issue of race discrimination on average was seen as of middling im-

portance (between “very important” and “somewhat important”). On closer

inspection, however, this seems problematic as an explanation: even organiza-

tions of women of color themselves did not identify race discrimination as be-

ing of the highest priority; they listed women’s health, work and family issues,

and women’s poverty ahead of race discrimination. In retrospect, referring to

“racial equality” rather than “racial discrimination” might have been a better

phrasing to capture issues confronting people of color. However, the overrid-

ing salience of economic inequality in Chicago may be in›uencing the out-

come here for both women’s organizations in general and organizations of

women of color.4

Interestingly, economic issues dominate the agenda of these organizations.

Of the ‹ve issues ranked most important by women’s organizations, work,

poverty, and economic equality ‹gured prominently. In her national survey of

interest groups, Strolovitch (2004) found that women’s organizations placed

more emphasis on majority issues (she used violence against women as an ex-

ample) than they did on issues confronting marginalized subgroups of

women, such as poor women (she used welfare reform as an example). This

analysis ‹nds that this group of women’s organizations ranks poverty as

equally important as violence against women and places a great deal of em-

phasis on economic equality more generally. This is especially interesting since

more organizations said they focused primarily on violence against women

rather than women’s poverty (table 11).

Women’s Movements, Representation, and Civil Society 137

TABLE 12. Importance of Issues to Women’s
Organizations

Issue Average Ranking

Economic equality 1.957
Sexual equality 2.087
Violence against women 2.261
Women’s poverty 2.261
Work and family 2.348
Race discrimination 2.391
Women’s health 2.478
Reproductive rights 2.957
Elderly women 2.957
Gay rights 3.348

Source: Author’s analysis of original survey data.
Note: 1 = most important; 2 = very important; 3 = somewhat impor-

tant; 4 = not important at all. Lower scores reflect greater importance.
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Several organizations focus on other subgroups of women. One organiza-

tion (the Older Women’s League) focuses on older women. Census data indi-

cates that about 10 percent of women in Chicago are older women. The set of

organizations ranked older women’s issues among the least important issues.

The organizations we surveyed found gay rights to be the least important issue

of those we asked about (see the list in the appended survey). Of course, in our

survey, there were not any organizations focusing on gay women. In the over-

all set of organizations, we estimate that three to ‹ve organizations focus on

lesbian issues. There were not any organizations focused on disabled women

in our survey, nor were there any in the broader set of organizations.

Many organizations focus on business and professional women, with such

organizations comprising about one-quarter of our survey group and about a

third of the active organizations overall. Half as many organizations focused

on poor and working-class women. Only two organizations focused on poor

women, and one focused on tradeswomen. Professional workers, then, are well

represented by the organizational focus of these groups, while women who are

not working or who work outside of business and professional settings are un-

derrepresented: business and professional workers comprise about 30 percent

of all workers and 40 percent of women working full-time for wages and

salaries (Bureau of the Census 2000a, 2000b; U.S Department of Labor 2004).

This is consistent with existing research on civil society.

Since business and professional women are well represented by this set of

organizations and since it appears that nonprofessional women are less repre-

sented by these organizations, we might expect that this set of organizations

would not represent the interests of poor women well. But women’s poverty is

viewed as one of the most important issues by women’s organizations. This

may be because in addition to women’s organizations focusing on the home-

less, poor, or working-class women, organizations that aim to help incarcer-

ated women, abused women, or divorced women see that women’s poverty is

an important part of dealing with each of these phenomena.

Mansbridge (2003) argues that representatives sometimes see themselves

as representing a broader constituency than their mandate strictly provides,

calling this surrogate representation. Perhaps these organizations provide such

representation for poor women. Such representation may be better than no

representation, but it may still be a “second-best” solution. There are good rea-

sons to think that people are the best advocates for their own interests (Mill

[1861] 1926; Pitkin 1967) and that the disadvantaged are more effective and

interested than the economically advantaged in advocating for their own in-
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terests (Schlozman et al. 1999, 443). In addition, the absence of lesbian rights

organizations from the survey may be the reason that such little importance is

attached to gay rights by the overall set of organizations, which would support

those that emphasize the importance of autonomous self-organization for ad-

vancing the perspectives of intersectionally marginalized groups.

Still, the fact that women’s organizations as a whole rank women’s poverty

(a disadvantaged minority issue) as equally important as violence against

women (a majority or universal issue) somewhat undermines the claim that

women’s organizations provide better representation for majority issues than

minority ones, although the difference may be in the level of analysis (move-

ment or set of organizations versus individual organizations). It certainly un-

dermines the criticism that women-speci‹c organizing or the women’s move-

ment in general is overly focused on “identity politics,” on symbolic or cultural

issues, rather than on material inequalities.

comparison to electoral representation

Even if this set of organizations underrepresents marginalized subgroups of

women, it may provide more representation than traditional, electoral forms

of representation, both descriptively and organizationally, especially for mar-

ginalized groups of women such as economically disadvantaged women or

women of color. Finding the right electoral body for comparison to the local

set of women’s organizations can be tricky, since women’s organizations en-

gage national, state, and local issues. Some of the Chicago organizations are

national in scope, others are local chapters of national organizations, and still

others have a statewide or local focus.

Descriptive Representation. In terms of descriptive representation, women’s

movements do as well or better as local, state, or national avenues for repre-

sentation for marginalized groups of women (table 13). Nationally, in 2004–5,

women held only 14 percent of the seats in the Senate and 15 percent of the

seats in the House, and there were no African American women in the Senate

at all (although the only African American senator at the time, Barack Obama,

was elected from Illinois). Women of color held 3.5 percent of overall congres-

sional seats; 24 percent of all women holding seats were women of color

(CAWP 2005b).

As in many other states, women have more of a presence in state and local

elected of‹ce, but even here, women are still underrepresented. In Illinois, for

example, women comprise less than a third of the state legislature, and women
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of color constitute about 8 percent of the state legislature (CAWP 2005a,

2005b; COWL 2008a; Illinois General Assembly 2008).5 White women have

held leadership positions in the state legislature, including majority leader in

both House and Senate, lieutenant governor, and attorney general (COWL

2008a). Women of marginalized race and ethnicity have had less prominence:

for example, the ‹rst Hispanic woman to be elected to the Illinois House was

elected in 1997, and the ‹rst Hispanic woman was elected to the Illinois Sen-

ate as late as 2003 (COWL 2008b).

City governance would be the closest and most accessible to women in the

local area. Here, too, although women are better represented in descriptive

terms, they are still lacking an adequate presence. In terms of municipal gov-

ernment, white men are the majority in the main decision-making bodies. Of

Chicago City Council members, 18 (36 percent) are women and 12 (24 per-

cent) are women of color. Of the council’s 19 committees, 5 (just under 20 per-

cent) are headed by women. There are no of‹cial committees on women’s af-

fairs or focused on any other marginalized groups.6

The survey did not ask about the descriptive composition of organiza-

tions, but other data suggest that women’s organizations in Chicago are at least

as inclusive as elected bodies in terms of sheer numbers or descriptive repre-

sentation. Looking at Web-based materials for the 22 organizations in the sur-

vey, the leadership is 97 percent female (one coleader is a man), and at least 32

percent of the leaders of these organizations are women of color. In addition

to the organizations directly focusing on women of color, many other organi-

zations include signi‹cant representation of women of color. The Older

Women’s League has a chapter in Chicago’s South Side (Southeast Chapter)

that is speci‹cally identi‹ed as an “African American chapter”; and not only

does Family Rescue report that African American women comprise a majority

of their membership, but the organization is also led by women of color (Fam-

ily Rescue 2007).
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TABLE 13. Descriptive Representation in Women’s Organization Leadership
and National, State, and Local Electoral Office (2004–5)

Women’s Chicago Illinois
Organizations City State National

Leadership Council Legislature (Congress)
(%) (%) (%) (%)

Proportion women 97 36 26 14
Proportion women of color 32 24 8 3.5
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Organizational Focus. Most important, however, are the substantive differ-

ences in focus between these electoral bodies and the set of women’s organiza-

tions. The electoral bodies lack an institutional or organizational mechanism

(as opposed to an individual) for articulating women’s perspective, especially

when it comes to women of color. I have argued that self-organization as

women is important to the development of the distinctive perspectives of

women and women of color. This argument links organizational form to sub-

stantive representation.

Although the overall state legislature or city council does not focus on

women, there can be legislative caucuses. In fact, there is a women’s caucus in

Illinois, the Conference of Women Legislators (COWL). The conference is led

by cochairs (one from each major party), both of whom are white women.

COWL focuses on legislative issues concerning the welfare and advancement

of women, children, and families and has won awards for its work on domes-

tic violence, mental health, human rights, and early childhood education. The

conference focuses mostly on economic issues facing family and women.

COWL meets periodically with the governor to give the governor women’s

“perspective,” although the conference does not take positions on particular

policy issues. COWL serves mainly as an arena for coordination and informa-

tion exchange among women legislators of different parties and does not itself

publicly advance particular positions on public policy issues. There are no for-

mal organizations of legislators focused on particular subgroups of women,

such as women of color (although there are separate legislative caucuses for

blacks and Latinos). Similarly, there is a women’s caucus, a black caucus, and a

“progressive” caucus at the national level, but there is no organization focusing

speci‹cally on women of color (interview with an Illinois state government

of‹cial, 2008; COWL 2008a). At the city level, there are no formal organiza-

tions (committees or caucuses) focusing on either women or women of color.

Among the women’s organizations, however, there are speci‹c organiza-

tions focusing on and advocating for the distinctive concerns of women of

color and poor women. In addition, those organizations that focus on women

in general (e.g., the Chicago chapter of NOW) often have dedicated commit-

tees and engage in special projects and partnerships designed to further the in-

terests of marginalized groups of women (Chicago NOW 2008). This is true

even for organizations such as the Chicago chapter of the National Association

of Women Business Owners (NAWBO): even this organization has a diversity

committee and uses Black History Month and Women’s History Month to

highlight the accomplishments of African American businesswomen
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(NAWBO (Chicago Area) 2006, 2008). No such organizations or coalitions fo-

cused on women of color coordinate elected representatives locally, statewide,

or nationally.

Regarding descriptive representation, women and women of color do as

well or better in terms of their presence in women’s organization leadership

compared to legislative presence. In terms of organizational focus, there are

some organizations internal to the legislature (caucuses) that seek to represent

women and other marginalized groups, but there are no organizations that fo-

cus speci‹cally on disadvantaged groups of women. In the case of the state

caucus, there is no explicit focus or agenda that highlights the concerns of

marginalized women, unlike the more general women’s groups outside the

legislature.

This discussion suggests that women’s organizations champion a wide set

of issues of concern for women and that they are at least as accessible and rep-

resentative (if not more so in the case of women of color) as electoral avenues

of representation in descriptive terms. But does this presence of women and

this organizational focus on women and women of color translate into effec-

tive representation in terms of in›uence on public debate? Previous chapters

have shown an association between more-developed women’s movements and

better policies for women and have hypothesized that one major mechanism

for policy change is extralegislative: women’s movement activists and organi-

zations articulate women’s perspective in the public sphere, in public debate

over policy issues. Women’s movements introduce concepts and perspectives

that would not otherwise be recognized (Mansbridge and Flaster 2007). Do

these organizations affect public debate on policy issues of concern to women?

Press Coverage of Women’s Policy Issues in Chicago

Are women’s organizations successful in their efforts to procure attention for

the issues they hold as most important? Do they have a presence in the media?

Out of the 23 respondent organizations, only 5 organizations said they did not

ever try to increase media coverage of women’s policy issues. The majority (78

percent) of the organizations that do try to increase media coverage reported

using a wide variety of methods to attract media attention, including sending

out press releases, organizing protests, contacting journalists, and giving inter-

views (table 14).7

We examined newspaper coverage of the top four issues that the women’s

organizations collectively ranked as most important, looking for evidence of
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the organizations’ in›uence on the news and comparing coverage of these is-

sues with coverage of other selected policy issues (table 15). We searched elec-

tronically for those issues in both the Chicago Tribune and the Chicago Sun-

Times, using multiple search terms. Each of these issues was mentioned in a

roughly comparable number of stories over two years. The issue of women’s

poverty yielded the highest number of articles, producing 54 articles over two

years, while the issue of economic equality for women was mentioned in 38 ar-

ticles. Compared to other pressing policy issues of the day, this seems like a rel-

atively small number of stories. For example, there were nearly ten times as

many stories on social security in the Chicago Tribune as there were on vio-

lence against women in the same year. Even global warming and monetary

policy—topics some might think of as “unsexy,” technical, or dry—generated

more stories in Chicago newspapers than the most-covered women’s rights is-

sue (table 15). Monetary policy attracted more press coverage than either vio-

lence against women or reparations. Perhaps marginalized communities have

a harder time getting press attention for their issues than mainstream groups,

regardless of the technical or controversial nature of the topic.8
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TABLE 14. Methods of Increasing Media Coverage

Organizations Using 
Method This Method (n = 18)

Press releases 16 (89%)
Protest/Demonstration 9 (50%)
Providing information 14 (78%)
Interviews 15 (83%)
Contacting journalists 10 (59%)
Other methods 5 (31%)

Source: Author’s analysis of original survey data.

TABLE 15. Coverage of Selected Policy Issues in Chicago
Newspapers, 2003–4

Chicago Tribune Chicago Sun-Times

Economic equality 28 10
Sexual equality 34 13
Violence against women 30 13
Poverty 36 18
Global warming 124 112
Reparations 24 49
Social security 298 290
Monetary policy 34 62

Source: Author’s analysis of news stories.
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In terms of quality, the policy issue that received the most substantive cov-

erage in the Chicago papers was economic equality. These stories mainly dis-

cussed a state government initiative to introduce equal pay. Take, for example,

the coverage of the pay equity bill that Illinois governor Rod Blagojevich had

just signed. Both the Tribune and the Sun-Times had multiple articles covering

the passing of this bill. A local organization was featured in the coverage, and

that local organization (Women Employed) did a great deal of work to pro-

mote this piece of legislation. The articles also relied heavily on government

sources, such as Governor Blagojevich and spokespeople from the Illinois De-

partment of Labor or the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission.

