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RESUMO 

Esta tese de doutorado tem por objetivo investigar os mecanismos por trás da exclusão 

feminina da política brasileira. O estudo propõe uma lente analítica para identificar 

diferentes momentos onde a exclusão das mulheres da política ocorre, elaborada através 

de um extenso levantamento da literatura que cobre o campo no Brasil e em outros países. 

As disputas eleitorais para o cargo de Deputado Federal entre os anos de 2006 e 2018 

foram usadas como casos para a investigação. Valendo-se de uma análise quantitativa, o 

estudo aponta que, no momento da eleição, há um déficit de candidaturas femininas 

competitivas em proporção às masculinas. Esta desproporcionalidade pode estar 

diretamente vinculada à baixa proporção de mulheres eleitas e é fruto, principalmente, da 

baixa quantidade de potenciais candidaturas femininas competitivas disponíveis para 

recrutamento dos partidos e à menores taxas de competitividade e recrutamento entre 

mulheres casadas. Desigualdades estruturais provavelmente atuam na supressão da oferta 

de candidaturas femininas competitivas antes mesmo delas se colocarem à disposição 

para recrutamento. Medidas que fomentem maiores e melhores experiências eleitorais 

entre as mulheres e que consigam romper com estereótipos de gênero que determinam 

uma divisão sexual do trabalho podem ser fundamentais para aumentar a presença 

feminina na política brasileira.    

 

Palavras-chave: representação feminina; desigualdade de gênero; Deputados Federais; 
mulheres na política  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

ABSTRACT 

This doctoral dissertation aims to investigate the mechanisms behind female exclusion 

from Brazilian politics. The study proposes an analytical lens to identify different 

moments where the exclusion of women from politics occurs, elaborated through an 

extensive survey of the literature that covers the field in Brazil and other countries. 

Electoral disputes for the position of Federal Deputy between the years 2006 and 2018 

were used as cases for the investigation. Using a quantitative analysis, the study points 

out that, at the time of the election, there is a deficit of competitive female candidates in 

proportion to male candidates. This disproportionality may be directly linked to the low 

proportion of women elected and is mainly the result of the low number of potential 

competitive female candidates available for party recruitment and of the lower rates of 

competitiveness and recruitment among married women. Structural inequalities are likely 

to suppress the supply of competitive female candidates before they are even available 

for recruitment. Measures that promote greater and better electoral experiences among 

women and that manage to break with gender stereotypes that determine a sexual division 

of labor may be fundamental to increase female presence in Brazilian politics. 

 

Keywords: female representation; gender inequality; Federal Deputies; women in politics 
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Introduction 

The Urgency of Addressing Gender Inequality in Politics 

This research’s goal is to contribute to the understanding the female exclusion of Brazilian 

politics phenomena. I propose an analytical framework to better understand the state of 

art in this field and, focusing on the competitiveness and recruitment of female candidates, 

I bring more evidence to discuss some common hypothesis about this issue. This is a 

crucial time to better understand why and how women are excluded from political 

activities as gender quotas legislation is being threatened by electoral reforms. Society 

needs to understand the origins of female political exclusion to make better policy 

decisions. 

To address this specific problem it is not necessary to discuss if women can only be 

represented by other women; if the outcomes of parliaments will be better with a more 

diverse composition or if the symbolic impact of more women in politics will help to 

dismantle a patriarchal society. Our issue is simply a lower female presence in politics, 

with a normative assumption that there should be at least a close proportion presence 

between genders. An imbalanced proportion is a flagrant prove that women experience 

more difficulties to access places of power than men. As this fact is probably due to our 

social structure, it must be addressed as a social issue. 

This approach also does not defend a microcosmic representation of the population in the 

parliaments whatsoever. Representation shouldn’t be a mirror of society, in its values and 

defects. This line of argument opens a window for questioning the legitimacy of 

democracies every time we have descriptive differences between the people and their 

representatives.  

Not every presence imbalance is unjust. It is justified to have more people with certain 

abilities in parliaments than their proportion in the population. This can be inescapable 

because of the very nature of the electoral process, as an invariably aristocratic 

mechanism (Manin, 1997). We expect that people with more charisma, more 

communication and negotiation skills or more identification with certain political causes 

or groups would have a higher representation in politics than in society in general. Using 

the same logic, we expect a lower presence from those who doesn’t possesses these kinds 

of skills.  
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We live in a society with several structural inequalities and this type of historical social 

construction has consequences. The exclusion of women from politics (and we can extend 

the same reasoning to any socially marginalized group) may be conditioned to aspects of 

the reproduction of these inequalities. If intelligence, talent, or other desirable 

characteristics for a representative are randomly distributed across genders, there should 

be highly qualified women left outside the Parliament. Besides possible gains in 

efficiency gender balance in politics might bring to political system, to devise the 

electoral system to include more women is a matter of equalizing opportunities. It only 

"compensates for the effects of some other process that interferes with the expected 

proportionality of representation" (Mansbridge, 1999, pp. 632–633). Acting for a more 

gender balanced politics is a matter of guaranteeing the fundamental right of self-

determination in equal terms for men and women.  

In Brazil, we have a peculiar situation. Although we have approved gender quotas 

legislation since late 1990’s, female presence in politics has advanced very slowly for the 

past 20 years. Taking the Federal Chamber of Deputies for an example, in 1998, women’s 

proportion on total elected deputies was around 5%. This figure rose only up to 15% in 

2018 after being stagnated for more than a decade. It is hard to understand why and how 

there are so few women in Brazilian Congress compared to other countries.  

The 15% female proportion among parliamentarians puts Brazil at the 132nd position at 

the Inter-Parliamentary Union’s ranking on proportion of women in national parliaments1 

(study that disclose data based on information provided by National Parliaments, 

classifies 193 countries by descending order of the percentage of women in the lower or 

single House). Brazil is behind its neighbors, including Bolivia (53%), Argentina 

(38,8%), Ecuador (38%), Peru (30%), Chile (22,6%), Uruguay (22,2%) and Venezuela 

(22,2%). Brazil is also behind other emerging countries like México (48,2%), South 

Africa (42,7%), Vietnam (26,7%), China (24,9%), Singapore (23%) and Russia (15,8%). 

Brazil has even less women on its lower chamber that some of the least gender-equal 

countries, classified by the Global Gender Gap Index2 of the World Economic Forum. 

 
1 http://archive.ipu.org/wmn-e/classif.htm seen on June 27th, 2019 
2 http://reports.weforum.org/global-gender-gap-report-
2016/rankings/?doing_wp_cron=1561663656.7392089366912841796875 seen on June 27th, 2019 
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And the near future doesn’t seem to be very promising. Brazilian new government and 

parliament may be the most conservative (maybe reactionary wouldn’t be an 

exaggeration) since redemocratization in 1985. In an interview to Mattoso & Bragon, 

published by the journal “Folha de São Paulo”, Mr. Luciano Bivar, Federal Deputy 

elected at 2018’s elections and president of the Social-Liberal Party (PSL), in which 

President Jair Bolsonaro run and won the presidential election, argues that a lower female 

presence in politics is due to a lack of vocation for politics within women. 

“It's a matter of calling, my dear. I do not know in your home if your mother likes 

politics as much as your father. (...) surely your father would be a candidate and your 

mother would not be. She has other preferences. She prefers to see the ‘Jornal 

Nacional’ and criticize, rather than enter party life. [Politics] It's not really for 

women.”3  

Short after the election. the PSL was accused of using fake female candidates in a scheme 

of money laundering and deviation of public campaign resources for personal interests4. 

The corruption scandal is known as “laranjas do PSL” and directly involves party’s 

president, Federal Deputy Luciano Bivar and the Minister of Tourism Marcelo Álvaro 

Antônio, who would be responsible for the distribution of party’s campaign resources in 

the state of Minas Gerais. The scandal had national repercussion and almost made 

Antônio resign his post at Bolsonaro’s cabinet. 

The commotion about this case also rose discussions about the gender quota legislation.  

A public debate dividing those who were in favor of more strict legislation to prevent 

political parties to use gender quotas for fraudulent activities and those who blamed the 

affirmative action for parties’ misconducts. A reform in electoral rules is expected for 

next couple of years and it is possible that the gender quota legislation might be 

threatened5 by a stronger conservative coalition and government in power. 

Hopefully, women’s movements and other progressive organizations in Brazil are also in 

move. With all the respect for Mr. Bivar, his “calling” argument to explain women’s 

 
3 https://www1.folha.uol.com.br/poder/2019/02/politica-nao-e-muito-da-mulher-diz-presidente-
nacional-do-psl.shtml 
4 https://noticias.uol.com.br/ultimas-noticias/bbc/2019/10/08/4-perguntas-para-entender-a-
reviravolta-no-caso-das-candidatas-laranjas-do-psl-de-bolsonaro.htm 
5 https://www1.folha.uol.com.br/poder/2019/03/candidaturas-de-laranjas-levam-congresso-a-propor-
fim-de-cota-para-mulheres.shtml 
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lower presence in politics is evidently not true. Women’s movements could be spotted 

very clearly in some important very recent political events in Brazil. They were rising 

their voices against gender oppression, sexual violence and for equality in wages, rights, 

opportunities and political representation. Media and academia are also giving great 

attention to female political exclusion.  

After President Dilma Rousseff’s impeachment in 2016, new movements were organized 

to oppose the new government of Vice-President Michel Temer. These movements were 

in great part formed by feminist activists that were against a conservative agenda 

proposed by the new President. Named as “Belas, recatadas e do lar” (“pretty, discreet, 

and houseworkers”) – an irony targeting one article published by one of the most reads 

Brazilian weekly magazines about the profile of the First Lady, understood as a symbol 

of the role of women in Temer’s government – women from all over the country took the 

streets to protest and to lead the upcoming opposition. 

