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In the past decade, 21 countries have adopted gender quota laws that require
between 20% and 50% of all legislative candidates to be women. What explains the
adoption of these laws? 1 argue that three factors make politicians more likely to
adopt gender quota laws. First, electoral uncertainty creates an opportunity for
internal party reform that factions within a party can exploit to their advantage.
Second, the courts play an important role because of the centrality of the issue of
equal protection under the law to gender quotas. Finally, cross-partisan mobilization
among female legislators raises the costs of opposing such legislation by drawing
public attention to it. I examine these three claims with regard to Mexico, where the
federal congress passed a 30% gender quota law in 2002.

I’d give up my seat for you if it wasn’t for the fact that I’m sitting in it myself.
—-Groucho Marx
{quoted in Abdela 2001)

[Many Latin American countries] have ‘homosexual” political systems, that
is, the power of the political parties and the state is in the hands of only one of
the sexes. . .,
-—Line Bareiro, Paraguayan feminist
(Bareiro and Soto 1992, 11)

The participation of women in politics has become an increas-
ingly salient issue in recent years, Countries throughout the world have
pursued various ways to increase the number of women active in
political life. One of the most popular measures to boost the presence
of women in politics is the adoption of gender quotas. There are several
different kinds of gender quotas. The most common are party-level
quotas, which individual political parties adopt and implement on a purely
voluntary basis. As of August 2003, 122 parties in 58 countries had
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some kind of quota provision in their internal statutes (IDEA 2003).
Many people associate the high levels of female legislators in several
of the Scandinavian countries with the quotas that leftist parties there
adopted in the 1970s.!

Another kind of quota is the gender quota law, which applies to
legislative candidates at the national level. Twenty-one countries have
laws that require all political parties to nominate a minimum percentage
of women as candidates for national legislative office (see Table 1).
The quota in these countries ranges from 20% to 50%. Worldwide,
national gender quota laws generate an 8 percentage point increase in
the number of women elected to parliament (Htun and Jones 2002).2
Argentina was the first country in the world to adopt a gender quota
law, in 1991. The Argentine law requires women to constitute at least
30% of candidates and stipulates that at least one woman be placed in
every third spot on the electoral lists. Argentina is the most dramati-
cally successful case; after the law took effect, women’s share of
seats in the Chamber of Deputies rose from an average of 4% to an
average of 27% (Jones 1998). Mexico, the focus of this article, is one
of the most recent cases. The Mexican Congress adopted a gender
quota law in 2002 and implemented it for the first time in the mid-term
legislative elections held in July 2003.

The widespread adoption of these measures is puzzling because
gender quotas appear to violate one of the most widely held assump-
tions about legislative behavior in political science—that elected officials
seek to protect their positions. Even in countries where legislators can-
not be reelected, holding office is a highly sought-after prize, often
critical to advancing one’s political career (Carey 1996). Why would
predominantly male legislatures adopt measures that would ostensibly
limit men’s chances to be nominated for political office? As one
Uruguayan legislator stated during a debate on gender quotas, “We’re
talking about giving up positions of power here, and nobody likes to
give up power.””

A growing literature identifies five main explanations for the adop-
tion of gender quotas: electoral system factors, international influence,
political culture, mobilization, and electoral concerns (Allwood 1995;
Bruhn 2003; Caul 2001, Costain N.d.; Htun and Jones 2002; Lubertino
1992, Meier 2000b; Short 1996; Squires 1996). T will examine these
arguments below. Yet existing accounts have overlooked three factors
that strongly influence support for quotas: domestic political context,
the courts, and cross-partisan support.

The adoption of quotas depends in part on domestic political
context, specifically, the nature of competition within a party system.
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TABLE 1
Gender Quota Laws for Legislative Candidates
at the National Level

Country Quota District Magnitude Year Adopted
Argentina 30%, every 3d spot 6.24 991
Armenia 5% of PR lists 1.72 1999
Belgium No more than 2/3 of same sex; 7.5 1994, 2002

top 3 cannot be of same sex
Bolivia 30% in Chamber, 25% in Senale, 14.44 1997

for safe seats; increases 5% each

election until 50% reached
Bosnia/Herzegovina 1/3 na 1998
Brazi) 30% 18.68 1995, 1997
Costa Rica 40% of electable scats 7.83 1996
Dominican Republic 25% 3.96 1997
Ecunador 20% of PR scats 2.94 1997
France 50% ] 1999
Guyana 33% 53 1996
Endonesia 30% 18.5 2003
Macedonia 30% na na
Moracco 30 of 325 from women-only districts 3.5 na
Mexico 30% of single-member districts; 2.9 2002

1 of every 3 spots for PR lists
Nepal 5% of Chamber candidates; 2.7 1960

3 seats in Upper Housc
Panama 30% of Chamber candidaies 1.68 1997
Paraguay 20% 4.44 1996
Peru 30% 120 1997, 2001
Philippines Women must be included on lists 1.04 1995
Serbia & Montencgro 30% for Serbian Chamber candidates; na 2002

no gquola for Montencgro

Sources. IDEA 2003; Inter-Parliamentary Union 2003; Jones 1995,
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Parties facing electoral uncertainty are more likely to consider internal
reforms when factions within the party challenge the status quo. In the
context of transitions to democracy in Latin America, the advent of
electoral competition has, in many cases, prompted political parties to
democratize the way they make decisions, particularly with regard to
candidate nominations. Faced with competition, parties have consid-
ered two kinds of reforms in particular: primary (or direct) elections
and gender quotas. Although not necessarily opposed to one another,
these two types of nomination rules tend to favor different constituencies
within political parties. Primaries favor more-competitive candidates
and strengthen the power of individual candidates relative to party
leaders. Candidate quotas benefit particular groups and strengthen, or
at least consolidate, the power of party leaders relative to candidates.
Some party leaders have supported gender quotas in an effort to promote
gender equity—and thus look more democratic—while maintaining their
control over the nomination process. In other words, gender quotas
provide a democratizing alternative to primary elections. Party leaders
seeking to protect their interests have proven powerful allies for gender
quota advocates. Gender quotas are thus most likely to be adopted
during periods of uncertainty with regard to electoral outcomes, espe-
cially when women hold leadership positions within a particular party.

The adoption of gender quotas is not purely an electoral story,
however. Courts have also played an important role because the most
powerful argument against gender quota Jaws is that they violate con-
stitutional guarantees of equal protection under the law. When a quota
law is under consideration, legislators take into account the likely out-
come of a constitutional challenge in the Supreme Court.

Finally, although several authors argue that cross-partisan mobili-
zation by women piays an important role in quota law passage (Jaquette
1997; Jones 1996), these authors have not identified the conditions under
which cross-partisan alliances will form or the strategies such alliances
will use (but see Krook 2001). A shared condition of systematic exclu-
sion from candidate slots can facilitate the formation of a strong, well-
organized lobbying campaign on behalf of women from all the major
parties. Cross-partisan coalitions of female politicians who can cred-
ibly threaten to denounce their male colleagues as sexist for opposing
quotas represent a powerful pro-quota force. Such a coalition can force
legislators to adopt a variation of the “blame avoidance” described by
Kent Weaver (1988): politicians adopt a particular measure not to claim
credit for it, but to avoid being punished for failing to adopt it. Parties
have adopted gender quotas in order to avoid being publicly portrayed
as chauvinist.