Many of the articles in the Chicago papers were not such well-sourced

pieces of policy analysis. In fact, more than a third of the total mentions of

these policy issues occurred in the context of book and movie reviews.9 In ad-

dition, there is an overrepresentation of conservative women’s organizations

in the print coverage. The large national conservative organizations (Con-

cerned Women for America, Second Amendment Sisters, the Women’s Chris-

tian Temperance Union, the National Right to Life Committee) are mentioned

as often as the largest national feminist organizations, despite their smaller

numbers and membership. Particularly in the Chicago Tribune, it seems a

wider range of conservative organizations are mentioned. Thus, especially if

Berry (1999) is right that conservative organizations are generally given less

coverage in the news media, this overrepresentation of conservative organiza-

tions is surprising.

Are women’s organizations able to represent women in this print medium,

giving women’s perspective, as part of a broader story on a policy issue? In all

the stories on the four issues studied here, there were 293 sources cited. Nearly

a third (30 percent) of these sources were women’s movement organizations

and activists, suggesting a considerable presence in the print media (table 16).

Women’s movement organizations and activists were cited as sources more

frequently than government spokespeople (26 percent) or academics (16 per-

cent), both considered high-quality, of‹cial sources by journalists. National

organizations are cited very slightly more often than local organizations and

chapters. But women’s organizations are clearly effective in their efforts to par-

ticipate in print discussions of the policy issues they deem most important.

Women’s organizations emphasize the gender dimensions of policy issues.

A Chicago Tribune article on poverty turns to discuss the growing ranks of

women and children among the poor, citing a senior policy analyst for the Na-

tional Women’s Law Center in Washington, DC. A Tribune article focused on
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the Older Women’s League is entirely focused on issues confronting elderly

women and cites the local chapter of the league in highlighting issues con-

fronting African American elderly women. An article explaining new legisla-

tive provisions to protect victims of domestic abuse from losing their jobs if

they take leave to address the abuse includes interviews with the National Cen-

ter on Poverty Law as well as the Chicago chapter of NOW. The interviewees

provide explanations for why the law is needed, explaining that leaves are

needed not only because of the health effects of abuse but also so that women

may take the legal steps necessary to obtain protection.

The organizations cited in this coverage are not necessarily representative

of all the local organizations that are active on a particular issue, since not all

local organizations are cited in the print coverage. Still, local and national fem-

inist organizations have a strong presence in the print media. Nine different

local organizations were mentioned (one of which was a pro-life group), and

nine different national organizations were mentioned (with NOW being the

national women’s organization most frequently cited). References to national

organizations were evenly divided between feminist and antifeminist, conser-

vative organizations, with one mention to an organization that was neither (a

national association of nuns).

Even with national organizations, women’s movement organizations likely

offer avenues to representation that are more open to the presence of margin-

alized groups of women. For example, NOW (one of the most frequently cited

national organizations) has developed organizational norms and laws that aim

at greater inclusiveness (Barakso 2005). Nationally, one-third of the board of
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TABLE 16. Distribution of Sources by Type

Academics 48 (16%)
Government officials/employees 74 (26%)
National women’s organizations 35 (12%)
Local women’s organizations 18 (6%)
Local chapter of national women’s organizations 22 (8%)
National women’s organization based in Chicago 1 (0%)
Feminists/Activists 12 (4%)
Local citizen (no organizational connection) 34 (12%)
Other 48 (16%)
Can’t be ascertained 1 (0%)

Total 293

Note: “Other” includes, for example, lawyers who were asked to speak about the le-
gality of women’s policy issues and, in the case of stories about Title IX, a wrestling
coach who was challenging Title IX and was cited often in a number of the stories.
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NOW is comprised of women of color, and there are a wide range of caucuses

and working groups focusing on issues of importance to marginalized sub-

groups of women. As Barakso (2005, 333) notes, “Its [NOW’s] bylaws call for

a minimum number of board seats in each region to be reserved for racial and

ethnic minority representation and NOW also requires chapters to implement

af‹rmative action plans. The organization subsidizes major gatherings of

women of color, young women, lesbians, and poor women and actively seeks

coalition with other groups representing these women. It also maintains a

nominal membership fee for those with low or no income.” Women of color

are represented at the highest levels of leadership, including executive vice

president (Barakso 2005; see also Barakso 2004).

Evidence for Hollowing Out, Outsourcing, and 
Diminished Participation?

As noted, some scholars have voiced concerns about a “hollowing out” of as-

sociational life and have argued that the replacement of local, more participa-

tory organizations with large, national bureaucratic ones bodes ill for the con-

tinued vibrancy of our civil society. While this chapter has not examined

trends over time and offers only a snapshot of women’s organizations in one

location, it does suggest that these concerns may be overdrawn. First, there ap-

pears to be a vibrant set of organizations, and more than half of them (40 of

77) are local (citywide or statewide) organizations or local chapters of national

organizations. Others are national organizations based in Chicago (e.g., Na-

tional Hook-up of Black Women). So the organizations spawned by the

women’s movement, at least in the Chicago area, are not just large, national

“checkbook organizations,” distant from the everyday lives of citizens. Nor is

the professionalization or outsourcing of protest ubiquitous: for example, the

staff of Chicago NOW is all volunteer. Photo spreads and newsletters on the

Web sites of these organizations provide ample evidence of social gatherings,

awards banquets, lectures and panel discussions, fund-raisers, committees and

working groups, and a wide variety of other participatory activities. Last, these

organizations frequently partner with each other and with other, non-women-

focused organizations, to raise awareness of issues they care about.

The set of organizations in Chicago is a mix of local, state, and national or-

ganizations (and their chapters) that cover a range of foci, from networking

for women publishers to women’s choirs to empowering Latina lesbians. This

variety in form and purpose is good, as some of these organizations are likely

146 when protest makes policy

Weldon, Laurel. When Protest Makes Policy: How Social Movements Represent Disadvantaged Groups.
E-book, Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 2011, https://doi.org/10.3998/mpub.1285595.
Downloaded on behalf of 18.191.103.46



more effective in in›uencing public policy, others focus more on attracting

media attention, and still others work on building social networks among

women. One cross-state study (Weldon 2004) found that explicitly political

organizations (as opposed to bridge clubs) had the largest direct effects on

public policy but that more socially or culturally oriented organizations may

help to build the counterpublics in which new ideas and perspectives can be

developed. These ideas may circulate through the women’s activist network as

organizations work together. So even if some organizations are more locally

focused and participatory and others are more professionalized, links between

these types of organizations may mitigate some concerns about the alienation

of citizens from large social movement organizations.

Conclusion

This chapter began with the question of how well the set of women’s organiza-

tions in Chicago represented women in the public sphere, considering two key

aspects of this question. First, are women differentially represented by this sys-

tem of organizations? Second, how effective is the set of women’s organizations

at advancing women’s perspectives in the public sphere?

The analysis suggests that women’s movement organizations likely do rep-

resent privileged women (e.g., professional women) better than they do more

disadvantaged women. But these organizations still represent marginalized

groups of women, such as poor women, women of marginalized race and eth-

nicity, and lesbian women. Indeed, it seems that women’s organizations are an

important place where women of color and poor women ‹nd organizations and

committees dedicated to their distinctive concerns and perspectives. Electoral

mechanisms of representation in Chicago, Illinois, and nationally in the United

States offer no formal organizational mechanisms (e.g., dedicated committees

or caucuses) to advance the concerns of women of color or poor women, and

marginalized women are as well or better represented in descriptive terms in the

leadership of these organizations as they are in electoral contexts.

Dedicated organizations and descriptive representation are critical for the

articulation of marginalized group perspectives in social movements.

Women’s organizations offer a site for such processes of representation—and

not just for privileged women. In Chicago, there is a vibrant set of national,

state, and local organizations that aim to represent women, and they work to-

gether on many issues. More general women’s organizations (e.g., NOW) part-

ner with organizations working for particular groups of women or on partic-
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ular issues. This suggests that we should think of these organizations as em-

bedded in a network or system, instead of as individual organizations, which

greatly increases their capacity for information sharing and coordination.

Women’s organizations are not only portrayed in the print media as represen-

tatives of women; they see themselves as representing women (although they

also have other aims, such as empowering women and advancing women’s sta-

tus). They report working on a wide array of issues, and in Chicago at least,

they place as much or more importance on issues such as poverty and eco-

nomic equality as they do on violence against women, sexual equality, and

other issues that would seem to be of concern to a majority of women, if not

all women.

On the second aspect of the question with which this chapter began,

whether women’s organizations are successful in inserting women’s concerns

in the public sphere, the analysis of print media suggests that they are.

Women’s organizations seem to be cited as much or more than those sources

(government, academics) that journalistic norms treat as most authoritative.

They offer insight into the diversity of women’s lives and experiences and help

to explain the importance of public policy issues for women’s lives. Both na-

tional and local organizations are active and effective in this regard, and al-

though conservative organizations seem to have an edge in attracting media

attention, feminist groups also get substantial access.

Women’s organizations as a set, then, better represent some privileged

groups of women than they do marginalized subgroups of women, as ex-

pected. Interestingly, though, the substantive impact of this representation on

the policy advocacy of women’s groups may not be as dramatic as one might

think. For example, although women of privileged classes clearly have many

more organizational resources, issues confronting poor and working-class

women were named as priorities by these organizations. In addition, despite

the many differences among the women represented by these organizations,

they shared many organizational and substantive goals, such as empowering

women, advancing women’s status, and pursuing economic equality. Finally,

these organizations seem to play a unique role in providing space for margin-

alized subgroups of women to organize and articulate their distinctive per-

spectives. Thus, despite their imperfections, women’s organizations provide a

critical representative function, especially for the most marginalized women.
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chapter 6

The Advocacy State

Do social movements offer a pathway to a more inclusive democracy or toward

a more polarized, fragmented, elite-dominated polity? In this conclusion, I ar-

gue that social movements do more to deepen democracy than to divide

democratic publics. Indeed, under some conditions, states ought to actively

support the development of social movements as a way of creating a more in-

clusive polity. Let me show how the research presented so far illuminates those

conditions. I will also argue that a social-structural and intersectional ap-

proach reveals fundamental and otherwise obscured aspects of politics and

policy. I then turn to illuminating the policy implications of this argument,

drawing on concrete examples from Canada and the United States.

Favorable Conditions for Social Movement Representation

The research presented thus far suggests that social movements are the most

effective avenues of representation (more in›uential than political parties or

intralegislative descriptive representation) under the following conditions: (1)

when the social group is a systematically disadvantaged one, (2) when the

group is not recognized or organized through an existing institutional mecha-

nism (e.g., an ethnic or labor party), and (3) when the policy or state action in

question requires or promotes social transformation.

types of disadvantaged group

This research has focused on the representation of systematically disadvan-

taged groups (as opposed to those that are temporarily disadvantaged or dis-

advantaged in negligible and/or isolated ways). Recall that by referring to “sys-

tematically disadvantaged groups,” I here mean social groups that have

historically been subject to discrimination and continue to suffer objectively

demonstrable disadvantage in multiple spheres (social, economic, political)

and to whom negative meanings are ascribed by the broader society and cul-

ture (Williams 1998). Group membership is experienced as objective and im-

mutable (Williams 1998; Young 1990, 2000). This conceptualization includes
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groups de‹ned by gender, race, ethnicity, and sexuality, among other dimen-

sions. Although class, religion, and citizenship may not seem like such im-

mutable characteristics, they are often experienced as such by the members of

such groups. Williams (1998) demonstrates that in the United States, women

and African Americans are marginalized groups. In the previous chapters, I

have shown that for women, women of color, and workers, civil society av-

enues of representation such as social movements are the best routes to policy

in›uence. In this regard, I do not compare women to men or people of color

to whites. It is possible that social movements are the best avenue of represen-

tation for everyone. But I have shown here that at least for some disadvantaged

groups (women, workers, women workers, women of color), social move-

ments offer the best avenue of representation.

An examination of policies on violence against women cross-nationally

and across the U.S. states reveals that women’s movements are critical to spark-

ing policy action in this critical area of women’s rights. For women of color,

separate organization as part of broader social movements seems the most ef-

fective avenue of policy in›uence, at least in the area of violence against

women. Such representation is more effective than increasing numbers of

women or women of color in elective of‹ce.

Such separate organization of women or women of color does not appear

to fragment or weaken social movements or to distract from material issues

such as economic inequality or welfare reform. As the study of the U.S. states

shows, women’s movement organizations are an important source of pressure

for policy development addressing women’s economic concerns, for policies

related to unemployment insurance, minimum wage, child care spending, and

the like. Moreover, at least in the case of Chicago, it seems that even organiza-

tions focusing on what may not at ‹rst blush appear to be economic issues

(domestic violence, divorced women) do make material well-being a priority.

Women’s organizations work as a network to achieve policy in›uence both

through direct efforts, such as lobbying, and through indirect efforts, such as

mobilizing women and raising the awareness of the general public about gen-

der issues.

Social movements are especially important for those groups for whom

group membership is more ›uid at the individual level, such as class or immi-

gration status. Although descriptive representation is not completely ineffec-

tive for such groups, the greater mutability of group membership does pose

some problems. For example, electing working-class people to legislative of‹ce

literally transforms their class position. This suggests that legislators from

150 when protest makes policy

Weldon, Laurel. When Protest Makes Policy: How Social Movements Represent Disadvantaged Groups.
E-book, Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 2011, https://doi.org/10.3998/mpub.1285595.
Downloaded on behalf of 18.191.103.46



working-class backgrounds of families must rely on memory and preexisting

social networks more than on re›ection on current circumstances in order to

translate descriptive representation into substantive representation. Not every

legislator is so re›ective and committed to past allegiances and relationships.

Because descriptive representation by class confronts these obstacles, social

movement representation is even more important for class groups than for

groups de‹ned by, say, race or gender.

institutional mechanisms, internal minorities, and
conflicts of interest

In the analysis of state-level labor policies across the United States, it appears

that workers in traditionally male forms of employ are better represented by

unions than are women workers. In addition, in the North, where the Demo-

cratic Party has a closer relationship with labor, political parties appear to be

an important avenue for workers in traditionally male ‹elds of employ. In the

South, however, where there is no political party that reliably represents labor,

social movements (unions and other civil society groups representing labor)

were more important. Where women’s movements and unions were weak,

other civil society avenues and even generalized social capital became more

important. This suggests that where parties form to represent speci‹c con-

stituencies (women’s parties, labor parties, ethnic parties) or when there are

speci‹c electoral mechanisms to represent those groups (e.g., separate elec-

torates or the like), civil society groups become less important avenues of rep-

resentation. Where group differences are institutionalized and groups have

mechanisms providing a guarantee that they can speak as part of democratic

policy-making processes, these civil society avenues fade in importance.