Other two moments need to be remarked. The first one is when Rio de Janeiro’s city 

councilor Marielle Franco was brutally murdered in an ambush in March 2018. Franco 

was one of the few black women at the city legislative branch and represented the arise 

of underprivileged people into spaces of power. The circumstances of her death are still 

under investigations, but it’s likely that she was target by former police officers whom 

she investigated and denounced as part of paramilitary groups that operated in poor 

communities in Rio. Franco’s assassination inflated the feminist movements, especially 

the black women movements. The day after her death, the streets of the most important 

cities in the country were closed due the protesters. They were shouting against the 

violence toward black and female bodies and for their right to speak up their minds. 

Marielle Franco was an important representant of these voices. Every shot she took was 

felt as an aggression to women’s - especially black women’s - right to be politically 

represented. 

The second important moment occurred only few months later, during the 2018 

presidential campaign, a couple of weeks before the ballot. The polls were indicating that 

Jair Bolsonaro - the far-right candidate - was leading with a comfortable advantage, 

securing his place at the run-off. Bolsonaro was known for his misogyny in public 

statements like when, after an argument, he said to a Federal Chamber colleague that he 
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“wouldn’t rape her because she doesn’t merit it”6. He also was vocally against public 

measures to ensure equal wages for women and almost every feminist demand. The idea 

of having Bolsonaro as President shook the feminist movements once more. They 

organized demonstrations in many Brazilians cities to demand “#EleNão” (“#NotHim”), 

an appeal to left and center candidates to unify forces against the ultra-conservative 

candidate.  

Academic community is also in alert and aware of the problems in Brazilian gender 

quotas legislation. It focuses on candidacies, doesn’t have strong enforcement procedures 

and is not as effective as people expected on rising female presence in proportional seats 

(Araújo, 1998, 2001, 2003; Miguel, 2000; Ramos & Da Silva, 2019; Sacchet, 2012; 

Wylie, dos Santos, & Marcelino, 2019). Even so, the idea of revoking gender quotas 

legislation is unthinkable for those fighting for gender equality in politics. The idea that 

the quota legislation is the cause of fraudulent behavior is surreal. Society needs the best 

information about women’s political exclusion. Only with serious and deep investigation 

we will be able to choose the best policies to address this problem. This research is part 

of this effort. 

I divided this work in six chapters, including this introduction. Chapter I presents and 

justify our research problem. It develops the theoretical approach of women’s exclusion 

in Brazilian politics that will guide the empirical investigation of the subsequent chapters. 

I explore the dialogue between Hanna Pitkin and Anne Phillips about the politics of ideas 

and politics of presence to justify the choice to address women’s lower presence in 

Brazilian politics as a political exclusion problem rather than a representation problem. I 

connect a “Three Processes” framework with the supply-demand model to propose an 

analytical framework for women’s political exclusion theory. 

Chapter II addresses the question concerning female lower presence among elected 

candidates. As the literature points that voter’s discrimination might not be strong enough 

to cause gender inequalities in politics, the problem would be at the supply of strong 

 
6 https://www.huffpostbrasil.com/2014/12/09/nao-te-estupro-porque-voce-nao-merece-repete-
bolsonaro-a-
depu_n_6296418.html?guccounter=1&guce_referrer=aHR0cHM6Ly93d3cuZ29vZ2xlLmNvbS8&guce_ref
errer_sig=AQAAANo4s5sIAQ_uqdUYRkBrkCXEd7HNko44f1RfTd-JhQftGyHIXpi7qWC2jNvxuPRjTCQ45d-
0PdbLZwK9PypX7KwhjmTnzD3cYo0uKe3oQ1Qwyslo68BG-
kHUEqdbclT2YuKcr6eSggcxW8DJj5Y7f8E3VPmrBzLdNKQOa2_BE-Oy 
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female candidacies. To investigate it, I used electoral data from 2006 to 2018 elections 

for Federal Deputy to analyze female presence among competitive candidacies and their 

eligibility in relation to men. I discuss competitiveness parameters and propose a new one 

based on candidate’s previous electoral experience, trying to avoid the ex post problem 

of literature’s standard competitiveness parameters. Previous electoral experience 

competitive parameter seems to present similar results compared to literature’s standard 

parameters and showed that women have a significantly lower presence among 

competitive candidates. This would demonstrate an important factor for female lower 

presence among elected candidates because when women achieve a competitive status, 

they would have similar chances of being elected than men, corroborating the mainstream 

literature.  

Chapter III explores the fact that women are less present among competitive candidates. 

I work with two possible hypothesis that would explain why this happens: a supply 

problem, illustrated by a lower female presence among competitive potential candidates; 

and a demand problem, instrumentalized by a gender difference at recruitment probability 

among competitive potential candidates. To proceed this analysis, I elaborated a dataset 

with all registered candidates from 2002 to 2014, including local elections, as potential 

candidates for recruitment for Federal Deputy elections. I used the competitiveness 

parameter of chapter II to identify competitive potential candidates. The results showed 

that women are also less present among competitive potential candidates and this 

imbalance might be limiting their proportion among competitive candidates at the 

election. Once female potential candidates are competitive, their recruitment probability 

is statistically equal as male candidates. We are probably dealing with a supply rather 

than a demand problem.       

Chapter IV investigates one of the possible answers for why we have a supply problem 

of female competitive candidacies. I analyze one important mechanism that would be 

discouraging women to pursue a political career: marriage. I test the relevance of marriage 

status for female probabilities of being a competitive potential candidate and of being 

recruited for Federal Deputy. In both cases, being married seems to spread gender 

inequality. Married women wouldn’t profit marriage benefits to construct a solid political 

capital and would have lower chances of being recruited than non-married women and 
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married men. A last chapter recapitulates the theory discussed and evidences provided in 

previous chapters and concludes the research rational. 

Much has been said and written about female political exclusion. There is a great stock 

of knowledge on this field that needs to relate to practical measures. We must concentrate 

efforts at the origins of the problem and surpass any kind of common sense behind 

hypothesis and assumptions. We have excellent data available and need to use them to 

guide our policy proposals. I hope I could help with that.   
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 Chapter I 
 

The Supply and Demand on the Processes of 
Women’s Political Exclusion in Brazil: An Analytical Framework  

 

Women still occupy few spaces of leadership in political parties, public administration, 

legislature and judiciary in Brazil, especially elective positions. They are slightly more 

than 10%, both in the executive and legislative positions. In the specific case of the 

Federal Chamber of Deputies, they represent only 15% of parliamentarians. This scenario 

is contradictory with the advance women experienced in past decades in terms of formal 

rights and economic status in our society. Female political inclusion did not follow the 

rise on women’s participation in the labor market, the overturn on education gap, the 

increase on the proportion of women as the family main breadwinner, etc. (Marteleto & 

Miranda, 2004; Nonato, Pereira, Nascimento, & Araújo, 2012; Perucchi & Beirão, 2007).  

The landscape of women’s inclusion in Brazilian politics becomes more puzzling when 

we acknowledge the existence of gender quotas for proportional candidacy and when we 

compare its situation with other countries. Even though since late 1990’s national 

legislation enforces at least 30% of female candidates for local, state and federal 

parliaments, women’s proportion in these houses was never been higher than the current 

15%. This figure puts Brazil in one of the lower positions on the Inter-Parliamentary 

Union’s ranking on proportion of women in national parliaments7, behind other Latin-

American and emerging countries, less developed countries and even behind more 

conservative and authoritarian countries. The political inclusion in Brazil should be at 

higher levels at this point. This puzzle is the subject of this dissertation. 

Political science has dedicated great attention to political exclusion phenomenon, and, in 

Brazil, national literature has been aware of this issue for a quite long time. Brazilian 

literature has searched for answers from different perspectives and have used a diverse 

range of approaches. The subject has proportionated great theoretical and empirical 

discussions about political representation, political mobilization, party recruitment 

processes, electoral competitivity and voter’s behavior - besides the discussion about 

gender issues that it naturally rises. The most important questions are: what is the political 

 
7 http://archive.ipu.org/wmn-e/classif.htm , accessed on June 27th, 2019 
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exclusion phenomenon; why is it important; how does it work; when does it happen and 

where does it act. An important job would be to elaborate a theorical framework that 

could put all these important questions together. Parameters  

The first two questions generally come together and can be named as the “What and Why” 

questions. This is when the discussion is about the conceptual nature of female political 

exclusion and the justification of why this is an important issue to be addressed. This 

questions normally relates the subject with representation, democracy and justice 

theories. The main debate is normally around the nature and importance of descriptive 

and substantive representation, more recently resumed to the discussion between Hanna 

Pitkin’s “politics of presence” and Anne Phillips’s “politics of ideas” concepts. Item 1 

will explore these questions. 

On item 2 examines the “How” question, when the subject is the mechanisms behind the 

exclusion phenomenon and the way they act in our society. Starting from Iris Young’s 

definition of political exclusion, I explore the mechanisms that labor economics literature 

brings about the “glass ceiling” phenomenon to list a diverse range of possible causes for 

female political exclusion like gender stereotypes, organizational culture, psychological 

traits, imbalanced responsibilities for non-market work, among others, generalized as 

structural inequalities. One interesting approach to analyze these mechanisms is the 

“supply and demand” model developed by Norris and Lovenduski (1993), which is a 

framework that investigates how the structural inequalities affects women’s supply and 

demand in politics.     

When the focus is on a specific moment of the political career hey are dealing with the 

“When” question, analyzed on item 3. Political careers have three crucial moments: the 

mobilization moment, when the individual chooses to engage on political activity; the 

recruitment moment, when political parties select the person to be an official candidate; 

and the election itself, when the candidate have to convince the constituency to vote for 

him or her. On each of these moments, mechanisms of exclusion may act to prevent 

women to progress on their careers (Álvares, 2008; Matland, 2005).  

Finally, item 4 deals with the question about “Where or Who”. This question relates to a 

discussion about the actors behind the political exclusion processes. It debates what 

groups, organizations or institutions are responsible by or act like vectors for the 
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mechanisms of political exclusion. Traditionally, voters and women themselves were 

accounted as the main responsible for the situation. Women would not like to engage on 

politics like men do, and voters would have a sexist bias in favor of men before the pools. 

This scenario is shifting towards a more institutionalist approach, putting electoral, party 

and justice systems in evidence (Aguilar, Cunow, & Desposato, 2015; Krook, 2019; 

Wylie, 2012).  

In the end, this study brings a complete analytical framework for women’s political 

exclusion in politics articulating all questions explored above and propose some 

hypothesis to be tested. It is a concise and objective lens to understand this theoretical 

framework. It helps to identify the mechanisms behind female political exclusion in 

specific moments when these mechanisms act to exclude women from politics, specially 

within electoral competitiveness and candidate recruitment processes, articulating with 

the main political actors. This phenomenon has a diverse range of explanations that goes 

from sexism on organizations and institutions to very specific gender constructions that 

can be described as gender structural inequalities. These inequalities might act on the 

development and behavior of many political actors (political rules, parties, candidates and 

voters), affecting women’s candidacies supply and demand during all the political career 

- in the same way that we see on other professional fields.  

It is important to tackle more than one question in a coherent manner, that means, 

articulating the conceptual discussions with hypothesis about actors and/or mechanisms 

behind the scenario. We must pay attention on the idiosyncrasies of each moment of 

political career. This study is an attempt to look at political exclusion’s theoretical 

framework in a way to explore these connections, its respective different answers and 

different hypothesis. With it, it might be easier to systematize our findings and 

potentialize incremental advance, rising the efficiency of future research projects.  

 

1. What is Female Political Exclusion and Why is it so Important? Political 

Inclusion as a Premise 

Do we have to worry about women’s political representation or their presence (or not) in 

politics instead? Is it important to have specifically gender equity on presence in politics? 
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The use of words “exclusion” or “underrepresentation” has meanings. To design the 

problem as “exclusion” or “underrepresentation” is a way to place the research under the 

debate about presence and representation and implies the use of different arguments and 

approaches. There has been important discussions on the field relating two theoretical 

branches that, for simplicity, I am going to call “politics of ideas” – represented 

preferentially by the theories developed by Hanna Pitkin (1967; 2006) - and “politics of 

presence” – that has Anne Phillips (1998) as its major exponent. I place this research on 

the side that understand women’s lower presence in political offices as the result of 

structural inequalities that must be addressed as a matter of political exclusion, not 

underrepresentation per se. In that case, the theoretical justification will focus on the 

branch of the “politics of presence”, taking the necessity of a gender balanced politics as 

a premise, instead of relying on arguments attached or conditioned to substantive 

representation or any other outcome. In this section I’ll discuss this debate about the two 

theoretical views and defend my theoretical choice.  

1.1. Hanna Pitkin and the “Politics of Ideas” 

To represent is a polysemic verb. The concept of political representation is not settled. 

Hanna Pitkin (1967), on her seminal work about concepts of representation, describes the 

most important theories and brings four dimensions of political representation: formal 

representation, descriptive representation, symbolic representation and substantive 

representation. 

Formal representation is the one that saw following of procedures as the defining 

characteristic of political representation. The descriptive representation, by its turn, 

brought the notion that legislative assemblies should “reflect” the ensemble of the nation. 

By its turn, symbolic representation triggers a social change on people’s behavior.  

“When we speak of something as symbolizing, we are calling attention to just those 

features of the situation which are missing with algebraic or map-making symbols. 

We are calling attention to someone's reacting (or being supposed to react) to the 

symbol in a manner appropriate to its referent (kissing the Cross, saluting the flag). 

We are emphasizing the symbol's power to evoke feelings and attitudes.” (Pitkin, 

1967, p.97) 
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In that way, the increase in the proportion of women in politics might be important as 

actions that seek to include historically marginalized groups of power "seek to broaden 

the range of possible 'life trajectories', avoiding the 'automatic' adaptation to the socially 

awaited role, as is often the case" (Miguel, 2000, p. 99, free translation). The fact that we 

have more women competing, winning and holding political positions will help to break 

with the social construction that these spaces are exclusively masculine, arousing more 

and more interest for the public life between the women and reducing typically sexist 

processes from the context of the political representation. 

Finally, substantive representation is based on the products of the political process and its 

relationship with the constituency. The real representatives are those who can understand 

and act in favor of their electors’ interests and are responsive to them. The most important 

characteristic of this kind of representation is the delivery of specific policies by 

representatives and the constant accountability to constituency. For Pitkin, this might be 

the essential definition of political representation.  

"It seems to me that we show a government to be representative not by demonstrating 

its control over its subjects but just the reverse, by demonstrating that its subjects have 

control over what it does. (...) A representative government must not merely be in 

control, not merely promote the public interest, but must also be responsive to the 

people. The notion is closely related to the view of representing as a substantive 

activity." (Pitkin, 1967, p. 232) 

This substantive fulfillment of the representative process can be achieved in a variety of 

ways, especially when the subject is the representation of groups. Some arguments in 

favor groups’ representation might assume that they have interests that cannot be 

represented by an outsider. They rely on the idea that their members have intrinsic and 

homogenous interests or values. This type of argument was classified as the “essentialist” 

argument for group representation (Young, 2000).   

Iris Young (2000) made a great contribution on the discussion of the representation of 

groups. Her theory is denominated as the “politics of difference”, different from the idea 

that the representation of groups would be necessary to represent determined interests and 

values. It was very important to dissociate the defense of group representation from the 

essentialist argument.  
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“The argument for group representation does not need to be articulated through a 

strong notion of identity and common interests, but with the argument about the need 

to diversify the social perspectives present in political-decision-making spaces” 

(Sacchet, 2012, p. 425, free translation) 

The politics of difference argues that specific social groups have different perspectives in 

their experiences that must be acknowledged in public debate. This would be especially 

true when we talk about gender. According to Young, women and men have different 

social perspectives because they experience different social situations. These social 

differences make it harder to men to represent women’s perspectives in politics. Women’s 

lower presence in the political arena leads to a less legit democracy and this would be 

enough to be in favor of gender equality in politics. 

"I have suggested that the gender position of being a woman does not itself imply 

sharing social attributes and identity with all those others called women. Instead, 

‘women’ is the name of a series in which some individuals find themselves 

positioned by virtue of norms of enforced heterosexuality and the sexual division of 

labor" (Young, 2000, p. 100). 

"If group-based positional differences give to some people greater power, material 

and cultural resources, and authoritative voice, then social norms and discourses 

which appear impartial are often biased. Under circumstances of structural social and 

economic inequality, the relative power of some groups often allows them to 

dominate the definition of the common good in ways compatible with their 

experience, perspective, and priorities” (Young, 2000, p.108). 

The contemplation of a diversity of political perspectives would enhance the political 

process. Men and women share different values and perspectives in life. This kind of 

argument dialogues with the importance of having a diverse and plural political class in 

order to represent all kinds of social perspectives during public debate. Some groups 

would have distinct characteristics or conceptions that couldn’t be represented for anyone 

outside their own group. The experiences of women would be substantially different from 

men’s in many aspects and it must be considered in the deliberations of public policies 

(Young, 2000). 

As we can see, Pitkin’s and Young’s concepts about representation in politics - especially 

women’s representation - pass through notions of substantive representation. Women 
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need to be more present in legislative houses to fight for women’s interests, to bring a 

female perspective under the discussions and/or to be a role model for other women that 

are discouraged to begin a public career. Although they are powerful arguments, they 

open doors for important questioning. The connection between descriptive and 

substantive representations is far from straightforward.  

To defend the inclusion of a female agenda in politics is not the same thing as defending 

more women in politics. If the importance of women’s presence in politics is due to the 

necessity to represent specific interests or perspectives the focus would rely on the ideas  

or on the choices of public policies resulting from female politicians and not on the 

presence of the group on the realm of public debate itself. In that case, what would be 

better: electing women from a conservative party that are fighting to restrain abortion 

regulation even more or men from a progressive party that are proposing a very strict law 

to implement equality on wages between genders? If there was no empirical evidence of 

the positive effects of female representatives on the advancement of a female agenda, or 

if, in fact, this advance was higher when lead by men, it would be ok to have so few 

women elected?  

Also, the fact that women have different perspectives doesn’t mean that they will act on 

it and, if they do, that they will be successful. Women might have different experiences 

in life compared to men, but they don’t necessarily have conscious of it, or are able to 

express a different point of view because of it. Even when women go beyond personal 

and partisan barriers and become candidates or congresswomen, they might not 

emphasize either the fact that they are women or not articulate on their platform’s themes 

present in feminist struggles (Céli Regina Jardim Pinto & Moritz, 2009). There is a long 

path between different perspectives and action or influence on the formulation of policy. 

Even if we use the argument that the probability of women defending an agenda of women 

or symbolic impacting others are higher than men, we are still resting the justification of 

women’s presence in politics on outcomes that are not guaranteed only with a more 

gender balanced parliament.  

1.2. Anne Phillips and the “Politics of Presence” 

One cannot say with confidence that women’s perspectives, interests or agenda are more 

represented with more women in politics.  
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“It is possible to incorporate a contingent of women into prominent positions without 

breaking with the pattern of general political inequality (the fact that, despite formal 

equality, effective political action capacity is concentrated in a minority), without an 

appreciation of the female political agenda and even without the ‘male’ model of 

political practice being questioned” (Miguel & Biroli, 2010, p. 672, free translation).  

But one can say that their right to participate in public debate and their capacity to 

influence in social decisions rely deeply on their presence in politics. So, we don’t need 

to go as deep as debating idiosyncratic interests or perspectives, nor the political and 

social outcomes (practical or symbolic) of equalizing genders presence in politics to 

defend that more women should occupy spaces of power. We can defend more women in 

politics as a matter of political inclusion, as a premise for a legitimate democratic system. 

For that, we resort to Anne Phillips’ theory of the “politics of presence”.  