However, if an issue is perceived to affect only a disadvantaged subgroup

(working-class women or women of color), institutional recognition of the

broader group may not mitigate the need for social movement representation.

For example, the analysis in chapter 3 showed that even in the North, when po-

litical parties aimed to represent organized labor, unions and left political par-

ties were chie›y effective on the issues of the traditionally dominant male

worker. Separate organization in women’s movements still signi‹cantly im-

proved the representation of working women. More generally, for these issues

framed as internal minority ones, the separate organization of that group

(whether within or outside of broader social movements) becomes important

to social movement action on that issue. For example, it was through separate

organization that women of color were able to identify and articulate the dis-
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tinctive concerns of women of color in relation to violence. This separate or-

ganization had an indirect effect on policy outcomes (affecting the broader

women’s movement), and it is unlikely that these issues would have been ar-

ticulated were it not for the separate organization of these women. The im-

portance of such separate organization of marginalized constituencies is

re›ected in the political practice of contemporary labor movements and

women’s movements.1 For issues affecting privileged minorities, however, we

would not expect such separate organization to be necessary. Because privi-

leged minorities are either adequately represented or overrepresented in these

organizations and their leadership, they tend to be able to raise these issues and

even frame them as universal or majority issues quite effectively (Strolovitch

2007).

Separate organization is especially important for issues where there is a

con›ict of interest between the dominant subgroup and the marginalized sub-

group (see chapter 4 in the present study; Williams 1998). In these cases, au-

tonomous organization of the intersectionally marginalized group may be

more important. In cases where distinctive marginalized interests are compat-

ible with dominant interests or are overlooked mainly due to oversight or in-

sensitivity, organizational autonomy may be less important.

types of issue: issue frames and social transformation

We learn more about when and how social movements are most effective as

representatives when comparing across different policies affecting women—

policies on violence against women, parental leave, minimum wage, child care,

and the like. Although women’s movements are critical to policy action on vi-

olence against women, they are less critical for the development of generous

policies of maternity and parental leave. Moreover, it appears that patterns of

class politics are more determinative of the generosity of provisions for mater-

nity leave than are the dimensions of gender politics, such as women in gov-

ernment, women’s bureaus, and women’s movements. But further examina-

tion of the politics of leave policies ‹nds that policies for maternity and

parental leave vary widely in the degree to which they challenge gender roles.

In their canonical work, Gelb and Palley (1996) distinguish between policies

that change or maintain gender roles. Some family leave and workplace poli-

cies challenge gender roles, and some seek to maintain gender roles—for ex-

ample, making parental leave available only to women. Women’s movement

activity turns out to be critical for ensuring policies that promote role change,
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while labor mobilization is critical for advancing generous, state-funded leave,

a dimension of leave policy that poses a challenge to class hierarchies more

than to gender hierarchies (in that it leaves the gender division of labor un-

touched). More generally, social movements are particularly important for ad-

vancing policies that seek social transformation, and social movements tend to

specialize in different types of social transformation. So different social move-

ments are likely relevant for different policies and can even determine differ-

ent aspects of the same policy.

As this consideration of parental leave suggests, many policy issues are of

interest to multiple constituencies. For example, spending on child care, min-

imum wage laws, and provisions for maternity leave are both women’s issues

and labor issues. As such, one would expect these issues to be of concern to

both women’s movements and labor movements. One can determine how

movements will matter by asking which aspect of a proposed policy most chal-

lenges the prevailing policy regime. In the United States, for example, although

ensuring access to unemployment insurance for pregnant women and women

victims of domestic violence is an issue of greatest salience to working-class

women, such a policy does not challenge the prevailing model of class rela-

tions. Ensuring access to unemployment insurance for such women does chal-

lenge the gender basis of the social policy regime, since such insurance has

generally been seen as a program primarily bene‹ting male workers (Sapiro

1990; Nelson 1990). Increasing social spending, in the U.S. context, however,

does challenge the prevailing model of class relations, and labor movements

are likely to be more important here. So social movements are critical for poli-

cies requiring or advancing social transformation, and it matters which aspect

of social inequality is being challenged.

Conditions Favorable to Intralegislative Descriptive Representation

Although the argument and research has emphasized the greater importance

of social movements for translating descriptive representation into substantive

representation, this analysis also reveals some conditions under which de-

scriptive representation by elected of‹ceholders is particularly effective. The

research in this book shows that women in government did seem to have an

important effect on the likelihood that paid pregnancy, maternity, and

parental leaves would be adopted. This is consistent with emerging research on

this issue (Schwindt Bayer and Mishler 2005; Kittilson 2008), but it suggests
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that maternity leave is different from other women’s rights issues in some im-

portant way.

One important aspect of maternity leave is that such policies (which af‹rm

the importance of women’s maternal obligations) do not require women rep-

resentatives to envision massive social transformation. Another important as-

pect is that combining work and childbirth (or care for a young infant) is an

issue that confronts a majority of women, including many women who are in

public of‹ce. In other words, a working mother (e.g., a legislator) does not

need a feminist analysis to see that a maternity leave is in her interest. It is not

only feminists who are complaining about work-family balance. So even where

this is an uncrystallized interest, an issue on which there has been little social

debate, women can speak from their own lives, while af‹rming traditional

gender roles, in advocating for maternity leave. In this way, it seems, this re-

search con‹rms that the ability of descriptive representatives to draw on their

own experiences is especially valuable (1) when interests are uncrystallized

and (2) when they are in fact representative of a broader group in some way

(Mansbridge 1999; Phillips 1995). However, if such descriptive representatives

are seeking to advance policies of social transformation, involvement with and

support by a broader social movement is still critical for success.

More Democracy or More Division?

For marginalized groups seeking social transformation (especially intersec-

tionally marginalized ones), mobilization in social movements offers a way to

participate and be represented in democratic politics that is more accessible

and effective than merely voting for a particular party or electing more people

who “look like” they are from the group in question. Separate organizing as

women or women of color does not appear to weaken social movements or

distract from important issues of material conditions, nor does it seem to re-

sult in a focus on primarily “cultural” or “identity-related” concerns. More-

over, although social movements, like other avenues of representation, re›ect

the social dominance of particular groups to some degree, they appear to be

particularly accessible and amenable to organization by intersectionally mar-

ginalized groups, making them uniquely valuable as avenues for integrating

these hard-to-reach groups into our democracies. Last, the proliferation of so-

cial movement organizations need not signal a hollowing out of associational

life or a lack of participation, and it improves civil society representation for

systematically disadvantaged groups.
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Social Structures and Intersectional Analysis

More generally, this analysis suggests that attending to the ways that social

structures shape processes of representation (and political life more generally)

reveals political phenomena (and, potentially, ways of deepening democracy)

that are only visible at a macro level. This is even true for the intersectional

analysis of policy and politics, which has often been taken to imply the study

of disadvantaged social groups that are ever more narrowly de‹ned. In con-

trast, this analysis supports the emerging scholarly movement toward compar-

ing different social groups, of varying degrees and kinds of advantage and dis-

advantage, in their relationships with political institutions (Hancock 2007;

Strolovitch 2007; Weldon 2006, 2008). Such an analysis provides concrete evi-

dence of the value of disaggregating our analysis, revealing political dynamics

that are otherwise obscured.

The Advocacy State: Implications for Public Policy

If social movements play or could play such an important role in democratic

representation, especially for disadvantaged groups, this suggests that demo-

cratic states should take an active role in fostering and encouraging indepen-

dent mobilization by disadvantaged groups. States that provide more openings

for input from such independent groups, for example, will have more inclusive

policy processes—processes that are more re›ective of the diversity of opinion

and experience that characterizes the population. Groups whose ideas and

views would otherwise be excluded from public discussions may participate in

policy deliberations. Greater inclusivity and political equality should further

democracy (Young 2000; Cohen and Rogers 1992).

can states foster social movements without
undermining them?

In a study of the environmental movement in four countries, Dryzek and oth-

ers (2003) argue that inclusive states—states that provide a forum for social

movements within the state—actually deplete civil society and undermine

democracy. State intervention, they argue, suppresses the heterogeneity that

otherwise characterizes social movements, and it makes democratic authentic-

ity and critical distance more dif‹cult to maintain. Inclusion too often be-

comes co-optation, and movements are unable to maintain the critical edge

that makes them so powerful. Passively exclusive states—that is, governments
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that provide no openings for social movements—are more conducive to the

development of a burgeoning civil society than to inclusive states. The experi-

ence of the environmental movement in these four states, they argue, “pours

cold water over political theorists who see the main democratic task of the

state in terms of effectively organizing groups—especially disadvantaged

groups—into the state” (111).2

Can states actively support and foster social movements of disadvantaged

groups without inadvertently co-opting organizations or crowding out more

critical, independent organizations? There are many tensions that arise in state

efforts to promote mobilization that must be somewhat independent of the

state in order to maximize the representational bene‹ts. Indeed, it is important

to recognize the dangers of state involvement in fostering such organizations.

Sometimes, this can result in too much government control of these organiza-

tions, dulling their critical edge (Young 2000). At the same time, as Warren

(2001, 216–17) points out, it is not as if the state can avoid shaping civil soci-

ety in modern democracies: “States are deeply and inextricably involved in

constituting the associational life of today’s societies, not only through regula-

tion, but through devolution of social services to associations, tax incentives,

the structuring and devolving of political processes, partnerships, and alter-

ations in the bargaining powers of social actors.” States also intervene directly

in civil society by supporting (and, in some cases, creating) nongovernmental

associations. So the question cannot be “whether the state should be involved,

but rather how it should be involved” (Warren 2001, 217). Moreover, states

vary in terms of whether they are inclusive or exclusive of civil society de-

pending on the group or issue in question (Tarrow 1998, 81–83), and every

form of organization advantages some categories over others (Bachrach and

Baratz 1969). So perhaps the question should not be whether the state should

privilege or advantage particular groups in civil society but which ones should

be so privileged.

The literature on associative democracy suggests a number of principles

and measures for state action that are relevant here (though scholars are quick

to note that the speci‹c political context must be taken into account) (Warren

2001; Dryzek et al. 2003). First, states should guarantee certain “negative” free-

doms or rights necessary for citizens to be able to form associations—namely,

freedom of speech, conscience, assembly, and privacy (Warren 2001, 217).

States may also regulate associations to some degree. Regulation in terms of

guaranteeing internally democratic processes of organizations is most appro-

priate when organizations are compulsory and when they are imbued with
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statelike responsibilities, such as providing services or coordinating other or-

ganizations. States should limit interference with voluntary organizations

from which exit is relatively costless. States can also promote associations con-

ducive to greater democracy by providing support directly (in cash or kind) or

indirectly (through tax exemption) (Warren 2001; Cohen and Rogers 1992).

States may also encourage private associations by seeking to create public-pri-

vate partnerships (Warren 2001, chap. 7). In addition, states may undertake

symbolic action that powerfully motivates citizens to organize, or they may of-

fer opportunities in reaction to which citizens form associations.

Although states should interfere less in the internal matters of voluntary

organizations, it does not follow that states should not encourage or foster

such organizations. Indeed, the state should use all the tools at its disposal to

foster associations of various kinds, in order to produce the wide variety of

democratic effects that such associations have. The democratic state can locate

or help create organizations of various underrepresented groups, such as poor

people, minorities, or any other group whose perspectives might enrich public

discussion but whose interests and concerns tend to be marginalized or ex-

cluded in public discussions (Young 2001; Cohen and Rogers 1992).

Cohen and Rogers (1992) propose that the state should directly subsidize

the formation and/or maintenance of associations for the purposes of com-

pensating for unequal in›uence on public policy; the state should identify

those groups who are less well represented in the current associational terrain

and use public policy to facilitate their self-directed organization. The state

should encourage encompassing organizations, and these associations, on 

Cohen and Rogers’ view, should be involved in key areas of policy-making,

particularly policies relating to the economy and welfare. Encompassingness

(or completeness of representation) is determined by the proportion of the af-

fected population that are members of the organization (Cohen and Rogers

1992, 429). In addition to this numerical measure of completeness, govern-

ments should also ask whether the full range of diversity among constituents

is represented. In the case of compulsory organizations (e.g., unions), espe-

cially those that provide any statelike functions, governments must take steps

to ensure fair processes internally (Warren 2001).

If we focus on the aim of representation for systematically disadvantaged

groups, then, this suggests that governments can undertake a variety of mea-

sures that encourage mobilization and association. Governments can provide

funding for these organizations and income support for individuals. Govern-

ments should distinguish those social groups (or subgroups) that are less well
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organized and speci‹cally seek to facilitate their self-organization. As Warren

(2001) notes, universal forms of income support for individuals ensure that

people have some ability to choose their associational ties without regard to

survival: for example, they need not attend a church or synagogue in order to

obtain social services and supports they need to live. Cohen and Rogers (1992)

similarly note the importance of an adequate social wage in enabling organi-

zation of workers.

To guard against the concerns of co-optation raised by Dryzek and others

(2003), which are particularly salient for contexts where state functions are de-

volved to civil society organizations, these government-sponsored groups and

processes must always be seen as potentially incomplete in terms of their rep-

resentativeness. Opportunities for intervention or appeal by those who feel

unrepresented by the process must always be provided. This institutionaliza-

tion of dissent is critical for ensuring inclusion (Weldon 1999, 2006; Young

1997).

In terms of support for organizations, there are many concrete examples of

government funding successfully catalyzing autonomous organizations in

Canadian public policy. One prominent activist in the Canadian women’s

movement credits the community development programs of the 1960s, where

the government provided funds for community development broadly con-

strued, with creating a women’s movement with signi‹cant participation by

working-class women (interview with a Canadian activist, 2003). Similarly, the

Secretary of State Women’s Program in Canada has long funded women’s or-

ganizations that undertake various activities to promote the status of women;

this program is considered an important resource by feminist activists in

Canada and has been critical in sparking government action on violence

against women (Weldon 2002). The Court Challenges Program, which funds

“equality-seeking” groups to bring court cases based on the rights enumerated

in the Charter of Rights and Freedoms, has also facilitated access by disadvan-

taged groups to government policy-making processes. Government action can

also encourage or strengthen mobilization by providing infrastructure or op-

portunities for organizing. Finally, in her seminal article “How the Govern-

ment Built the Women’s Movements,” Georgia Duerst-Lahti (1989) argues

that the creation of a network of state-level women’s commissions was re-

sponsible for uniting the hitherto fragmented, local and disorganized U.S.

women’s movement into a powerful, coordinated national movement.