“It is only when people are more consistently present in the process of working out 

alternatives that they have much chance of challenging dominant conventions. The 

argument for a more equitable distribution of representative positions is very much 

bound up with this” (Phillips, 1998, p. 51).  

Phillips (1998) understands that political exclusion can be perceived as the 

underrepresentation of ideologies, perspectives or values of the society, but also as 

inequalities of access to political participation. The first relates to the question of “what” 

is being represented and the second with “who” is representing. The concern with 

substantive action of representation is related with the “politics of ideas” and the concern 

with the characteristics of those who exert the representative role is related with the 

“politics of presence”.  

The author argues that the dismantling of the arguments that sustained the representation 

as strictly descriptive (the notion of mirroring the society), and the shifting to a 

substantive idea of representation (mostly due to Pitkin great contribution) disbalanced 

the attention in favor of the “politics of ideas” and relegated the descriptive aspect of 

political exclusion. The pressure for more representation of certain groups came back 

mostly when and where labor organizations started to demand more political influence. 

But, the idea of inclusion of these groups had few to do with their access to political power 

itself. It was more of a fight for a socialist agenda. The gender and ethnic/race factors on 

the representation continued to be neglected (sometimes even opposed by those that saw 



27 
 

it as a disaggregating factor for the class conflict). It started to change with the emergence 

of identity movements.  

“The politics that characterizes this is determinedly anti- paternalist and reflects that 

explosion of self-confident and autonomous organization which developed in the 

civil rights movement in the USA, and the women's movements of the 1960s and 

1970s. The question of who could best speak for oppressed or disadvantaged groups 

became a central concern within these movements” (Phillips, 1998, p.13) 

Although the political focus might have shifted to groups like women, blacks and gays, 

they were not able to elaborate a politics of presence. The concentration on the idea that 

these groups had specific and homogenous interests created frictions inside them, as they 

could not solve problems related to their own diversity and who could speak in behalf of 

whom. The emphasis on a politics of ideas has been a serious threat to the development 

of identity-based movements. 

When the focus of political inclusion is on the presence of historically excluded groups 

at places of political power, we change our view from a politics of ideas into a politics of 

presence. By this point of view, the last century was filled with important achievements, 

like the guarantee of equal civil rights for women and people of color and the construction 

of the welfare state that narrowed the opportunities between genders and races. But, only 

securing formal rights and material conditions of living seemed not enough to implement 

real political equality (at least on a reasonable timeframe).  

“Whatever their differences on other issues, the traditions of revolutionary Marxism 

and welfare state social reform have tended to converge on a broadly materialist 

analysis of the problems of political equality, seeing equal political access as 

something that depends on more fundamental changes in social, economic, and 

sometimes educational conditions. The current interest in achieving equal or 

proportionate presence reverses this, focusing instead on institutional mechanisms 

— its critics would say ‘political fixes‘— that can achieve more immediate change.” 

(Phillips, 1998, p.18)               

Even if it seemed a very transgressive theory, Phillips did not antagonize the politics of 

presence with the politics of ideas. She defended that both are important and 

complementary aspects for a fair representative system.  
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“Most of the problems, indeed, arise when these two are set up as exclusionary 

opposites: when ideas are treated as totally separate from the people who carry them; 

or when the people dominate attention, with no thought given to their policies and 

ideas. It is in the relationship between ideas and presence that we can best hope to 

find a fairer system of representation, not in a false opposition between one or the 

other.” (Phillips, 1998, p.30-31) 

After few years, though, Phillips understood that her politics of presence was 

conceptually distinct from the previous theories of representation, specially the one from 

Hanna Pitkin. The focus on substantive action (or the politics of ideas) seemed to her not 

necessary to validate the necessity of descriptive representation. Contrary to what Pitkin 

concludes, the descriptive aspect of political representation would have an intrinsic value 

(Phillips, 2012). 

Going even further on her argument, she finally describes her theory as something 

different from political representation itself. The politics of presence is about political 

inclusion. It means that the problem in question is not the outcomes from the political 

representation in terms of political action from the representants vis-à-vis their 

constituency. It is about access to political power and the fulfillment of basic civil rights.  

“From Pitkin’s perspective, thinking of representation as a statement about 

citizenship might appear a misuse of the concept, might seem to forget the activity 

she stresses as so central to representation, might seem to turn it into a substitute for 

something else. I partially agree. I think that the issues we have addressed in recent 

years under the rubric of representation are not all, or not always, about that. They 

are often more about inclusion than representation, more about what it means to be 

recognized as a full member of one’s society than how one can effect policy change. 

(…) What changes our lives are not just the policies introduced by our governments 

via some reasonably representative process (important as these are), but the social 

and political practices through which our society is organized, as reflected, among 

other things, in the people deemed worthy of representing us. Perhaps this is not 

representation per se, but it definitely matters” (Phillips, 2012, p. 517).   

Hence, it is necessary to highlight this theoretical difference: the political exclusion of 

women is not about political representation per se. It is about inequalities on the access 

to political power. Guaranteeing the participation of women in the same way as men is 

nothing more than guaranteeing the right of being a representant (Abreu, 2011). Looking 
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at women’s lower presence in politics as a presence issue seems to be the only way not 

to make the automatic link between descriptive and substantive representations, that 

means, to attach the necessity of inclusion to its outcomes.  

To address this specific problem it is not important to discuss if women can only be 

represented by other women; if the outcomes of parliaments will be better with a more 

diverse composition or if the symbolic impact of more women in politics will help to 

dismantle a patriarchal society. Our issue is simply female’s lower presence in politics, 

with a normative assumption that there should be at least a close proportion presence 

between genders. An imbalanced proportion is a flagrant prove that women experience 

more difficulties to access places of power than men. As this fact is probably due to our 

social structure, it must be addressed as a social issue. 

We live in a society with several structural inequalities and this type of historical social 

construction has consequences. The exclusion of women from politics (and we can extend 

the same reasoning to any socially marginalized group) may be conditioned to aspects of 

the reproduction of these inequalities. If intelligence, talent, or other desirable 

characteristics for a representative are randomly distributed across genders, there should 

be highly qualified women left outside the Parliament. Besides possible gains in 

efficiency gender balance in politics might bring to political system, to devise the 

electoral system to include more women is a matter of equalizing opportunities. It only 

"compensates for the effects of some other process that interferes with the expected 

proportionality of representation" (Mansbridge, 1999, pp. 632–633). 

It is necessary to investigate the factors that lead us to women’s political exclusion. It is 

quite probable that, by breaking with the mechanisms we might stop the reproduction of 

this inequality. This probably won’t solve all the problems related to structural sexism, 

nor even guide us to a better functioning Congress with better public polices, but it would 

be a step to dismantle one of the most important forms of social inequalities between 

genders: the access to political power and influence in public decisions.  
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2. How Female Political Exclusion Act? Structural Inequalities on a Supply-

Demand Structure 

The problem of political exclusion was present in the literature since the earliest theorists 

of descriptive representation – especially the ones that advocate for the proportional 

representation (Pitkin, 1967). John Stuart Mill used the term “appearing” to defend the 

diversity of the legislative assemblies; Thomas Hare said that a representation only could 

be consistent with the inclusion of minorities on public debate (Pitkin, 1967). Iris Young 

(2000) develop a theory of political inclusion and divided it in two different forms of 

possible exclusion: external and internal exclusion. In her words:   

“The most obvious forms of [political] exclusion are those that keep some 

individuals or groups out of the fora of debate or processes of decision-making, or 

which allow some individuals or groups dominative control over what happens in 

them. I call this external exclusion. (…) Though formally included in a forum or 

process, people may find that their claims are not taken seriously and may believe 

that they are not treated with equal respect. The dominant mood may find their ideas 

or modes of expression silly or simple, and not worthy of consideration. (…) I call 

these familiar experiences internal exclusion, because they concern ways that people 

lack effective opportunity to influence the thinking of others even when they have 

access to fora and procedures of decision-making” (Young, 2000, pp. 52- 55). 

The political exclusion phenomenon happens with “structural social groups” historically 

excluded or oppressed. She defines these groups as a collection of people relatively 

situated in positions of subordination in respect to a quasi-permanent institutionalized 

rule of authority and prestige. This social structure is not natural. It comes from the 

historical interaction of people and groups. This construction produces “structural 

inequalities”, which is the differences in opportunities and outcomes people experience 

due to their position in this social structure. It “often implies predictable status in law, 

educational possibility, occupation, access to resources, political power, and prestige”. 

The political exclusion of minorized groups - specially women’s political exclusion - is a 

consequence and an example of these structural inequalities. 

What exactly are these structural inequalities? How they act on political exclusion? The 

mechanisms of gender exclusion on politics might have a lot in common with the ones 

we see in other professional careers.  



31 
 

2.1. Female Exclusion at Job Market: The “Glass Ceiling” Phenomenon 

“Business and politics share certain features in common – like ‘cultural traditions and 

folklore’ that shape how members ‘manage relations’ between internal and external 

actors” (Beckwith, 2002 apud Childs & Krook, 2008). These similarities might expand 

our sight into women’s political exclusion mechanisms and help us identify and propose 

measures to undermine them. 

In the labor market, gender inequality is also striking. Women have more difficulty 

accessing jobs in certain careers, especially in positions of leadership and power. This 

phenomenon is known as the “glass ceiling”, vastly studied on the fields of labor 

economics and labor sociology. The American Federal Glass Ceiling Commission 

defined it as the "unseen, yet unbreachable barrier that keeps minorities and women from 

rising to the upper rungs of the corporate ladder, regardless of their qualifications or 

achievements" (Cotter, Hermsen, Ovadia, & Vanneman, 2001, p. 656). It would consist 

of “many varied and pervasive forms of gender bias that occur frequently in both overt 

and covert ways”8 (Auster, 1993 apud Oakley, 2000, p.321).  

Women hold only 19.9 percent of corporate board seats and comprise only 5.8 percent of 

CEO positions in those companies in the USA, and represent only 23.3 percent of board 

members are women and only 5.1 percent are CEOs of the largest publicly listed 

companies of European Union, despite women accounting for 45 percent of the labor 

force (Bertrand, 2017). Carrilo, Gadelman and Rodano (2013) studied wage data from 

Latin American countries and found that there is a significant wage gap favorable to men 

in all of them.  

In Brazil, gender inequality is expressed in several sectors. The glass ceiling phenomenon 

is observed in areas of the private sector (Lima, Neto, Lima, Tanure, & Versiani, 2013), 

public sector (Fontenelle-Mourão, 2006; Vaz, 2013) and even in trade union entities 

 
8 Variations of this definition are common in the literature. Cotter et al (2001) proposes that a gender 
glass ceiling inequality represents a gender difference in the chances of advancement into higher levels 
(not merely the proportions of each gender currently at those higher levels) that is not explained by other 
job-relevant characteristics of the employee; that is greater at higher than at lower levels of an outcome 
(earnings, hierarchy, etc.) and that increases over the course of a career. Carrillo, Gadelman and Rodano 
(2013) defined the phenomenon as “sticky floor” when this same fact occurs but stronger in lower levels 
of outcomes. Ryan and Haslam (2005) called it “glass cliff” when women access positions of leadership 
but in worst conditions than normally men would assume. Regardless which phenomenon and its 
definition, all of them try to describe mechanisms behind the exclusion of women from higher and/or well 
rewarded positions. 
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(Júnior & Reis, 2017). Women receive, on average, 27% less than men (IPEA, 2017) and 

this difference seems to get worst in proportion to the scale of earnings (Carillo, 

Gadelman & Rodano, 2013).  

Analyzing Brazilian and international literature on the “glass ceiling” phenomenon, we 

can identify some of these obstacles women face to succeed in high estimated careers. 

One of them can be defined as “sexist corporate policies” – career development, 

promotion policies, compensation practices, socialization informal rules, etc. – related 

with a sexist institutional environment or organizational culture (an “old boy network”) 

within the job market (Oakley, 2000). These policies are significant discriminatory 

processes in the form of prejudice (Lima et al., 2013; J. A. F. Santos, 2008). They prevent 

women from obtaining the necessary experience to advance their corporate careers, are 

reckless with their professional development and don’t account for the difficulties women 

might face on a “masculine” field (Bruschini, 2007; Bruschini & Puppin, 2004; Carvalho 

Neto, Tanure, & Andrade, 2010; Giuberti & Menezes-Filho, 2005). For consequence, 

women are concentrated in positions that offer lower rewards and lower returns to 

experience 

Women leaders are also overcriticized in comparison with men in the corporate 

environment. “Compared to men, women who assume leadership offices may be 

differentially exposed to criticism and in greater danger of being apportioned blame for 

negative outcomes that were set in train well before they assumed their new roles” (Ryan 

& Haslam, 2005, p. 87). In a study that comprised high scale female public administrators, 

Fontenelle-Mourão (2006) observed the difficulties women had to adapt to a “masculine 

management” in Brazilian public sector. The interviews she conducted showed that those 

women in high positions of government staff constantly faced questioning of their 

competence by male peers and subordinates. Oakley (2000) argues that is very common 

among women to experience the “double bind” situation (or a situation where one cannot 

win whatsoever) where they have to be less feminine to be considered competent by their 

peers, but when they are too assertive they come out as disproportionally severe, evil 

persons.   

Other branch of explanations for the glass ceiling phenomenon is the resilient gender 

stereotypes, related with social and cultural aspects that influence on individual’s life 

choices and behavior (Oakley, 2000; Pai & Vaidya, 2009). Girls are more encouraged to 



33 
 

perform activities related to care and housework and boys to tasks more linked to 

creativity and logical reasoning. Evidence shows differences in education background 

and career choices between men and women (Andrade, Franco, & De Carvalho, 2006; 

Bertrand, 2017), a poor supply of skilled and interested women for jobs on male 

dominated industries like IT, oil drilling, international relations, engineering, physics and 

economics (Kollinger, 2005; Lemons & Parzinger, 2001; McDowell, Singell, & Ziliak, 

1999; Pai & Vaidya, 2009). Women are super-represented in areas such as social, culture 

and health, traditional dominated by women fields (Bruschini & Puppin, 2004; Lombardi, 

2006; Moschkovich & Almeida, 2015), and “masculinized” when they thrive into male 

dominated fields (Lima et al., 2013; Oakley, 2000). This difference of performance and 

life choices may be related to different stimuli directed to children depending on their 

biological sex. 

Differences on psychological characteristics between men and women - specifically 

concerning risk and competition aversions - were also pointed as mechanisms to explain 

the glass ceiling phenomenon9. Some studies found that women tend to be more risk 

averse than men (Dohmen et al., 2011; Eckel & Grossman, 2002; Lima et al., 2013; 

Reuben, Sapienza, & Zingales, 2015), more averse to competitive environments 

(Bertrand, 2017; Gneezy, Niederle, & Rustichini, 2003; Lima et al., 2013) and less 

resilient than men (Cotter et al., 2001). These results might be one of the consequences 

of a difference in socialization standards between genders, as boys are generally educated 

to show off their abilities in front of the others, to compete with their peers more directly, 

and girls are told to avoid these confrontive situations (Buser, Niederle, & Oosterbeek, 

2014; Flory, Leibbrandt, & List, 2015; Oakley, 2000). 

Men also have psychological traits that might influence on their attitudes toward women 

in positions of power. They would have aversion to the possibility of disrupting a 

socialization pattern that transfer the competition of corporate environment to informal 

interactions, generally imposing toxic masculinity and coercive heterosexuality behavior. 

They might also be uncomfortable with having a woman as their boss as this would 

 
9 It is important to say that these different characteristics and social differentiations are not naturalized. 
“If nurture is indeed the dominant force, this further suggests that “soft” policies that would reframe or 
recast certain educational and occupational choices to make them less threatening to women, very much 
along the line of a large literature in psychology on stereotype threat and the negation of these 
stereotypes, may help undo whatever role these traits have on holding back women.” (Bertrand, 2017, 
p.13) 
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explicit that they “lost in competition to a woman” (Oakley, 2000). They might be 

“‘openly angry’ and simply do not know how to interact with a woman who is not their 

wife or their secretary” (Kanter, 1977b, p.42 apud Childs & Krook, 2008).  

Other important factor to explain the glass ceiling phenomenon can be women’s 

relationship with her family, especially if she has a male partner and kids (Angelov, 

Johansson, & Lindahl, 2016; Becker, 1985; Bertrand, 2017; Bertrand, Cortes, Olivetti, & 

Pan, 2016; Bertrand, Goldin, & Katz, 2009; Cortes & Tessada, 2011; Kleven, Landais, & 

SSgaard, 2018). Women would be experiencing an internal conflict between 

responsibilities with family and those at work. The imbalance between the public (work) 

and private (home) spheres has been an important factor that generates a picture of 

imbalance, suffering and anguish for women. They tend to suffer more stress due to the 

pressure to become mothers and guilty for not dedicating more time to their children. This 

would help to understand why less married women and women that are mothers are able 

to devote long hours on their paid jobs (Carvalho Neto et al., 2010; Fontenelle-Mourão, 

2006; Lima et al., 2013). Women would have more difficulties in cultivating careers that 

require very intense and unpredictable time availability than to men. This characteristic 

is very common on positions of power and leadership which are usually better paid than 

more stable and inflexible jobs.     

The burden of non-market work presses women more than men. Women are still 

primarily responsible for unpaid work such as household and care services. The double-

journey of work is also credited with great importance to explain gender differences in 

Brazil. Women devote twice as many hours to household work than men (IPEA, 2017). 

This continued female responsibility for household tasks and caring for children and other 

family members indicates the continuity of traditional family models, which continue to 

burden female workers, especially those who are mothers of young children (Bruschini, 

2007). This burden is especially heavy on women from more disadvantaged classes, who 

must have a full-time job to sustain their families and, at the same time, find a way to take 

care of their children, since they cannot pay to outsource this task and there are very 

scarce public polices to deal with this issue (Hirata & Kergoat, 2008).  

Marital status may also play an important role as married women might have incentives 

to drop their professional career to maintain a more stable relationship with their male 

companions. There might be a resilient gender identity norm on our society that hinder 
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women married with men to develop their professional careers if their husbands do not 

follow or surpass them on status or earnings aspects. The higher the woman's position, 

the harder it is for her to find a male loving partner, as the man does not handle well with 

absences due to work and feels threatened and insecure with the woman's professional 

success (Carvalho Neto et al., 2010).   

“Maybe she's afraid to lose the affective and positive environment previously 

conquered. If the husband is successful, he can support a woman's success and, in 

this way, the affective space will be protected. If the husband is not successful, he 

may not support his wife's development and in this case would be a riskier adventure 

for woman who wanted to launch herself into the public world. Probably this is the 

reason of the differentiated investments between single and married and that 

configures the affective characteristic of double demand” (Betiol & Tonelli, 1991, 

p. 33).   

2.2. “Glass Ceiling” Mechanisms Acting in Politics 

Are “glass ceiling” mechanisms present in politics? Female political exclusion literature 

seems to agree with the mechanisms the labor literature exposed to explain the 

phenomenon in politics.  

“Women’s minority position in politics relates to their minority group status in 

society through over-accommodation, sexual harassment, lack of legitimate 

authority, stereotyping, no considerations for family obligations ... [and the] double 

standard, which are the combined consequence of the minority position and women’s 

status in a patriarchal society in general” (Dahlerup, 1988, p. 279 apud Childs & 

Krook, 2008). 

Gender stereotypes have great impact on women’s political career. As they are pictured 

as more delicate, more emotional and less rational, voters would not see them as 

competent leaders (Araújo, 2014b; Miguel & Biroli, 2010), especially the ones from more 

traditional or rural locations (Adams & Smrek, 2018; L. Bohn & Catela, 2012). 