States may also take symbolic action that encourages mobilization. For ex-

ample, government rhetoric or resolutions may name particular groups as le-
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gitimate participants in public discussion, thereby providing a positive valua-

tion of that category of people, encouraging people to af‹rm that identity. An

of‹cial day recognizing particular groups or issues can provide a focal point

and legitimation for groups seeking to organize events drawing public atten-

tion. Local governments seeking input from particular communities or groups

can have the same effect.

These examples include both nominally universal programs (like the

Community Development Program) and programs targeted to disadvantaged

groups. Democratic states should adopt both sorts of programs. Universal

measures to support the development of a vital civil society likely improve

democracy for all citizens. But if all citizens enjoy the same bene‹t, inequali-

ties will be preserved, not challenged, even though the ›oor is raised (Cohen

and Roger 1992; Bell 1987). In order to more directly attack social inequality,

targeted programs to foster mobilization by disadvantaged groups are neces-

sary. A state that works to promote self-organization of marginalized groups in

both of these ways is what I am calling an advocacy state.

At present, the associational terrain tends to replicate inequalities in other

areas of representation. This is partly because cultural and economic domi-

nance provides some advantage in civil society as in other areas of political

life. Adopting only universal programs to facilitate organizing will do little to

alleviate these inequalities as advantaged groups as well as disadvantaged

groups seek to avail themselves of these resources. In order to correct for these

existing inequalities, public policy must undertake speci‹c efforts both to en-

courage disadvantaged groups to mobilize and to support their efforts at self-

organization.

Williams (1998) notes that where groups lack a sense of group conscious-

ness, government efforts directed at representing these groups can smack of

vanguardism. But this presents a particular problem for disadvantaged groups,

who face more barriers in attempting the kind of mobilization and organiza-

tion that creates and depends on group consciousness (Weldon 2006; Cohen

and Rogers 1992). One way of addressing this issue is to provide resources

speci‹cally for mobilizing and organizing disadvantaged constituencies, with-

out prejudging what those speci‹c constituencies are.

defining group disadvantage in public policy

The major practical question that arises in thinking about how to design poli-

cies that support only systematically disadvantaged groups is how best to iden-

tify such groups. In democratic theory, the debate over how to identify sys-
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tematically disadvantaged groups (which has mostly focused on distinguish-

ing groups with a claim to special political representation) seems to have de-

veloped a consensus that distinguishing such groups in public policy is too

dif‹cult and fraught with peril to risk the attempt. Even the strongest propo-

nents of efforts to improve representation for marginalized groups have

backed away from recommending institutionalized political representation for

speci‹c groups, because of three problems that seem particularly pressing: (1)

how to distinguish genuinely disadvantaged groups in practice without freez-

ing social relations or essentializing social groups, (2) determining who would

apply such criteria if they could be developed, and (3) how powerful groups

could be persuaded to adopt measures to remedy inequality where those mea-

sures are likely to undermine their own power.

No proponent of group rights suggests that they should be extended to any

group that claims to be disadvantaged, so groups must do more than just claim

to be disadvantaged. Although some scholars have proposed criteria for dis-

tinguishing disadvantaged groups from other groups (Williams 1998; Young

1990, 2000), other scholars of group rights view these criteria as impractically

broad or vague (Kymlicka 1995; Glazer 1983). In addition, dif‹culty in estab-

lishing who belongs to the group will make such group-speci‹c measures

dif‹cult to implement (Young 2002).

Still more troubling is the question of who applies these criteria and de-

cides when they are met. As Williams (1998, 214) notes (in a discussion of

consociationalism):

There is also the troubling question of who will have the power to decide

which groups will be included . . . It seems likely that this power will be wielded

by those groups that are already relatively powerful compared to other groups

that may have an equally defensible moral claim to inclusion, so that the re-

sulting institutions may contribute little to the political equality of the histor-

ically marginalized groups about which we should be most concerned.

Moreover, institutionalization (e.g., legal recognition of disadvantaged

groups) can freeze social relations (Young 2000). Institutions are relatively sta-

ble entities, while social group politics are ›uid and constantly changing. What

happens when groups fade or become less disadvantaged over time? Further,

does recognizing groups in institutions exacerbate and perpetuate tensions

among them, leading to “balkanization” (Phillips 1992, 294–95)?

These practical political problems lead noted proponents of group repre-
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sentation to eschew measures to ensure the representation of disadvantaged

groups, except under the direst circumstances. For example, Phillips (1992,

298) concludes, “My reservations refer exclusively to that more ambitious step

of institutionalising group representation, for in exploring the possible exten-

sion of feminist arguments into a case for formal and substantial group repre-

sentation, I have come to the conclusion that the potential risks outweigh the

gains” (cf. Young 2000, 150; Williams 1998, 212).

The ›uidity of social groups and the ease with which disadvantage may be

ameliorated seem to me to be overdrawn in this discussion. For example, in

Norway, where women are more than a third of the legislature (36.1 percent)

and have been for two decades, where there are state agencies aimed at im-

proving equality, and where there is an active women’s movement, the main

institutions of society nevertheless remain male-dominated, and we would

still consider women a disadvantaged group (Skeije and Teigen 2005). So al-

though we want to recognize the dynamic, iterative relationship between state

and society here and although we want to think about how easily state struc-

tures can adopt to changing social contexts, we should be careful not to over-

state the likelihood of total, lasting social transformation in a short period of

time (Eckstein 1988).

actual policies distinguishing disadvantage: 
lessons from political practice

Perhaps this is a case where practice may guide theory. Some government

policies have been effectively distinguishing disadvantaged groups using gen-

eral criteria for some time. For example, take the Disadvantaged Business En-

terprise Program adopted by the federal Department of Transportation in the

United States (a similar program exists in Texas, called the Historically Un-

derutilized Business [HUB] Program). The Court Challenges Program in

Canada also successfully distinguished disadvantaged groups. Indeed, in

some ways, this now-discontinued policy can serve as a model for the sort of

measure envisioned here. Government-funded organizations represent the

disadvantaged in challenging the government itself. Despite government

funding, organizations have been able to maintain their independence and

autonomy from government.

The Court Challenges Program of Canada. The Court Challenges Program in

Canada was a program aimed at improving access to the Canadian legal sys-

tem for members of historically disadvantaged groups who have a grievance
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with federal law or policy. Speci‹cally, the program provided funding to defray

the cost of undertaking a lawsuit against the federal government. The case had

to have the potential to be an important test case that would advance the sub-

stantive equality rights of disadvantaged groups. The substantive equality

standard requires that a law be examined in terms of its differential impact,

rather than in terms of achieving formal equality. Applicants must demon-

strate that they have ‹nancial need for such funding, and for-pro‹t entities are

not eligible to apply. In their application, the organization or individual pur-

porting to represent a group must aim for inclusiveness and accessibility: the

diversity of interests in the community must be taken into account, and any

meetings or consultations undertaken in preparation for the case must be as

accessible as possible (e.g., held in handicapped-accessible buildings). The

program also undertakes efforts to inform various communities about the ex-

istence of the program and to help them to apply for funding (Court Chal-

lenges Program 2003).

For the purposes of the Court Challenges Program, historically disadvan-

taged groups are de‹ned as those groups speci‹cally named in the Charter of

Rights and Freedoms provisions for equality rights (see the discussion of sec-

tion 15 that follows) or those groups that are analogously situated. In practice,

this de‹nition has included women; racial, ethnic, religious, and linguistic mi-

norities; mentally and physically disabled people; and gays and lesbians. The

program has funded many of the important Canadian Supreme Court cases

advancing equality rights and is considered a very important program by a

wide range of equality-seeking organizations, including women’s groups,

groups representing the disabled, First Nations people (Aboriginal Canadi-

ans), visible minorities, and the like.3 In 2001–2, cases funded included two

cases seeking judicial recognition of societal racism, two regarding social and

economic rights, two regarding immigration law, one case regarding the treat-

ment of same-sex couples, one regarding a divorced spouse’s rights to her hus-

band’s pension, one advocating voting rights for prisoners, one regarding chil-

dren’s rights, a case of discrimination based on religion, and one case based on

deafness, among others. Many of these cases were Supreme Court cases (Court

Challenges Program 2002).

Of‹cially, the Court Challenges Program was originally established in 1978

to cover the costs incurred by those wishing to apply to the courts to clarify the

extent of the minority language rights speci‹ed in the Constitution Act, 1867

(Court Challenges Program 1994). The program was probably also created as

a way for the federal government under Pierre Trudeau to undermine the Parti
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Québécois efforts to advance Bill 101, their signature language legislation for

the province of Quebec (Brodie 2001). At the outset, the federal government

made all decisions about which cases to fund (Court Challenges Program

1994). The program was broadened in response to the adoption of the Cana-

dian Charter of Rights and Freedoms. When section 15, which governs equal-

ity rights, took effect in 1985, it was decided to broaden the mandate of the

Court Challenges Program to allow disadvantaged groups to assert the equal-

ity rights they were guaranteed under the Constitution of Canada. Section 15

reads:

(1) Every individual is equal before and under the law and has the right to the

equal protection and equal bene‹t of the law without discrimination and, in

particular, without discrimination based on race, national or ethnic origin,

colour, religion, sex, age or mental or physical disability.

(2) Subsection (1) does not preclude any law, program or activity that has as

its object the amelioration of conditions of disadvantaged individuals or

groups including those that are disadvantaged because of race, national or eth-

nic origin, colour, religion, sex, age or mental or physical disability.

The decision to add challenges under the equality provisions of the Char-

ter of Rights and Freedoms (section 15) to the Program mandate was a re-

sponse to pressure by organizations representing women; the disabled, cul-

tural, and racial minority communities; gays and lesbians; and other groups.

These groups argued that without funding, the newly acquired rights would

have a more limited impact, since they would remain inaccessible to the people

they were supposed to protect. It was also an effort on the part of the Progres-

sive Conservative Party to attract progressive voters (Brodie 2001).

Since the Court Challenges Program involved challenges to the federal

government, it was important that funding decisions were made by a body that

was independent of government. To this end, the Canadian Council on Social

Development (CCSD) was given the task of administering the Court Chal-

lenges Program. Two independent panels were set up, one to study applica-

tions for assistance relating to language rights and the other to study applica-

tions relating to equality rights. These panels became the only bodies that

could decide which cases were to be funded by the program. Between 1985 and

1992, the equality component of the program ‹nanced 178 cases at all levels of

the legal system, including 24 cases in the Supreme Court. The government

brie›y eliminated the program’s ‹nancing from 1992 to 1994 (Epp 1996, 770).
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The program was reinstated in 1994 in response to public pressure. In

1993, the Canadian prime minister announced the government’s intention to

reestablish the program (Court Challenges Program 1995). Price Waterhouse

was charged with supervising consultations with concerned groups (Court

Challenges Program 1995). As a result of these consultations, the government

basically adopted the same mandate that the former program had had. In ad-

dition, it was agreed that the reinstated program would be given the resources

to enable it to approach various communities and groups. Participating orga-

nizations of women, Native Canadians, racial and ethnic minorities, the dis-

abled, and other groups also agreed to create a new nonpro‹t organization

that would be completely independent of the federal government. Language

groups and equality-seeking groups were to be equally represented on the

board of directors. Two separate panels were to be set up to decide which ap-

plications for funding would be accepted. An Equality Rights Panel, comprised

of seven members in order to re›ect the different membership of the various

groups involved and to promote equality of representation, was established. At

least one of the members of the Equality Rights Panel was to come from a

racial minority, and another was to come from the groups representing dis-

abled persons. A Language Rights Panel would also be created (Court Chal-

lenges Program 1995).

In late December 1994, more than 1,000 letters were sent to all the groups

involved in the promotion of language rights, equality-seeking groups, institu-

tions, associations of lawyers, human rights commissions, and other organiza-

tions. The letter informed groups that the program was in the process of rein-

statement and sought applications for the program’s two rights panels. Two

selection committees were struck to choose the members of the panels. Panel

members are appointed for up to three years. Each panel is responsible for in-

dependently selecting the cases to be funded and establishing the amount of

this funding. Panel members are given a per diem honorarium and are reim-

bursed for travel and lodging (Court Challenges Program 2002; interview with

a senior Canadian bureaucrat, 2003).

There are three categories of Court Challenges Program members: equality

members, language members, and director members. The membership meets

at the annual general meeting to conduct the program’s business, including the

election of board members. The membership groups have established an

Equality Advisory Committee and a Language Advisory Committee. These

committees serve as forums on program-related issues of interest to their

members and provide advice to the board on policy issues throughout the
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course of the year. The work of these committees and panels is supported by a

staff located at the Court Challenges Program of‹ce in Winnipeg, Manitoba.

On April 1, 2000, the Court Challenges Program’s membership was composed

of 108 equality members and 19 language members. The membership was

quite active: over 90 individuals participated in annual meetings (Court Chal-

lenges Program 2002; interview with a senior Canadian bureaucrat, 2003). The

program was once again shut down, with little fanfare, in 2006, by the newly

elected Conservative government. There has been widespread criticism and

opposition to this move but, so far, no move to reconsider the decision.

The Disadvantaged Business Enterprise Program. The current procurement

policies adopted by the U.S. Department of Transportation require that busi-

ness owners belonging to disadvantaged groups have access to the competition

for government contracts. Under a policy ‹rst introduced by President Rea-

gan, the federal Department of Transportation sets goals for the inclusion of

minority- and women-owned businesses in its procurement policy. States and

primary contractors receiving federal money must demonstrate that they have

made a good faith effort to include disadvantaged business enterprises as part

of the bidding processes. If contractors fail to employ a representative number

of subcontractors from Disadvantaged Business Enterprise (DBE) groups, the

federal government requires evidence that they made a good faith effort to in-

volve such groups.