Constituents of parties with a social based connected with traditional materialistic causes, 

like European social-democrats parties (Macaulay, 2006) also might have a gender bias 

on their preferences.  

The press also would reproduce these stereotypes, influencing voters against the idea of 

voting for a woman (Biroli, 2010; Shvedova, 2005). Also, as they tend to focus on specific 

themes in their campaigns (like childcare, women’s rights, etc) they turn out as very 
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similar from each other to the electorate, what reduces their range of possible voters, 

scales the competitions and harms their chances of being elected (Araújo & Borges, 

2013). And if they are elected, women tend to be overcriticized by voters that have more 

expectations about their role in politics (Dolan, 2014).   

These stereotypes affect women long before they enter the political contest. Since the 

beginning of their socialization, girls are stimulated to perform more “private” activities, 

more related with household management and care for the family. This concept affects 

their willingness to endeavor training and careers more connected with politics (Bari, 

2005; Bolognesi, Perissinotto, & Codato, 2016; Fox & Lawless, 2014; Celi Regina J. 

Pinto & Silveira, 2018; Shvedova, 2005).  It also affects women’s capability to construct 

their political capital, as their associativity (ways they connect with their community) end 

up restricted to local, assistance or religious groups (Almeida, Lüchmann, & Ribeiro, 

2012; Araújo, 2005, 2010; P. Santos, 2012) 

All these concepts about what women should be or do in their lives, how they must behave 

or what abilities they are naturally gifted create a “male political habitus” as Macaulay 

(2006) describe, using Bourdieu’s theoretical concept. This habitus can be described as 

“a conditioning, ideational environment that creates a structural propensity to think and 

act in predetermined ways within the political system and political parties”. Brazilian 

politics might be a good case to understand this “male political habitus”. “The vast male 

dominance of Brazil’s political institutions not only discourages women from getting 

involved in politics, but also maintains a set of rules and norms that was designed by and 

for men” (Wylie, 2012). It constructed and sustained a system that is seldom welcoming 

to female political aspirants” (P. Santos & Wylie, 2018). Great part of political work is to 

interact with people, generally people that hold political power that need to be convinced. 

These people, men in majority, are accustomed with specific social interactions that are 

gendered (Fillieule, 2015). Women would have a hard time to get used with this politics 

modus operandi (Álvares, 2008). 

The most important effect of this habitus is on the design of organizational culture inside 

political parties’ procedures, especially the ones concerning candidate recruitment. 

Parties that have less institutionalized rules, more dependence for informal connections 

and personal power tend to reproduce gender oppression on their formal procedures 

(Araújo & Borges, 2013; Baldez, 2003; Macaulay, 2006; Matland, 2005; Verge, 2015; 
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Wylie, 2012). It constructs a notion that politics is an unnatural space for women (Htun, 

2002; Krook, 2003; Macaulay, 2006; Pinto, 2001; P. Santos & Wylie, 2018). To enter the 

political world, women would need to adapt or adopt this habitus. Other ways to see this 

gender shaped culture inside political parties are the pro-forma nature of women’s special 

organizations or departments inside the party, not serving as real places for political 

capital construction for them (Barreira & Gonçalves, 2010); female scarce presence on 

leadership positions inside party bureaucracy (Bari, 2005; Wylie, 2012) and the 

segregation of women from social interaction circles (Fillieule, 2015).          

Some of the psychological traits described on labor economics literature are also cited by 

authors from the female political exclusion field. In politics, women too tend to feel 

insecure about their capacities (Fox & Lawless, 2014; Shvedova, 2005; Wylie, 2012); 

they have less resilience than men, quitting easier the career after a loss (Araújo & Borges, 

2010, 2013) and seemed more uncomfortable in situations of high competition such as an 

election dispute (Álvares, 2008).  The relationship with the family – denoted by the 

imbalanced household activities responsibility (Bolognesi, 2012; Bolognesi et al., 2016; 

Childs & Krook, 2008; Dahlerup, 2005; Celi Regina J. Pinto & Silveira, 2018; Shvedova, 

2005; Wylie, 2012) and resistance from the male consort (Araújo & Borges, 2013; Blay 

& Soeiro, 1979; Wylie, 2012) – also seemed to be very important to understand why 

fewer women ascend to higher political positions. The schedule of meetings and 

parliamentary sessions as much as travelling to the capital city and around the country or 

state showed to be more inconvenient to women than men because of their family 

responsibilities (Bari, 2005; Blay & Soeiro, 1979; Céli Regina Jardim Pinto, 2001).  

Besides all the similarities with labor literature on the mechanisms of female exclusion, 

the literature on politics brought two other factors that weren’t present in the corporate 

field: the political-social-economic context and the natural inertial pattern within politics.  

Men have always been more present in public spaces. They have always dominated 

politics. This fact is relevant because politics has an inertial/conservative pattern that 

pushes outsiders away. Those who are already inside have naturally more access to 

resources that are important to political careers and might actively resist to institutional 

or cultural changes that might change the status quo (Childs & Hughes, 2018; Gatto, 

2017; Macaulay, 2006; Ramos & Da Silva, 2019). This logic values political experience 

and incumbency, traits that are less frequent among women because of their historical 
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political exclusion and their higher struggle to own the necessary resources to be 

competitive candidates (Adams & Smrek, 2018; Araújo, 2014b; Araújo & Borges, 2013; 

Miguel & Biroli, 2010; Sacchet & Speck, 2012b). Women are outsiders in politics and 

are harmed by this pragmatic logic (Araújo, 2014a; Araújo & Borges, 2010; Araújo & 

Diniz Alves, 2007; S. R. Bohn, 2007; Matland, 2005; Celi Regina J. Pinto & Silveira, 

2018). Women must have other ways to get in politics that could be less traditional like 

busting popularity in social medias or resort to family connections (Miguel, Marques, & 

Machado, 2015).  

Many studies account the political, social and economic context for women’s political 

exclusion/inclusion. Great political mobilizations (like the redemocratization 

demonstrations on late 1980’s in Brazil) would be important opportunity windows to 

women show other political actors their electoral value (Baldez, 2003; Macaulay, 2006). 

The international effervescence on female political rights and political participation can 

also entice local organizations and influence political action (Krook, 2006). Rising the 

quantity of women in public offices and in elective contests might contribute to a “domino 

effect”, a symbolic impact that can motivate more women to participate in politics at 

places where they are more elected and more present (Alcântara, Cavenaghi, & Alcântara, 

2007; Speck, 2018).   

The access to financial resources is one of the most important aspect according to the 

studies. Having money to finance their campaigns would be crucial to their success. This 

money can come from themselves, private donors or through political parties. In all these 

cases, women would present disadvantages in comparison to men (Bolognesi, 2012; 

Macaulay, 2006; Miguel & Biroli, 2010; Sacchet, 2018; Sacchet & Speck, 2012a). 

Women would have more prudence put their own money in a political endeavor, have 

difficulties to convince party leadership to invest on their candidacies and less access to 

private political donors, as they have lower presence at high society circles (Araújo, 

2014b; Bari, 2005; Celi Regina J. Pinto & Silveira, 2018; Sacchet & Speck, 2012a, 

2012b). 

The social-economic development of the location where the election happens was the 

main variable of a great part of the studies. The conclusions show a controversy. They 

are split in one group that sees advantages on social-economic development towards 

female inclusion in politics (Adams & Smrek, 2018; Bari, 2005; Krook, 2018; Matland, 
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2005), and another that found correlations between less developed locations and better 

female political results (Blay & Soeiro, 1979; L. Bohn & Catela, 2012; Miguel & Queiroz, 

2006). Socio-economic development might act on the constituency, making them more 

open to the idea of women occupying political offices; diminish traditional culture and 

behavior, generally linked with religious communities or clientelist practices; create a 

safer environment to political contests which would motivate more women to participate; 

distribute resources on a more equitable base that would favor feminine competitors. On 

the other side, places with lower socio-economic development showed a greater 

proportion of women in leadership positions, both as the main breadwinner at home and 

in public positions, generally due to male emigration or economic need, and this aspect 

would promote greater participation on politics. This continues to be an opened debate.                

2.3. The Supply and Demand of Female Candidacies 

There are plenty of contexts, social constructions and institutions that prevent women to 

access positions of power in in politics. Even when they achieve these positions, women 

also must deal with explicit prejudice, sexist social rules, processes, dress codes, 

inconvenient time schedules, etc., that work as obstacles to their career development. 

Besides all organizational/institutional behavior that might favor men on parties, women 

are induced not to pursue jobs of high hierarchical positions - generally connected with 

public life and/or environments with high levels of competition – due differences in 

education, socialization and other factors. They still are compelled to dedicate their 

workforce preferably into household and/or caring activities. Organizations (and people 

in general) make assumptions about women’s capacity to enroll positions of leadership 

and power. These assumptions and social constructions might affect the proportion of 

women in politics. They would discourage people and organizations to demand women 

for these positions. Ergo, the structural inequalities (as we can synthesize all these 

mechanisms cited above) may divert women from the political career.  

Norris and Lovenduski (1993) developed an interesting way to look these mechanisms of 

exclusion through a supply-demand model, or the “market model”, that is commonly used 

when addressing women’s political exclusion in politics (Álvares, 2008; Araújo & 

Borges, 2013; Krook, 2003; Lovenduski, 2016; Murray, 2010; Hinojosa, 2012). We can 

understand that mechanisms of exclusion affect the supply of women in politics, that 

means, they constrain the availability of competent and competitive women to fill 
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political spots. Women who would be the most skilled end up pursuing other careers and 

women who would be good politicians would not see public life as viable or would never 

even consider the possibility of competing for elective office. The women available or to 

the parties would have fewer political attributes than the men like political capital, 

experience, access to private donors and other personal skills that are developed in early 

ages.  

Candidates also have different profiles and ambitions in the face of political elections. 

Women's election is also mediated by a process that ranges from individual motivations 

to run - conditioned by their willingness, opportunities to contest and analysis of available 

resources (Araújo, 2014a). This might lead to a lower female supply of competitive 

candidates. Strong women need to present themselves to occupy more important places 

in the party and in politics. Motivation for electoral competition and participation in the 

“world of politics” still are major impediments to more balanced results in electoral 

competition between genders (Álvares, 2008). Balancing the professional life in politics 

with children and husband is very overwhelming for many possible candidates.  

Political parties have great importance on the supply side in the moment of the election. 

Together with the candidates themselves, parties help to build the political 

competitiveness. They control import amounts of resources like money, information and 

coordination and organization strategies. If parties have an intentional desire to foment 

male more than female candidates, it will be shown on the allocation of these resources 

and affect negatively women’s competitiveness in comparison with men. As the female 

political exclusion literature stands, women have less access to private and personal 

money, so public funding (ergo political parties) are very important to counterbalance this 

situation. In Brazil, this aspect gained relevance as changes in campaign funding 

regulations implemented a quasi-all public campaign funding for 2018’s elections. It is 

important to analyze how this change acted on funding distribution.      

Also, the mechanisms that repel the idea that women can exercise these positions of power 

(like exacerbated criticism, sexist organizational procedures and rules, predominant male 

social interactions, etc.) affect the demand for women in politics. In other words, we can 

understand female exclusion phenomenon also as a grudge will from party leaders or 

voters to choose them for these positions.  
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Political parties are the organizations that intermediate the political representation, 

especially in Brazil where all political candidates must be affiliated to them. Parties would 

have all the conditions to foment female presence in their ranks, but they also need the 

will do it. They must have a “combination of a structure favorable to outsiders and the 

presence of actors willing to mobilize resources for female candidates” (Wylie, 2012, 

p.318). Internal policies to attract and train good feminine staff and raise presence of 

women in leadership roles within the party are examples on how parties can explicitly 

express their willing for female candidates. And this will generally does not come without 

incentives. The reality today is closer of an internal logic of partisan competition that 

might lead to a comparative disadvantage to women compared to men in the party 

(Aguilar et al., 2015; Jennings & Thomas, 1968). Parties might have a lower demand for 

women affiliates, and this can be expressed as a hostile environment for women within 

the party.  

On the moment of the election, the differentiation between candidates are related with 

their competitiveness. Party leaders might also think that women are less competitive than 

men due to a bias in the electorate that would favor male candidates. The electorate must 

choose the candidate that seems more adequate to occupy the seat. In that case and for 

any reason, if there is a lower demand for women among voters, this must be reflected on 

women’s competitiveness. The parties, as vote-maximizers, might prefer to cast male 

candidates rather than women, anticipating that they would have a better outcome. 

Structural inequalities put determined social groups on underprivileged positions in their 

life. These groups experience a series of prejudices and violence that limits their 

opportunities to fully develop their abilities and shape their life choices. One way that this 

inequality expresses itself is on the political exclusion of oppressed groups, women in 

special. They have difficulties to access higher political positions that men do not face. 

The consequence is the systematical absence of women on parliaments and other 

positions of political power.  With the analyses of the literature on female exclusion in 

politics and other professional fields I rose different mechanisms that push away women 

from political positions. Through the supply-demand model, these mechanisms, or 

structural inequalities, act demotivating female candidates to run for office (women’s 

supply) and turning other political actors suspicious about the capability of women for 

hold those positions (demand for women). Figure 1 synthesizes this thought in a scheme. 

In next sections, I will discuss the moments when these mechanisms might act and the 
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actors behind them. Then, I will connect the schemes to propose a broader view of 

women’s political exclusion theoretical framework.  

  

 

3. When Women’s Political Exclusion Happens? The Three Processes 

To dismantle the mechanisms that causes the political exclusion we need to understand 

where exactly they act. Before confronting this question, it seems interesting to ask when 

this exclusion phenomenon occur. At what moment in the political process women’s 

exclusion reveals itself?  

Originally, the supply-demand model was used to look only for the candidate selection 

process, but it can be used to analyze all the moments of the political career (Lovenduski, 

2016). On this study, we comprehend that variables related with the candidate’s personal 

characteristics, party’s internal organization, political and electoral institutions and 

social-economic constructions and contexts might act on the processes altogether, 

affecting the supply and demand of female candidates during the entire political career.  
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The path through political representation has some steps, beginning with political 

sympathy, passing to party filiation and ending in occupation of electoral office (Álvares, 

2008). “For women to get elected to parliament they need to pass three crucial barriers: 

first, they need to select themselves; second, they need to be selected as candidates by the 

parties; and, third, they need to be selected by the voters” (Matland, 2005). 

Acknowledging this continuum and observing how the participation of women changes 

within it, I divided the analysis of the political process into three different moments: the 

affiliation to a political party, the selection to be a party candidate and the election itself.   

3.1 Under Mobilization 

The first step to become a politician is to engage on political activities. Carneiro (2003) 

affirms that Brazilian women's movement is one of the most respected in the world and a 

fundamental international reference in certain topics of women's interests. It is also one 

of the best performing movements among the social movements of the country. It played 

a crucial role on the democratization period, actively participated on the formulation of 

the 1988’s Federal Constitution, including important rights and public policies on the text 

related to healthcare and education for children, fight against domestic violence, sexual 

and reproductive rights, maternity and paternity leave, etc. Also, women’s mobilization 

was essential to lobby for political gender quotas, showing that it was aware and interested 

in increasing female participation on politics.      

One of the most important ways to militate in politics is engaging in a political party. 

Even though women are very active on the civil society, this mobilization might not occur 

inside the formal political system, that is in political parties (at least not as much as men). 

This is a life choice not everyone finds worth and some would say men are more leaned 

to go for it than women (S. R. Bohn, 2007, 2009; Lawless & Fox, 2010). “Even Brazilian 

women with great personal ambition often espouse a disdain for electoral politics and are 

hesitant to enter an arena which they perceive to be not only vastly male dominant, but 

also extremely corrupt” (Wylie, 2012). It is important to understand the reasons.   

One common hypothesis is that women that would be successful in politics don’t have 

conditions to enter the field due to our political system which is built on “socially 

constructed gender roles and norms” that dissuade women from entering the public 

sphere, particularly at the national level (Wylie, 2012, p.62). Sexual division of labor, as 

much as the imbalanced burden of household work, drain free time from women that 
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could be dedicated to political mobilization (Fox & Lawless, 2014; Lawless & Fox, 

2010).        

The nature of women mobilization in Brazil might be one of the reasons of their lower 

presence in positions of power. They constrict their political capital to local groups and 

have lower permeation to traditional political capitals like organized labor and business 

associations (Almeida et al., 2012). Araújo (2010) compared the kind of activism between 

Brazilian and Argentinian female politicians. She concluded that the Argentinians 

experienced more independent mobilization, connected with political parties and with the 

channels of political capital construction than Brazilians. Women politicians of both 

countries presented very different trajectories and relations with the parties. In Brazil 

women inherit the political capital from husbands and fathers while in Argentina it is 

more common to build political capital through militancy in social movements. 

In sum, structural inequalities might act on women and/or political parties discouraging 

them to pursue political activism. This marks the first moment when political exclusion 

mechanisms might act toward female candidates.  

3.2. Poor Recruitment 

The candidate selection moment is vital in party politics. It is an important way to 

demonstrate power within the organization and essential to coordinate strategies among 

militants. Candidate selection involves the guarantee of a suitable degree of competition 

through the coordination between possible adversaries (Cheibub & Sin, 2015; Cox, 2002; 

Guarnieri, 2004). Political parties are responsible to choose the candidates among their 

militants, and, in Brazil, they are constantly choosing more men than women.  

As the gatekeepers, parties are essential to (in)capacitation of female candidacies (Wylie, 

2012) and they might deliberately select weak female candidates only to be in line with 

the electoral law. Part of the female exclusion literature, although, defends that the 

problem would be on the stock of competitive female candidates (Pinto, 2001; Bohn, 

2009). All the structural inequalities mechanisms discussed earlier might act on women’s 

willingness to pursue a political career.  

Also, the political system would have a conservative and inertial pattern. A minor 

proportion of women has historically acquired the necessary competitiveness to become 

a political candidate and the ones that could be good candidates generally don’t seek a 
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political career (Bolognesi, 2012). They might have had social stimuli to follow more 

“gender traditional” paths, influencing their education and job choices (Fox & Lawless, 

2014). Political parties would be passive to this situation and conform with this social 

inequality pragmatically choosing more viable candidates. Therefore, they would 

continue to select less women than men by inertia. 

Even knowing that self-selection is vital, some studies argue that the demand of party 

selectors might shape the supply of candidates (Krook, 2003). “Demand makes its own 

supply of aspirants among party members” (Verge, 2015). The inertial and risk-averse 

nature of candidate selection would make the choice of candidates follow a pragmatic 

logic, favoring already tested candidates with electoral capital what would harm female 

selection as fewer women have competitive characteristics (Almeida et al., 2012; Álvares, 

2008). Experience is an important factor. Therefore, men are privileged for being 

historically included in party leadership, membership and activism (Araújo, 2014a). 

Adams and Michal (2018) found that party selectors tend to choose candidates with a 

profile similar with their own when faced with unexperienced politicians. “If certain types 

of candidates are seen as a liability, gatekeepers will shy away from nominating them” 

(Matland, 2005).  

The way candidates are selected also matters for political inclusion and it varies between 

parties (Wylie, 2012). It differs in terms of greater openness or greater decision control 

by party leaders (Rahat & Hazan, 2001). More exclusive processes have greater control 

by party leaders, while inclusive ones are more democratic. Naturally, depending on the 

model chosen, different power arrangements and interests are formed. The impact of more 

open or closed processes is not sure. Intuitively, one would understand that political 

inclusion may benefit for more democratic candidate selection systems, but although it 

represents a gain in terms of the number of people who participate in the decision-making 

process, a greater openness of selection does not necessarily lead to more qualified 

participation (Hazan & Rahat, 2010).  