The program was ‹rst conceived under the Carter administration, but the

original DBE statute was passed under the Reagan administration. The origi-

nal statute received little attention when it was added by a House representa-

tive. It did not specify women as a disadvantaged group. Women were desig-

nated as presumptively disadvantaged under a little-discussed rider on the

1987 reauthorization of the act. It seems that the move to add women was a re-

sponse to women’s concerted lobbying efforts. The proposal came out of the

Environment and Public Works Committee and was championed by Idaho

Republican senator Steve Simms. The senator’s logic was reportedly that if mi-

norities were to be so designated, women ought also to be designated (inter-

view with a senior U.S. bureaucrat, 2003).

The Reagan and ‹rst Bush administrations were strangely silent on these

programs. Under the second Clinton administration, however, there was much

debate on the topic of how disadvantaged groups ought to be designated. Op-

ponents attacked the process as illogical and capricious. The program also

came under legal attack in the recent Supreme Court decision Adarand II.

The Advocacy State 165

Weldon, Laurel. When Protest Makes Policy: How Social Movements Represent Disadvantaged Groups.
E-book, Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 2011, https://doi.org/10.3998/mpub.1285595.
Downloaded on behalf of 18.191.103.46



However, it appears that the program has survived these attacks. Interestingly,

despite the general discussion of af‹rmative action programs in universities,

there has been little public discussion of these procurement programs.

Disadvantaged groups are de‹ned as including socially and economically

disadvantaged groups. The Department of Transportation de‹nes these terms

using the conditions laid out in the Small Business Act (15 U.S.C. 637(d)),

which de‹nes socially disadvantaged individuals as “those who have been sub-

jected to racial or ethnic prejudice or cultural bias because of their identity as

a member of a group without regard to their individual qualities.” Economi-

cally disadvantaged people are there de‹ned as “those socially disadvantaged

individuals whose ability to compete in the free enterprise system has been im-

paired due to diminished capital and credit opportunities as compared to oth-

ers in the same business area who are not socially disadvantaged.” As the act

stipulates, this general de‹nition is translated into a list of speci‹c groups

through an administrative rule-making process: “All determinations made . . .

with respect to whether a group has been subjected to prejudice or bias shall be

made by the Administrator after consultation with the Associate Administra-

tor for Minority Small Business and Capital Ownership Development.”

Those groups who have been denied are entitled to a hearing. Groups may

also petition the relevant administrator in the small business administration

in order to receive a designation as a disadvantaged group. For example, South

Asian Americans successfully petitioned the administration for inclusion,

while a group of Hasidic Jews who petitioned to receive such a designation

were denied (interview with a senior U.S. bureaucrat, 2003). The administra-

tion is also mandated actively to seek out disadvantaged groups and inform

them of the program and to recruit participants.

Federally, the categories of “disadvantage” are established based on aggre-

gate statistics about how women and minorities fare in contracting proce-

dures. When the Disadvantaged Business Enterprise Program was established

in 1978 to 1996, the percentage of women- and minority-owned construction

‹rms that receive federal contracts increased from 1.9 percent to 14.8 percent

(OSDBU 2003a). But women and minorities are still dramatically underrepre-

sented in terms of both the percentage receiving contracts and the amount of

money received. This is true even when the proportion of available and

quali‹ed women- or minority-owned businesses is taken as the baseline. Non-

DBEs still control over 85 percent of highway construction funds provided

through federal aid (OSDBU 2003a). Where state DBE programs have been

canceled (as in Michigan), the proportion of contracts awarded to women and
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minorities has dropped dramatically to nearly zero. There is much evidence

that “old boys’ networks” persist, particularly in the area of construction, and

that without these af‹rmative measures, DBEs would not have a chance to

compete with non-DBEs on an equal playing ‹eld (OSDBU 2003a, 2003b).4

Note that the disadvantage that is documented (lack of access to government

contracts) is closely related to the targeted measure in question (targeted poli-

cies in government procurement). This disadvantage is documented for the

group in general and is presumed to be relevant for each enterprise owned by

an individual from that group. Currently, groups presumed to be disadvan-

taged include citizens of the United States (or lawfully admitted permanent

residents) who are women, African Americans, Hispanic Americans, Native

Americans, Asian Paci‹c Americans, and Subcontinent Asian Americans. Ap-

plicants must submit a signed, notarized certi‹cation that each “presumptively

disadvantaged” owner is, in fact, socially and economically disadvantaged.

The federal Department of Transportation maintains that since it is a fed-

eral body, it can use aggregate national statistics to evaluate its procurement

practices and need not evaluate local variations in disadvantaged groups.

Moreover, given recent legal challenges, the department now permits individ-

uals to petition to be certi‹ed as DBEs even if they are not members of a dis-

advantaged group. Firms owned and controlled by individuals who are not

presumed to be socially and economically disadvantaged (including individu-

als whose presumed disadvantage has been rebutted) may apply for DBE

certi‹cation. They must make a case-by-case determination of whether each

individual whose ownership is relied on for DBE certi‹cation is socially and

economically disadvantaged. The applicant ‹rm has the burden of demon-

strating that the individuals who own and control it are socially and econom-

ically disadvantaged. An individual whose personal net worth exceeds

$750,000 is not economically disadvantaged, according to the Code of Federal

Regulations (49 CFR 26.67, 280–82).

Lessons from the Court Challenges Program and the Disadvantaged Business En-

terprise Program. These two programs demonstrate that is it practically pos-

sible to design and implement policies that provide targeted bene‹ts to disad-

vantaged groups without freezing social relations or essentializing social

groups. Although these programs are subject to political struggle, the outcome

of political decisions does not inescapably favor the powerful or dominant

groups. It is possible, then, to deepen democracy by using similar criteria to

provide support to organizational efforts of systematically disadvantaged
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groups. Organizing these groups into the state has not, in these instances, de-

pleted civil society or weakened social movements: in Canada and the United

States, organizations of the disadvantaged groups that bene‹t from these poli-

cies (e.g., women and African Americans) continue to ›ourish and push for

social justice for these groups. I say more about this in the section that follows.

concerns about co-optation: the women’s movement
in canada

The concern about co-optation or crowding out of grassroots organizations is

a recurrent one and is important to address at slightly greater length.5 The

concern about co-optation is that inclusion in the state is super‹cial inclusion

(e.g., inclusion on the margins of state activity, or symbolic inclusion) that

nevertheless dulls the capacity for criticism, moderating activist language and

claims as they seek to preserve their limited access, mistaking it for signs of real

change. While there is a much broader discussion about these issues,6 I want to

focus speci‹cally on the question of whether state funding for movement ac-

tivities necessarily weakens an organizations’ ability to continue its work advo-

cating for a disadvantaged constituency and publicly criticizing government.

While individuals vary in terms of their willingness to sacri‹ce their ideals for

personal gain, social movements as a whole are notorious for being overly vig-

ilant about such “sellouts,” making necessary compromise and moderation on

the part of movement leaders dif‹cult to combine with continued movement

support. This means social movements (as opposed to particular activists) are

not so easily co-opted (cf. Beckwith 2007).

It is not clear that state support for social movements necessarily weakens

them and makes them dependent on the state. As noted, the Canadian

women’s movement has enjoyed a wide variety of different kinds of state sup-

port but continues to ›ourish as one of the strongest and most vital women’s

movements in the world. The federal government has provided funding to

women’s organizations through the Women’s Program since the 1970s, yet

Canada today has one of the largest numbers of women’s organizations per

capita of any country in the world.7 Efforts to completely withdraw such fund-

ing were unsuccessful, as activists were able to mobilize considerable opposi-

tion to funding cuts.

Seasoned women’s movement activists are quite circumspect about relying

entirely on government funding. Most organizations seek to maintain a di-

verse set of funding sources, even while drawing extensively on government

support (interviews with Canadian antiviolence activists, 2003). Even if state
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support has catalyzed a social movement, this should not be taken as implying

that the state can permanently or ultimately control the result of this mobi-

lization. Activists may ultimately capitulate to state demands for moderation

and adjustment, or they may not, instead resisting these demands and devel-

oping “protective responses” (Coy and Hedeen 2005). One review of the Cana-

dian government’s citizenship programs, which foster participation and orga-

nization by women and minorities, concludes that the state was never able to

use these programs to manipulate civil society groups to its own strategic ends

(Pal 1993). One cannot always easily put the genie back in the bottle (Brodie

2001).

As these examples suggest, maintaining support for these programs and

maintaining suf‹cient independence to operate or survive when support is pe-

riodically canceled or reduced requires considerable effort. But this is not the

same as being impossible. Dryzek (2000; cf. Dryzek et al. 2005) argues that

policies to bene‹t disadvantaged groups will only be adopted when they coin-

cide with a core state imperative. It is dif‹cult to see what imperative is served

by funding women’s organizations that criticize the government’s inaction on

violence against women or that sue the government itself. But even if a politi-

cal imperative motivates policymakers at the outset, that does not suggest that

the policy will be ineffective. Certainly, when movement goals coincide with a

core state imperative, cooperation with the state should be less fraught. But

this does not imply that governments do not fund those organizations who

criticize or challenge the state (Brodie 2001). In sum, these examples suggest

that government programs that offer targeted subsidies and other forms of

support to disadvantaged groups’ efforts to mobilize may be more feasible

than is often presumed in the literature.

An advocacy state adopts both universal measures to foster voluntary asso-

ciations, such as provisions requiring public consultation and openness on the

part of government, and measures aimed to encourage and support self-orga-

nization by marginalized groups. Such measures can include funding for law-

suits (like the Court Challenges Program), for more speci‹c program activities

(like the Women’s Program), and for developing organizations and commu-

nity services (like the community development programs of the 1960s), as well

as providing administrative infrastructure and research support (like the

women’s commissions in the United States and the Secretary of State citizen-

ship programs—for example, the Women’s Program—in Canada). Such mea-

sures encourage groups to mobilize, articulate their views, and press them in

the public sphere and on the government agenda itself. For organizations that
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are compulsory or dif‹cult to exit (like unions), the state should combine sup-

port with measures regulating the internal procedures of these groups.

Conclusion

Social movements are an important avenue of representation for systemati-

cally disadvantaged groups. Particularly for those groups who fall through the

cracks of the system of institutionally recognized interests, social movements

offer a more ›uid and accessible channel of policy in›uence. In fact, social

movements offer a solution to the deepest, most persistent problems of repre-

sentation. On issues that affect only disadvantaged subgroups, social move-

ments offer a mode of political mobilization that is effective and within reach

for citizens seeking self-determination. Poor people and people who are not

citizens can and do organize social movements. Political parties, interest

groups, and electoral politics all fail to reach these segments of the population

who vote and organize less frequently than citizens in other groups. Social

movements constitute a critical avenue of policy in›uence for women, work-

ers, and women of color, often more important than political parties, interest

groups, or electing group members to government of‹ce (descriptive repre-

sentation). Indeed, they are so important that we ought to further such mobi-

lization wherever we can.
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TABLE A1. Summary Table for Three Variables, 36 Countries, 1994

Women Strong and Scope of Government
in the Autonomous Response to

Legislature Women’s Violence against
Country (%) Movement Women

Australia 9.5 Yes 7
Canada 18 Yes 7
United States 10.9 Yes 6
Costa Rica 14 Yes 5
France 6.4 Yes until 1985; no after 5
Ireland 12.7 Yes 5
Israel 9.2 Yes 5
New Zealand 21.2 Yes 5
Belgium 12 Yes 4
India 8 Yes 4
Norway 39.4 Yes 4
Sweden 40.4 No 4
United Kingdom 9.5 Yes 4
Austria 23.5 No 3
Bahamas 8.2 No 3
Barbados 10.7 Yes 3
Colombia 10.8 Yes 3
Luxembourg 20 No 3
Netherlands 31.3 Yes 3
Spain 16 No 3
Denmark 33 Yes until 1983; no after 2
Finland 33.5 No 2
Germany 26.2 No 2
Iceland 25.4 No 2
Portugal 8.7 No 2
Switzerland 18 No 2
Trinidad and Tobago 18.9 Yes (since 1989) 2
Greece 6 No 1
Jamaica 11.7 Yes (since 1994) 1
Japan 2.7 No 1
Mauritius 2.9 No 1
Papua New Guinea 0 No 0
Botswana 10 No 0
Italy 15.1 No 0
Nauru 5.6a No 0
Venezuela 5.9 No 0

Source: Interparliamentary Union 1995; Weldon 2002a.
aThis figure is for 1986–89, but the Interparliamentary Union does not include updated data for the 1992 election.
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TABLE A2. Family Policies in 34 Stable Democracies, 1994

Leave Non-
Number of Paid Time Source of Pay discrimination Gender Role

County Leaves Leaves (in weeks) (1 = public) Policy Change Policies

Australia 3 0 58 0 0 1
Austria 2 2 36 1 0 0.67
Bahamas 1 1 8 0.6 0.5 0.83
Barbados 1 1 12 1 0.5 0.83
Belgium 3 2.3 30 1 1 2
Botswana 1 0.3 12 0 0.5 0.83
Canada 2 1.6 23 1 1 1.67
Colombia 1 1 12 1 0.5 0.83
Costa Rica 1 1 16 0.5 0.5 0.83
Denmark 3 3 45 1 1 2
Finland 3 2.8 27 1 1 2
France 3 2.3 55 1 1 2
Germany 2 2 46 1 0.5 1.17
Greece 2 0.8 19 1 1 1.67
Iceland 2 2 12 1 0 0.67
India 1 1 12 1 1 1.33
Ireland 1 0.7 14 1 1 1.33
Israel 2 0.8 24 1 0.5 1.17
Italy 2 1.1 26 1 1 1.67
Jamaica 1 1 12 0 0.5 0.83
Japan 2 0.6 23.5 1 1 1.67
Luxembourg 2 1.5 18 1 0.5 1.17
Mauritius 1 1 12 0 0 0.33
Netherlands 3 1.5 27 1 1 2
New Zealand 3 0 28 0 1 2
Norway 3 3 42 1 0.5 1.5
Portugal 2 1 19 1 0 0.67
Spain 3 0.8 54 1 0 1
Sweden 3 2.9 40 1 0.5 1.5
Switzerland 1 1 8 0 0.5 0.83
Trinidad and Tobago 1 0.6 13 1 0 0.33
United Kingdom 1 0.9 14 1 0.5 0.83
United States 1.5 0 12 0 1 1.5
Venezuela 1 1 18 1 1 1.33

Average 2 1.3 25.1 0.8 0.6 1.3
Highest value 3 3 58 1 1 2
Lowest value 1 0 8 0 0 0.33
Range 2 3 50 1 1 1.66

Source: ILO 1994.
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TABLE A3. Independent Variables, 34 Stable Democracies, 1994

Government
Women’s Strikes Seats

Women in Parliament Women’s Movement
Policy and Left

Country Number Percent Strength Autonomy Machinery Unions Lockouts Parties (%)

Australia 13 8.8 1 1 1 35 4,770 54
Austria 40 22 0 0 0 41 25 42
Bahamas 4 8.2 1 0 0 25 0
Barbados 3 11 1 1 0 32 54
Belgium 20 9.4 1 1 1 52 248 30
Botswana 4 10 0 0 0 19 13
Canada 53 18 1 1 1 38 2,528 0
Colombia 18 11 1 1 0 26 1,678
Costa Rica 8 14 1 1 1 17 127
Denmark 60 34 0 0 0 92 1,468 38
Finland 78 39 0 0 0 79 1,293 0
France 37 6.4 1 0 0 31 7,199 0
Germany 176 26 1 0 1 29 0
Greece 18 6 1 1 0 24 2,386 57
Iceland 15 24 0 0 0 85 41
India 42 7 1 1 0 21 7,804
Ireland 21 13 1 1 0 47 249 20
Israel 11 9.2 1 1 0 23 456
Italy 95 15 1 1 0 44 5,248 4
Jamaica 7 12 0 1 0 24 65
Japan 14 2.7 1 0 0 24 1,339 12
Luxembourg 12 20 0 0 0 43 1
Mauritius 2 2.8 0 0 0 37 43
Netherlands 47 31 1 1 1 28 123 27
New Zealand 21 21 1 1 0 23 413 0
Norway 65 39 1 1 0 73 78 41
Portugal 20 8.7 0 0 1 26 1,472 0
Spain 56 16 1 0 0 19 7,317 45
Sweden 141 40 0 0 0 113 202 12
Switzerland 35 18 0 0 0 32 16 20
Trinidad and Tobago 7 19 1 1 0 22 98
United Kingdom 60 9.2 1 0 0 34 440 0
United States 48 11 1 1 0 16 230 0
Venezuela 12 5.9 0 0 1 17

Average 38 17 1 1 0 38 1,482 19
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TABLE A4. Measure of Policy Regimes by State

State Labor Overall Women’s Labor Traditional Labor

Alabama 1 0 1
Alaska 4 2 4
Arizona 2 1 1
Arkansas 5 2 1
California 9 5 3
Colorado 7 3 2
Connecticut 4 3 3
Delaware 8 3 3
Florida 6 3 2
Georgia 1 0 1
Hawaii 6 2 3
Idaho 1 1 1
Illinois 5 2 4
Indiana 4 1 3
Iowa 5 1 2
Kansas 7 2 2
Kentucky 2 0 2
Louisiana 4 1 1
Maine 9 3 5
Maryland 4 0 4
Massachusetts 7 4 4
Michigan 2 0 2
Minnesota 9 4 4
Mississippi 2 1 1
Missouri 4 2 2
Montana 4 1 2
Nebraska 6 3 1
Nevada 1 0 1
New Hampshire 3 1 2
New Jersey 8 3 3
New Mexico 7 2 2
New York 9 3 5
North Carolina 5 2 1
North Dakota 1 0 1
Ohio 2 0 2
Oklahoma 6 2 2
Oregon 5 2 4
Pennsylvania 6 1 1
Rhode Island 7 3 4
South Carolina 1 0 1
South Dakota 6 2 1
Tennessee 1 0 1
Texas 4 3 1
Utah 1 0 1
Vermont 9 3 5
Virginia 1 0 1
Washington 6 4 3
Washington, DC 7 3 5
West Virginia 2 0 2
Wisconsin 5 3 4
Wyoming 6 2 1
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Text of Questionnaire

Women’s Organizing, Representation, and the Public Sphere: Questionnaire 

Please provide the name of the organization:

____________________________________________________________________

Q1. Is this a women’s organization? A “women’s organization” is one whose member-

ship or focus is predominantly on women in general or any subgroup of women (i.e.,

African American women, Hispanic lesbians, etc.) (circle one below)

1. Yes

2. No

3. Don’t know

If a subgroup, which one(s)? ________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________

(i.e., African American women, elderly women, women violinists)

Q2. Is this a feminist organization? (A feminist organization is one that promotes

sexual equality and/or the empowerment of women.) (circle one)

1. Yes

2. No

3. Don’t Know/Not applicable

Q3. Below we list a series of purposes. For each purpose tell me how high a priority it

is for your organization:

A. Providing Networking Opportunities for Women?

1. The highest priority for this organization

2. A high priority

3. A moderate priority

4. A low priority

5. Not a priority at all

6. Don’t know

B. Providing Women-Centered Socializing Opportunities?

1. The highest priority for this organization

2. A high priority

3. A moderate priority

4. A low priority

5. Not a priority at all

6. Don’t know
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C. Advancing Women’s Status?

1. The highest priority for this organization

2. A high priority

3. A moderate priority

4. A low priority

5. Not a priority at all

6. Don’t know

D. Providing Information/Creating Awareness about Women/Gender Issues?

1. The highest priority for this organization

2. A high priority

3. A moderate priority

4. A low priority

5. Not a priority at all

6. Don’t know

E. Influencing Public Policy/Law Generally?

1. The highest priority for this organization

2. A high priority

3. A moderate priority

4. A low priority

5. Not a priority at all

6. Don’t know

F. Giving Women a Voice/Representing Women?

1. The highest priority for this organization

2. A high priority

3. A moderate priority

4. A low priority

5. Not a priority at all

6. Don’t know

G. Empowering Women?

1. The highest priority for this organization

2. A high priority

3. A moderate priority

4. A low priority

5. Not a priority at all

6. Don’t know

H. Influencing Public Decision Making on Specific Topics?

1. The highest priority for this organization

2. A high priority

3. A moderate priority

4. A low priority

5. Not a priority at all

6. Don’t know

(Specify ____________________________________________)
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I. Are there any other purposes that I have not mentioned that are a priority for

your organization? What are they? (If more than one, give me the most im-

portant) 

(Specify ____________________________________)

Q4. I am now going to name a series of policy issues or areas. For each one, please tell

me whether it is most important, very important, somewhat important, or not at

all important for your organization.

A. Reproductive Rights (Abortion, Sterilization Abuse, etc.) ______

Is this issue:

1. Most important

2. Very important

3. Somewhat important

4. Not at all important 

5. Don’t know

B. Violence against Women (Domestic Violence/Rape/Sexual Harassment, etc.) 

________

Is this issue:

1. Most important

2. Very important

3. Somewhat important

4. Not at all important

5. Don’t know

C. Work and Family (Maternity/Parental Leave, Child Care) ________

Is this issue:

1. Most important

2. Very important

3. Somewhat important

4. Not at all important 

5. Don’t know

D. Economic Equality (Equal Pay for Equal Work/Comparable Worth) _______

Is this issue:

1. Most important

2. Very important

3. Somewhat important

4. Not at all important 

5. Don’t know

E. Women’s Health (Breast Cancer, etc.) ________

Is this issue:

1. Most important

2. Very important
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3. Somewhat important

4. Not at all important 

5. Don’t know

F. Women’s Poverty (Welfare/HousingAssistance/Homelessness) ________ 

Is this issue:

1. Most important

2. Very important

3. Somewhat important

4. Not at all important 

5. Don’t know

G. Gay Rights ________

Is this issue:

1. Most important

2. Very important

3. Somewhat important

4. Not at all important 

5. Don’t know

H. Elderly Women (Social Security/Elder Abuse/Age Discrimination) ________

Is this issue:

1. Most important

2. Very important

3. Somewhat important

4. Not at all important 

5. Don’t know

I. Sexual Equality Generally (Equal Opportunity/Sex Discrimination) _______

Is this issue:

1. Most important

2. Very important

3. Somewhat important

4. Not at all important 

5. Don’t know

J. Race Discrimination ________

Is this issue:

1. Most important

2. Very important

3. Somewhat important

4. Not at all important 

5. Don’t know

K. Is there some other policy issue I have not mentioned that is important to

your organization?

(Specify ___________________________________________)

(If there is more than one, give me the most important, please.)
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Q5. Considering this list of topics again, please indicate, of all these issues, which

ONE issue is the MOST important issue for your organization (circle one):

Reproductive Rights 

Violence against Women 

Work and Family 

Economic Equality

Women’s Health

Woman’s Poverty

Gay Rights 

Elderly Women

Sexual Equality

Race Discrimination

Of all these issues I have read, which is the most important to your organization? 

Or other I did not mention: _______________________________________

None of the above

Not appropriate (explain) _________________________________________

Q6. Does the issue you just mentioned as the most important to your organization

(see Q5 above) receive an adequate amount of coverage in the media?

Yes (If Yes go to Q8)

No (If No to Q6, ask Q7)

Q7. (If No) why do you think the issue does not receive an adequate amount of me-

dia coverage? Go to Q9.

Q8. If Yes to Q6, ask: Do you think the media coverage given to the issue you speci-

fied as most important to your organization is adequate? Yes (go to Q9) No

(If No) Please elaborate _________________________________________

Q9. How important is it to your organization to gain media coverage for the issue

you have distinguished as most important?

1. Not important at all

2. Not very important

3. Somewhat important

4. Very important

Q10. Does your organization ever try to increase media coverage of women’s policy

issues?

1. Yes (If Yes, go to Q11)

2. No (If No, go to Q12)
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Q11. (If Yes) Which methods are used to increase coverage? Do you use:

Press releases? Yes No

Protests/Demonstrations? Yes No

Providing information/research to media? Yes No

Interviews with media? Yes No

Contacting sympathetic journalists? Yes No

Other methods we have not mentioned? Yes No (If Yes, please specify

____________________________________________________)

Q12. Do you ever partner with other women’s groups? If so, which ones?

1. No

2. Yes—specify ____________________________________________

Q13. What percent of your budget would you estimate is spent on media coverage?

If you don’t know exactly, can you give me your best estimate? ___________

If you still can’t say, would it be better to call back at another time to get an an-

swer? Yes No

If yes:

The number I should call? ____________________________

The best time to call? ________________________________

Other relevant info.: ____________________________________
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Notes

Introduction

1. For examples of activists claiming to represent broader constituencies, see

Chuang 2002; Davila 2002; Shepard 2003; Curtin 2003; Hays 2004; Levy 2005; Duff-

Brown 2006.

2. Reed 1986; Cohen and Arato 1992, especially 565–66; Epstein 2001; Fisher 2006;

Richards 2006; Banaszak, Beckwith, and Rucht 2003; Tarrow 1998; Skocpol 1999, 2003;

Putnam 2000; Strolovitch 2004; Verba et al. 1995.

3. For further discussion, see Gitlin 1995; Dudas 2005; Dobrowolsky 1998; Peters

1991; Dryzek 1990; Young 2003; Costain 2005.

4. I use the term disadvantaged groups here to refer to social groups that have been

systematically and historically disadvantaged, or what Williams (1998) calls “marginal-

ized groups.” Marginalized groups are those that have historically been subject to dis-

crimination; that continue to suffer demonstrable disadvantage in multiple spheres

(social, economic, political); that identify themselves as being a disadvantaged group, to

whom negative meanings are ascribed by the broader society and culture; and who are

de‹ned by some immutable characteristic (or a characteristic that is most often experi-

enced as immutable) such as race, ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, and the like (see

Williams 1998; Young 1990, 2000).

5. In earlier work (Weldon 2002b), I argued that the empirical literature on group

representation has focused on proving or disproving that individual members of mar-

ginalized groups (especially in the United States) in the legislature (or other decision-

making body) make a positive impact on the representation of those groups. This is still

true even of the best recent empirical work on this topic (Swers 2002; Gay 2002; Whitby

and Krause 2001; Tate 2001; Sanbonmatsu 2003). For exceptions, see Strolovitch 2003;

Wolbrecht and Hero 2005. Even though the theoretical literature is broader, it has still

mostly focused on debates about descriptive representation (Dovi 2002; Mansbridge

1999; Williams 1998; Young 1990, 2000; Phillips 1995).

6. For work suggesting that social movements or government agencies can be repre-

sentatives, see Weldon 2002; Mazur 2002; Meyer 2003. For work on the politically

signi‹cant links between feminist organizations and legislators, see Carroll 2003; Sawer

2004; Costain 1998.

7. Exceptions include Bollen and Jackman 1989; Lipset 1994; Markoff 1999; Meyer

et al. 2005; Paxton 2002; Poletta 2002; Muller 1995. Even these works tend to focus on

social movements as outlets for participation rather than representation. Vickers,
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Rankin, and Appel (1993) consider the representative role of a major Canadian

women’s organization (the National Action Committee on the Status of Women) as

part of a general analysis of the political signi‹cance of that organization.

8. Cohen and Arato (1992, 19) see social movements as “a form of citizen partici-

pation in public life” but do not explicitly consider social movements to be a form of

democratic representation. Della Porta (2005) and Dryzek (1990) see social move-

ments as instantiations or real-world examples (to some degree and in some cases) of

deliberative democracy. Dryzek and others (2003, especially chap. 5) focus on whether

the relationship between social movements and the state promotes or undermines cit-

izen participation. Polletta (2002) examines social movement organizations as efforts

to embody participatory democracy. In a cross-national study, Norris (2002) treats so-

cial movements as forms of participation.

9. Speci‹c sets of interviews or surveys used are described in the relevant chapter.

Speci‹c dates and descriptions of interviewees are provided when the speci‹c interview

is cited, as much as is possible given guidelines for the protection of human subjects.

Interviews were undertaken with Norwegian activists, legislators, and bureaucrats in

1995; with Canadian activists, police, and bureaucrats in 2002–3; with state and local

legislators, activists, and bureaucrats in the United States in 2007–9; and with federal

bureaucrats in the United States in 1998–99 and 2002–3. These interviews do not in-

clude the research used to develop data about violence against women and women’s

commissions, described in chapter 4.

10. Of course, any analysis necessarily oversimpli‹es the ongoing, iterative relation-

ship between state and social movement, because analysts must start somewhere. See

Meyer 2005 on what Meyer calls the “chicken-and-egg issue” in theorizing social move-

ments and democracy.

11. Although Dryzek and others (2003) acknowledge the possibility of a dual strat-

egy (combining autonomous or outside action with integration into the state) being

successful under some conditions, these conditions are extremely circumscribed, and

the thrust of the overall argument is that some kinds of exclusion from the state are

preferable to inclusion for social movements in most cases.

12. On gender differences, see Klein 1984; Mueller 1988; CAWP 1997, 2006; Ingle-

hart and Norris 2003. On race/ethnicity in the United States, see Welch and Hibbing

1988; Hero and Tolbert 1995; Claasan 2004. For cross-national evidence, see the Public

Opinion Quarterly special issue “Race, Public Opinion, and the Social Sphere” (Bobo

1997). On class, see Hill and Leighley 1994; Shapiro and Young 1989; Inglehart and

Norris 2003. For evidence on how political attitudes vary across subgroups, see

Whitaker 1999, 79; CAWP 2000, 2004; Bedolla and Scola 2006.

13. For example, theorists of gender, race, and class politics predominantly argue

that gender, race, class, and other aspects of group domination cannot be understood

separately from one another. Such axes of disadvantage intersect one another, mutually

modifying each other. Indeed, in the strong version of this idea, race, class, and gender

have no meaning and cannot be understood apart from one another. They are not au-

tonomous categories. See Zinn and Dill 1996; Ferber 1998; Collins 1990, 1998; Brewer
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1999; Crenshaw 1994. Others argue that gender itself is an unstable category (e.g., But-

ler 1993).

14. Some scholars argue that civil society cannot simultaneously be a transmission

belt for dominant social values and an arena where a diversity of ideas ›ourish (Mosher

2003). But civil society provides a process for sorting through diverse ideas, and al-

though some ideas may become dominant as a result of this process, they are not always

the same ideas. So there is no contradiction in seeing civil society as a competitive con-

text for ideas at the same time as one sees congruence between state and the dominant

norms of civil society as important for functioning democracy. Discussions in civil so-

ciety transform not only civil society itself but social norms and the state more gener-

ally.

15. This is not to suggest, of course, that marginalized groups or counterpublics do

not exclude anyone. Of course, such publics are themselves riven by societal inequali-

ties. But these groupings respond to some speci‹c exclusions—including internal ex-

clusion (Young 2000)—in the dominant public sphere.

16. This is not to suggest that having a group perspective represented exhausts rep-

resentation for group members. Group members may wish to have particular interests

or policies adopted, but it is unlikely that these are shared across the whole group. So

representation for the group as a whole (as opposed to some subgroup or particular or-

ganization) can only be measured more broadly. (I thank Carol Gould for raising this

issue.)

17. This is not to dispute Rehfeld’s provocative but persuasive argument that there

are indeed nondemocratic forms of representation for which we need a better theoret-

ical account. Here I focus on the limits of overly formal criteria for democratic repre-

sentation.

Chapter 1

1. I am arguing for a consideration of movements and institutions as sources, not

determinants, of representation. Many studies have examined the relationship between

institutions or movements and the number of women elected. I am arguing for a con-

ceptualization of institutions and movements as representative in themselves.

2. I follow Williams (1998, 16) here in de‹ning marginalized groups as those

groups for which social and political inequality is structured along the lines of group

membership, for which group membership is not experienced as voluntary or mutable,

and for which negative meanings are assigned to group identity. Williams emphasizes

that patterns of social and political inequality persist over time and continue into the

present. For a discussion of why women and African Americans in the United States are

marginalized groups, see Williams 1998.

3. This literature includes a wide array of studies, covering many types of policy is-

sues and groups. See Bullock and MacManus 1987; Darcy, Welch, and Clark 1987; Dar-

den 1984, 109; Gay 2001, 2002; Grofman et al. 1992; Hill 1981; Jones 1996; Kittilson

2008; Matland 1993; Matland and Studlar 1996; Meier et al. 1999; Nixon and Darcy
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1996; Rule and Zimmerman 1994; Sanbonmatsu 2003; Schwindt-Bayer and Mishler

2005; Selden, Brudney, and Kellough 1998; Shugart 1994; Singh 1998; Swers 2002;

Welch 1990a, 1990b; Welch and Studlar 1990; Zimmerman 1994.

4. For examples of this trend, see Celis 2008; Childs 2006; Krook et al. 2008; Wel-

don 2002; Wolbrecht and Hero 2005; See also articles in the special issue of Politics &

Gender (vol. 2, no. 4 [December 2006]) focusing on the concept of critical mass.

5. Lublin 1999; Cameron, Epstein, and O’Halloran 1996; Epstein and O’Halloran

1999; Fraga et al. 1986; Gigendil 1996; Gigendil and Vengroff 1997; Hero and Tolbert

1995; Kerr and Miller 1997; Kittilson 2008; Meier et al. 1999; Tremblay 1998; Schwindt-

Bayer and Mishler 2005; Swers 2002;Welch and Studlar 1990.

6. Sometimes, descriptive representation is de‹ned as the extent to which the leg-

islature re›ects or mirrors the makeup of the population: better representation is indi-

cated by a larger number or proportion of candidates or legislators that are female (i.e.,

Matland and Studlar 1996; Welch and Studlar 1990) or by the proportion of legislators

of the marginalized group in relation to the population (Grofman et al. 1992). Note

that this operationalization still rests on the assumption that individuals “stand for”

their group(s), since it suggests that each additional legislator adds an increment of

“better representation” for the group or groups in question.

7. This is still true even of the best recent empirical work on this topic (see Swers

2002; Gay 2002; Whitby and Krause 2001; Tate 2001; Sanbonmatsu 2003). For excep-

tions, see Strolovitch 2003; Wolbrecht and Hero 2005.

8. In a more recent article, Mansbridge (2005) also discusses this theoretical prob-

lem of essentialism in arguments for descriptive representation, and I agree with her ar-

gument there that the connection between personal and group experiences or perspec-

tives can be conceptualized in a way that avoids some of these problems, but I think it

takes more work to show how, for example, Young’s (2004) account of group perspec-

tive avoids these problems. I aim to ‹ll that gap here.

9. At best, an individual member of the group, without interacting with others

from the social group, can articulate a truncated version of the group perspective, if she

is so inclined. This is a weak version of the argument that in cases where group per-

spectives are uncrystallized, the reactions of members of marginalized groups in legis-

latures can help to de‹ne the interests of marginalized groups (Phillips 1995; Mans-

bridge 1999). The argument is that because a group perspective has not been clearly

de‹ned, the reactions of individuals from marginalized groups to particular situations

can help to draw attention to differences in group perspective. Because I see individu-

als as more limited in relation to the group perspective, I see their contribution as be-

ing more muted.

10. Readers may wonder why I do not draw on social choice theory, since that ap-

proach has produced so much sophisticated theorizing of the relation between individ-

ual and group preferences. Space does not permit an extended treatment of the issue,

but I would suggest that methodological individualist tools are relatively poorly suited

to a theorization of social group perspective. Social group perspectives are not achieved

by aggregating individual preferences. Indeed, the preferences of individuals (even the
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very self-understandings and identities that in›uence preferences) are transformed in

the course of interaction with others. Moreover, without intragroup interaction, indi-

vidual members’ views may not even include the categories or ideas that would other-

wise emerge, so adding up individual preferences will not reveal group perspective. Fi-

nally, group perspective, as I understand it, is much less determinative than a speci‹c

preference. This makes social choice theory a poor tool for conceptualizing the relation

between the perspectives of social groups and the experiences of their members.

11. Activism around the issues of violence against women began in the 1970s and

1980s and was discussed at international women’s conferences in the 1980s. In 1995,

women’s groups from 180 countries signed an agreement stating that violence against

women is a problem demanding top priority (U.S. Department of Labor 1996). Other

international agreements prohibiting violence against women preceded this particular

agreement.

12. Responsiveness, as de‹ned here, should not necessarily be understood to imply

effectiveness. A government that responds to violence sooner (attempting to take im-

mediate action to address a policy) but does so ineffectively is still more responsive than

one that does nothing (Weldon 2002). Indeed, some scholars have examined the ques-

tion of whether responsiveness con›icts with effectiveness (see Rodrik and Zeckhauer

1988).

13. Elman (1996) and Weldon (2002) do consider the impact of the number of

women in public of‹ce, but the impact is considered in terms of policy effectiveness or

responsiveness, not in terms of political representation.

14. The dependent variable has eight categories (0 to 7) and so can be used in an

OLS regression equation. Note that the dependent variable is not an event count

(sometimes multiple areas are addressed in a single piece of legislation and are there-

fore not independent). Thus, a Poisson regression function is not appropriate (Winkel-

mann 1997).

15. Governments sometimes obtain the same score by enacting different policies.

This is generally considered a problem with this sort of indicator, but for our purposes,

this feature of the indicator is of little interest. Policy experts and activists argue that

there is no single policy solution and that an appropriate policy response is one that at-

tacks the problem on all fronts (Busch 1992; CEDAW 1998; Chalk and King 1998; El-

man 1996). For this reason, the dependent variable is measured in terms of the number

of different sorts of things that governments are doing (scope) rather than by which of

the seven policy areas they address. On this measure, a government that undertook only

a criminal response or only public education initiatives would receive a lower score

than one that undertook both a criminal justice response and public education initia-

tives.

16. Unfortunately, the usual criteria for assessing composite dependent variables are

inappropriate for this measure of scope and for my research question more generally.

For example, a common mode of assessing a composite indicator is to examine corre-

lations among the items. The items in this indicator (policy areas) are conceptually re-

lated to the problem of violence against women and are widely considered important
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elements of comprehensive response to the problem. But they need not be correlated

with each other in order to indicate the breadth of government response. For example,

funding for battered women’s shelters is often distinct from funding for rape crisis cen-

ters: governments often fund one, but not the other, even though both are important

elements of any government response to violence against women. If the adoption of

these two different types of policies is only weakly correlated, should I conclude that

one of them is unnecessary or unrelated to the underlying concept, the scope of gov-

ernment response to violence against women? I think the answer is no, since we can see

that they are both clearly related to government response to violence against women.

Eliminating one of these items would weaken, not strengthen, the measure, because the

very concept of the scope of government action suggests that policy will range across

distinct areas. One would not necessarily expect government provision of public edu-

cation programs to be related to government funding for rape crisis centers.

17. Also, a study on effectiveness would require cross-nationally comparable data

that is of higher quality and that covers a longer period of time (probably at least 20

years) than the data currently available. For example, of‹cial statistics should not be

used for a study of effectiveness in even a single national context because of problems

with underreporting to police and changing legal de‹nitions. For a discussion of data

sources on violence in the United States, see Greenfeld 1997; Chalk and King 1998. For

a discussion of the problems with cross-national comparisons in this area, see Tim-

merman and Bajema 1999.

18. A very thin de‹nition of democracy is employed here. I am examining countries

in which basic civil liberties are respected and in which free and fair elections are regu-

larly held based on the Comparative Survey of Freedom (Freedom House 1997). States

that were continuously democratic from 1974 to 1994 were judged to be stable democ-

racies. The total number of countries in the study is 36.

19. Women’s movements are not equivalent to women’s organizations. The idea that

organized interests provide a form of representation has a long history and is one of the

core ideas of pluralism (see Williams 1998 for a discussion). I am arguing here that

women’s movements, which include but are not limited to women’s organizations, pro-

vide such a representative function. Women’s movement activities such as protests, cul-

tural productions, and “personal politics” are important in changing public opinion

and giving women a public voice. Indeed, these broader activities of protest may be

necessary before traditional lobbying activities by formal groups can have any effect

(Costain 1998).

20. This means that women’s movement strength is logically separable from policy

in›uence, thus avoiding what would otherwise be a tautological claim: that women’s

movements in›uence policy-making when they are in›uential in policy-making.

21. I compared these expert assessments with data on the number and membership

of women’s organizations drawn from historical accounts and encyclopedias of

women’s organizations. I found that coding strength according to the number and

membership of organizations would have produced the same comparative assessments

in most cases where data permitted an assessment.
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22. Note that a women’s movement is never coded as strong simply because it ap-

pears to have in›uenced policies on violence against women. The codings are taken

from Weldon 2002 and are summarized in the appendix.

23. The machinery is coded 1 only if both conditions are met, because neither con-

dition alone is theoretically suf‹cient for political in›uence. Examination of the inter-

actions between these two dimensions supports this coding.

24. Some scholars have used the logged number of women to capture the critical

mass effect (cf. Berkman and O’Connor 1993; Hansen 1992). This operationalization

does not change the conclusion (results not shown).

25. Unfortunately, the cross-national data on levels of violence are not of suf‹cient

quality to warrant inclusion in a regression analysis. The data that do exist and are

somewhat comparable suggest that level of violence bears little relationship to govern-

ment response. For example, the level of violence against intimate female partners ap-

pears to be roughly similar in Norway, Sweden, the United States, and Canada, but gov-

ernment responsiveness to domestic violence varies widely across these governments.

26. Absolute numbers of women also do not have a linear relationship with govern-

ment responsiveness (results not shown). Of course, one might suspect that the effect

of additional women will be visible where they have more in›uence. But the presence

of women in more in›uential positions, such as the proportion of women in cabinet,

still has no association with responsiveness to violence against women (not shown).

Chapter 2

1. For exceptions, see the chapter on reconciliation policy in Mazur 2002; Morgan

2006; Kittilson 2008; Schwindt-Bayer and Mishler 2005.

2. I discuss Gelb and Palley’s (1987) categorization of policies a bit later in this

chapter, as it pertains to policies in general and is not primarily aimed at categorizing

welfare states.

3. Some feminist scholars and activists (e.g., social feminists) have argued that the

goal is not to change gender roles but to revalue them. There is not space here to ade-

quately review and critique these arguments. Here, I acknowledge these disagreements

but assert that gender role change (and not just revaluation) is critical for ensuring that

women have the full range of personal and professional opportunities that are pre-

sented to men, and this seems to me to be a core element of sexual equality.

4. Concerns about comparing cases with extreme values (Collier and Mahoney

1996) are less salient here since I pair the comparison with a quantitative cross-national

analysis to test the generalizability of the ‹ndings.

5. This means, for example, that I do not discuss the paid parental leave offered in

California, since the determinants of such laws are likely to operate at a state level and

since these policies vary across the 50 states. Such state-level leave policies in the United

States are discussed in chapter 3.

6. Cleveland Board of Education v. La›eur (1973) was favorable to pregnant work-

ers, while Geduldig v. Aiello (1974) undermined the rights of pregnant workers.
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7. The ‹nal bill allows employers to exempt elective abortion from insurance cov-

erage except to save the life of the mother.

8. Working women in early twentieth-century Norway were mostly very poor

and/or unmarried and constituted a small proportion of the adult female population,

so these policies did not affect most women (Leira 1993). Two other acts adopted soon

afterward (1915) guaranteed maternal health care regardless of employment status,

and the child welfare act provided welfare bene‹ts to single mothers. The ‹rst of these

later measures was backed by a cross-class coalition of women’s groups, the second was

backed by a cross-gender coalition of leftists (Sainsbury 2001).

9. Norwegian feminists emphasized the importance of organizing to elect more

women to government. They were very successful at exploiting particular features of the

Norwegian electoral system (organizing campaigns to cross out the names of men and

write in the names of women), and the large number of women elected in the 1971 lo-

cal/county elections has come to be called the ‘Women’s Coup” (Bystydzienski 1995, 45).

10. The “daddy leave,” which had been discussed publicly earlier, was not part of

these reforms.

11. President Clinton did ease rules permitting states to offer unemployment insur-

ance for pregnant women in 2000, creating so-called Baby UI (but this was a measure

passed by Congress). President Bush eliminated these provisions soon after his election

and blocked states from offering such bene‹ts (Marquis 2002). These were not acts of

Congress, and the number of women in the legislature has little effect here. Rather, as

in the cases discussed in this chapter, changes in the partisan control of Congress, busi-

ness opposition, and support from unions made the difference.

Chapter 3

1. For example, the major 2005 budget bill contained provisions allowing states “to

impose new fees on Medicaid recipients, cut federal child-support enforcement funds,

impose new work requirements on state welfare programs and squeeze student

lenders—all for the purpose of slowing the growth of federal entitlement programs”

(Murray and Weisman 2005).

2. For an excellent discussion of current issues in state theory, see Aronowitz and

Bratsis 2002.

3. In the aggregate, lawyers, doctors, professional politicians, and businesspeople

are the largest occupational groups among both state and national legislators. This is

also true for some state populations, but a complete state-by-state occupational break-

down is not available (National Council of State Legislators 2008; Texas Politics 2006;

Watchke 2001).

4. The self-reported af‹liation with business may re›ect a desire to associate one-

self with business and so must be interpreted with caution.

5. The same occupational groups that perceived stronger support from business

(business, farmers, sales) were also those that perceived less support from women’s

groups. Otherwise, occupation did not seem to have any clear relationship to perceived
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support from women’s groups. I mention this because women’s groups turn out to be

important for the representation of labor.

6. Indeed, the better paid a state legislative position is, the more likely it is that

lower-income groups could afford to be state legislators: otherwise, they might not be

able to afford to combine running for state legislator with their current occupation. Al-

ternatively, we know that more professionalized legislatures may be less accessible (e.g.,

to women).

7. I thank Suzie Parker for raising this point.

8. The Department of Justice created a model antitraf‹cking policy as a guide for

the states. The department tracks which states have adopted or are in the process of

adopting this model policy. See U.S. Department of Justice Civil Rights Division 2004.

9. Although some may be skeptical of the inclusion of cultural or social organiza-

tions among women’s movement organizations, it is important to note that social

movement scholars identify such social and cultural networks as critical for enabling

mobilization, as the “connective tissue” of social organizations (Tarrow 1998). In addi-

tion, such organizations are often important sites for the development of women’s per-

spective (Weldon 2004).

Chapter 4

1. I use the term women of color to refer to women belonging to marginalized race

and/or ethnic groups (Burnham 2001). For a de‹nition of marginalized groups, see

Williams 1998, 16.

2. A social movement is a network of activists who attempt to change society, em-

ploying a wide range of tactics in sustained confrontation with powerful opponents

(Klandermans 1986; Johnson 1999; Meyer 2000; Tarrow 1998).

3. Others express concern about identity-based organizations but acknowledge that

such organizations sometimes facilitate mobilization (see Skocpol 1999, 2003; Snow

and McAdam 2000). For theoretical discussions of whether identity politics undermine

democracy, see Gutmann 2003; Young 2000.

4. See, for example, Gamson 1991; Bernstein 1997; Downton and Wehr 1998; Taylor

1999.

5. Some may wonder whether the effects of separate organization vary across states

with different histories and political contexts. Of course, there may be some such vari-

ation, but what does not vary across states is the existence of groups of women who are

disadvantaged relative to women of the dominant race/ethnicity. To the extent that

such women are disadvantaged in each state, we can see if separate organizing of such

women affects social movements and policies in systematic ways, without arguing that

we are capturing all the relevant effects of such organizing or every relevant aspect of

the state political context.

6. A policy may be rendered ineffective for many reasons (design ›aws, lack of po-

litical will, incompetence, etc.), but an unresponsive government would not have

adopted a policy at all (Rodrik and Zeckhaur 1988; Weldon 2002a).
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7. I refer to survey data because criminal justice data (e.g., reports to police) is less

reliable for examining rates of violence against women (especially variation across

racial, ethnic, and income groups), since the majority of incidents are not reported to

police, there are big differences in reporting rates across groups, and the likelihood of

having contact with the criminal justice system varies across groups (Tjaden and

Thoennes 2000; Crenshaw 1994).

8. These examples are drawn from interviews conducted in 2000 and 2001 with

domestic violence coalitions in the 50 states.

9. The total number of women’s organizations and the number of organizations

focusing on women of color is derived from the Electrapages database. This database

includes over 10,000 U.S. women’s organizations self-identifying as feminist organiza-

tions. The self-identi‹ed nature of the listing may raise concerns about overcounting or

undercounting. But in comparing the Electrapages with other directories of women’s

groups (e.g., National Council for Research on Women 1992; Women of Color Re-

source Center 2003; Barrett 1993), the Electrapages seems to be more comprehensive,

including most of the feminist groups listed by other key directories and many not

listed there. Overcounting could occur if some organizations that were not actually

feminist organizations or not organizations of women of color were counted. Indeed,

some directories (e.g., Barrett 1993) seem to include many organizations that are not

really women’s organizations. However, a perusal of the organizations included in the

Electrapages does not reveal any obviously wrongly included organizations. The indi-

cator of women’s movement strength provided here is positively correlated with stan-

dard measures of movement strength. Although the Electrapages are no longer online,

a print version of the directory may be obtained for a fee from the Women’s Informa-

tion Exchange (wie@pon.net). For raw data, see Weldon 2004. Copies of original search

results are available from the author on request.

10. The measure does not re›ect variation in the structure or size of organizations.

Unfortunately, high-quality data on associations is dif‹cult to come by, and detailed

data on the size and composition of these organizations is even more dif‹cult to obtain,

especially for a cross-state comparison. These dif‹culties are magni‹ed when one aims

to include local and less formal kinds of organizations, common forms of organizing

for women of color and women in general. The measurement strategy proposed here

makes the best use of the available data. Note that the measure developed here is posi-

tively correlated with standard measures of movement strength.

11. Because the measure includes action across many different types of government

action, one would not necessarily expect a high rate of correlation among the elements,

and traditional measures of the degree of relationship among the elements of a scale do

not apply. The relationship between the elements is conceptual (i.e., relationship to the

problem of violence against women) rather than empirical (see Weldon 2002a, 2002b).

Nevertheless, readers should note that the elements load onto a single dimension that

accounts for 85 percent of the variance.

12. Although the data includes policies adopted in 2000, it is possible that some pol-

icy advances were made earlier. This raises some questions about temporal order, since
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some of the dependent variables are measured for the year 2000 or more recent years.

Still, the variable does accurately re›ect the state of government policy at the end of

2000. Since many legislative measures, especially those involving spending, require fre-

quent reauthorization, and because state governments have reversed previous policies,

continued funding for domestic violence shelters, for example, is an important policy

outcome in the year in question, even if the policy is not initiated in that year.

13. This is a rough measure of responsiveness to violence against women of color,

but it is meaningful as a “‹rst cut” at a previously unexamined empirical question. A

lack of baseline data and dif‹culties in constructing a measure that was comparable

across states with markedly different minority populations prevented a better measure.

14. In interviews with commission representatives, access to the legislature and ex-

ecutive was determined by asking about whether commission representatives met with

representatives of the legislature and executive, the rank of of‹cials with whom they

met, and the regularity of meetings. Women’s organizations were judged as having ac-

cess to those commissions reporting regular meetings between the commission and

women’s groups. Data are for 1999.

15. Although political parties are often important in analyses of state politics, for

policies on violence against women, cross-national studies show that women’s move-

ments are generally more important (Weldon 2002a). At a national level, antiviolence

legislation has enjoyed unanimous, bipartisan support since the late 1990s. Thus, de-

gree of liberalism and partisanship more generally provide little explanatory leverage in

this policy issue area.

16. I use data from Berry and others (1993) since it is more complete and recent

than data from Wright, Erickson, and McIver (1985, 1993). Using Wright, Erickson,

and McIver’s data set does not change the conclusion.

17. Strolovitch (2006) shows that organizations that are not focused on women tend

to view women’s issues (e.g., violence) as irrelevant to their mission.

18. Similarly, education, another common control variable, had no effect (not

shown).

19. The term forcible rape, which seems redundant, is the FBI’s term and excludes

statutory rape.

20. Since the 50 states constitute a population, sampling was not employed. I discuss

signi‹cance as a shorthand way of discussing the importance of the predictors, al-

though, strictly speaking, signi‹cance is not relevant (Gill 2001).

21. Murphy (1998) ‹nds that the number of women in the legislature had a small

but signi‹cant effect on the adoption of police reforms concerning domestic violence.

This seemingly contradictory result may be explained by the narrower focus of the de-

pendent variable and by the absence of controls for women’s movement impact.

Chapter 5

1. For example, the excellent collection of essays in Ferree and Martin (1995) ex-

amines some important organizations in detail (e.g., Ms. magazine) but also includes
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chapters that systematically investigate changes in the internal structure of women’s or-

ganizations over time. None of these chapters, however, examines the representative-

ness of all women’s organizations as a set.

2. In one exception, Staggenborg (1995) delineates different types of women’s orga-

nizations and considers their differing goals and effectiveness. Maryann Barakso’s in-

teresting work on democratic procedures in women’s organizations (e.g., Barakso

2007) also comes close to what I have in mind here but still considers the degree of

(participatory) democracy exhibited by each organization rather than the representa-

tiveness and effectiveness of women’s organizations as a set.

3. Sources for listings of women’s organizations included Women of Color Resource

Center 2003, National Council for Research on Women 2004, Chicago NOW 2004, and

Rexroat 2003.

4. In a comparison survey we did in Boston, it appeared that economic inequality

had less importance to women’s movements there, while race equality had more im-

portance, but this was true for both general women’s organizations and those focused

on women of color.

5. This ‹gure is based on an analysis of the member information on the Senate and

the House available on the Illinois General Assembly home page at http://www.ilga

.gov/.

6. These ‹gures are based on an analysis of the list of standing committees provided

by the city clerk at http://www.chicityclerk.com/standingcommittee.php.

7. Earl and others (2004) have pointed out that scholars should be aware of the bi-

ases that stem from using newspapers as sources of data on protest, because not all or-

ganizations are equally likely to be covered. Of course, this analysis does not do that,

since it involves comparing the activities reported by women’s organizations with press

coverage of those activities. Indeed, the data here suggest that the print media do not

necessarily accurately re›ect the activities, numbers, or scope of activities of women’s

groups.

8. Indeed, Rohlinger (2002, 2006) shows that social movement organizations get

differential degrees of coverage based on their tactics, identity, and political opportuni-

ties. Comparing one very similar set of organizations at the same time in the same

place, we are focusing on whether women’s organizations try to get media coverage at

all and, if they do, whether they are successful in attracting media attention for the is-

sues they say are important. The narrow question we ask in this section of this chapter

is whether the set of women’s groups in Chicago are effective representatives in the

sense that they are attracting public attention for the issues they say are important.

9. These counts do not include duplicate or irrelevant articles.

Chapter 6

1. Women’s organizations increasingly encourage separate organization by margin-

alized subgroups of women (Weldon 2006; Barakso 2005). Trade unions are also in-
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creasingly adopting formal rules about gender representativeness (see McBride 1999;

AFL-CIO 2009).

2. Dryzek and others (2005) do recognize that social movements sometimes can be

integrated without depleting civil society, but their discussion makes clear that they

view this as unlikely in most cases, and the overall thrust of the argument of their book

is that passive exclusion is better than inclusion and that those who argue for actively

including marginalized groups in the state ought to think about the dangers of co-op-

tation and depletion of civil society more carefully.

3. For an excellent critical review of the program’s impact, see Brodie 2001, espe-

cially 371–74.

4. For example, in Michigan, within nine months of ending the state DBE program

in 1989, there were no minority-owned businesses participating in state highway con-

struction projects. Seven years later, in 1996, DBEs received only 1.1 percent of state

highway contract dollars. Similarly, in Louisiana, there are approximately 165 quali‹ed

DBEs available. In 1996, those DBEs performed approximately 160 prime contracts and

subcontracts, worth 12.4 percent of federal aid dollars. On state construction projects,

however, where there is no similar program, those same ‹rms performed 2 prime con-

tracts and 12 subcontracts, or only 0.4 percent of state highway construction dollars.

5. For an excellent discussion of how to conceptualize and weigh the advantages of

institutional access versus the potential costs of demobilization/deradicalization stem-

ming from co-optation, see Coy and Hedeen 2007.

6. Meyer (2007, 130–31), for example, de‹nes co-optation in a more re‹ned way as

the necessary adjustments to language and the like that come with political inclusion.

The consequences of co-optation, though, are part of what is at issue here, so for pur-

poses of discussion, I focus on the meaning of co-optation as advanced by critics of so-

cial movement engagement with the state.

7. For a listing of organizations by country, see Denise Osted’s online directory of

women’s organizations (http://www.distel.ca/womlist/womlist.html). The number of

Canadian women’s organizations is second or third in the world, despite the fact that

there are many more populous countries with active women’s movements.
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