More inclusive models may be a deliberate strategy of certain leaders who do not have 

control over party structures and who have an interest in subverting power within the 

party (Katz, 2001). They also tend to have a fierce internal competition for candidacies 

and present less cohesive results than more exclusive models (Rahat, Hazan, & Katz, 

2008), weakening leadership and the selection process itself. The repercussions of these 
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effects on female candidate selection are uncertain. By one side, more openness on 

recruitment would favor the entrance of outsiders, especially the ones that never 

participated on electoral politics, benefiting women (Adams & Smrek, 2018), by the 

other, decentralized processes might inflate the influence of “local power monopolies”, 

generally dominated by men, which undermine women’s prospects for inclusion (Wylie, 

2012). 

3.3 Lower Competitiveness 

The third process covers the election itself. This is when candidates become elected 

politicians. Besides a possible bias from the electorate toward male candidates, in Brazil, 

variables like incumbency (AVELINO, BIDERMAN & DESPOSATO, 2018), political 

experience (Pereira & Rennó, 2007; Perissinotto & Bolognesi, 2009) and access to 

enough campaign funding (Avelino & Fisch, 2018; Sacchet & Speck, 2012a; Samuels, 

2001) are key to determine candidate competitiveness. These variables are wide and can 

differ between genders.  

Some studies show that women have more difficulties to raise money than men (Araújo, 

2001; Ballington & Karam, 2005; Sacchet, 2018). The result would be a significant 

difference between the average competitiveness of male and female candidates within a 

party, followed by a diminished rate of success among women. Incumbency and political 

experience are more common between men by inertia: men have always occupied more 

political spaces than women, so they have more experience. As we discussed earlier, self-

selection is determinant to have competitive candidates on party lists. Voters also do not 

judge the candidates by their gender (Aguilar et al., 2015; Wylie, 2012). On these aspects, 

political parties have only indirect ways to act in favor of female inclusion. 

In sum, we can say that a political career is divided in three main moments: mobilization, 

recruitment and election. The scheme of this division is synthesized in figure 2. Data for 

Brazil10 in 2018 shows that women compose 53% of Brazilian population, but as the 

political processes goes on, this proportion drops to only 16% of elected candidates. It 

shows the different processes of political exclusion that occur on these different moments. 

I am going to call processes 1 (Under Mobilization), 2 (Poor Recruitment) and 3 (Lower 

Competitiveness). This concept of a continuum process on the political career appear in 

 
10 Population and political partisanship data were collected from (MERLO, 2018). Candidates and elected 
women data were collected from Brazilian Superior Electoral Court web repository.      
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other studies with schemes that uses metaphors with pyramids or ladders (Hinojosa, 2012; 

Matland, 2005; Lovenduski, 2016). The schemes vary in their complexity and broadness. 

The one I propose has the advantage of including most of the moments that are relevant 

for political inclusion in a simple and objective way, although it probably lacks more 

details about different stages within each of the processes.  

   

 

 

The analysis by three different processes help to look to female political exclusion in 

Brazilian Politics in an objective way. Gender structural inequalities act on the supply 

and demand of political actors in all these moments. This situation produces processes of 

exclusion towards female candidates. With a broader analytical lens, we can explore the 

specific mechanisms that act on each process, aiding to improve measures to undermine 

them. It brings an analytical support for empirical and theoretical investigation. In the 

next section, I will discuss the main actors behind each moment of political career and 

how they can be vectors for political exclusion. My purpose is to have a more complete 

analytical framework to research female political exclusion.  

 

4. Where is the Political Exclusion Problem? The Actors of Political 
Exclusion  

“Mechanisms of exclusion/inclusion in democratic decision-making processes are 

inherently important for political scientists and constituents alike” (Wylie, 2012, p. 16).  

As shown above, this analytical approach will link the supply-demand model with a 

framework of three processes of political exclusion. With it we can look at the research 
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of political exclusion phenomenon in an objective way, linking it with exclusion actual 

mechanisms. The discussion about where the problem resides (or whose fault it is) – 

electoral rules, parties, candidates or voters – is still alive. 

4.1 Political Institutions: The Rules of the Game 

Political institutions are often accounted for this scenario. There is a tendency to see 

political reforms like a panacea for the problems of Brazilian politics (Pinto, 2010). 

Brazilian electoral and party systems would enforce the mechanisms of political 

exclusion, especially on women’s case. Although some studies argue that our party 

system might not be the chaos once described, identifying strategies that would be behind 

the formation of lists in Brazil - such as the importance of spatial distribution of votes 

(Avelino, Biderman, & Silva, 2016; Braga & Amaral, 2013) and control of intraparty 

competition (Cheibub & Sin, 2015; Guarnieri, 2004) - in general, the literature has 

evaluated the Brazilian party system as underdeveloped, that is, composed of political 

parties with little connection with the electorate, little legitimacy and incapable of 

organizing the electoral contest and control their members (Mainwaring, 1998).  

This underdeveloped party system allied with the open list proportional electoral system 

would generates many incentives for personalism during the campaign (Carey & Shugart, 

1995), with little permeability to party strategies (Nicolau, 2004), favoring those who 

already control political resources (men) and disfavoring women (Wylie, 2012; Araújo, 

2014a; Adams & Michal, 2018).  

The institutional framework is important on the design of electoral rules, specifically 

gender quotas that “tend to be more effective in systems with closed or semi-closed lists 

than in those with open lists” (Araújo, 2001). Parties lack of accountability for complying 

with gender quotas legislation was also an impeditive to bust women inclusion in 

Brazilian politics (Ramos & Da Silva, 2019). “Electoral institutions such as gender quotas 

are embedded in the existing electoral rules and party system and inherently constrained 

by the interests of the actors who designed and approved the reform” (Santos & Wylie, 

2018). If the legislation “does not include any kind of affirmative action mechanism or 

an instrument to ensure the democratic distribution of campaign resource” the 

effectiveness of this kind of affirmative action is jeopardized (Araújo, 2001). Candidacy 

quotas were implemented in Brazil since 1997.  
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After a great number of elections without the minimum of 30% feminine candidates being 

followed, in 2018 this amount was finally achieved. Even so, other problems appeared. 

The quality of women candidate selection was seriously doubted after the proportion of 

elected remained similar as it was before the implementation of gender quotas and the 

emergence of “fake candidates” scandals.  

4.2. Parties: The Gatekeepers 

Political parties are on the center of this discussion. They are important actors on the 

electoral game, even in places where the party system is not as consolidated as the 

American or some European countries. They need to be seen as structured organizations 

(Panebianco, 1988) that have as their main objective to win the elections (or obtain the 

largest number of votes or seats), and for that, their leaders would make internal decisions 

rationally around these objectives (Downs, 1957). One of the main tasks that a party 

leadership needs to accomplish is to select its candidate squad so that they have a 

competitive team. They also must solve problems of collective action and to foment their 

members’ careers (Aldrich, 1995). They promote more efficiency in terms of voter 

mobilization and campaign resources and ensure a proper degree of competition through 

coordination with potential adversaries (Cox & Thies, 1998).  

Is gender an important factor on candidate selection and resources allocation strategies? 

Depending on how political parties organize their activities, their organizational history 

and ideology, they can reproduce structural inequalities (Panebianco, 1988). The spaces 

of political capital construction (where these personal relations are strengthened) have 

been historically occupied by men (Álvares, 2008; Araújo, 2010, 2014a) and political 

parties are not different (Santos & Wylie, 2018). It would be important to understand the 

relationship between women's candidacies and party leaderships, since the parties would 

have all interest in (and would work to) admit more qualified candidates who would 

provide them a greater electoral result. 

“Political parties hold the key to enhancing the representation of traditionally 

marginalized groups such as women because they can mitigate the effects of those 

compounding factors of exclusion, providing outsiders with the psychological, 

organizational, and material support they need to thrive in Brazil’s entrepreneurial 

system.” (Wylie, 2012, p.14-16) 
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The institutionalization of political parties – meaning “established value infusion and 

internal systemness” – would foment female participation in politics (Wylie, 2012). 

According to the author, less institutionalized parties have no transparent rules for 

candidate selection and ascending party ranks; no expectation of quota compliance with 

“good ole’ boy” network prominent in leadership and candidate selection; necessity of 

self-nomination that exacerbates gender gap in political ambition and insufficient 

organizational strength (human/material resources) to offer capacity-building 

opportunities. This effort might be the construction of a bureaucratic selection system, a 

selection process that strictly follows with objective rules and favors the inclusion of 

women in politics in comparison with processes that are more patronage-oriented.  

“In a bureaucratic system of candidate selection rules are detailed, explicit, 

standardized and followed, regardless of who is in a position of power. Authority is 

based on legalistic principles. In a patronage-based system there are far less likely to 

be clear rules, and even when they exist there is a distinct possibility that they will 

not be followed carefully. Authority is based on either traditional or charismatic 

leadership rather than legal–rational authority. Loyalty to those in power in the party 

is paramount. For women, bureaucratically based systems that have incorporated 

rules to guarantee women’s representation - that is, quotas - are a significant 

advantage” (Matland, 2005, p.95) 

4.3. Female Candidates 

Also, as we saw on previous items, female candidates’ political ambition (or the lack of 

it) can be a source of explanation to their political exclusion. The structural inequalities 

affect the willingness of women to pursue a political career since its very beginning. “The 

historical male dominance of Brazil’s most important political institutions has constructed 

and sustained a system that is seldom welcoming to female political aspirants” (Santos & 

Wylie, 2018). “Men, across virtually all cultures, are socialized to see politics as a 

legitimate sphere for them to act in. This leads to men having a greater knowledge of and 

interest in politics, and greater political ambition” (Matland, 2005).  

Women tend to choose educational training known as more “feminine”, generally related 

with health and caring, what affects their probability to engage in “masculine” fields, 

politics included.  Although they mobilize as much as men do, they are taught to engage 

in more private rather than public activities. The ones that eventually choose to be on 
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politics face other obstacles like the sexism into parties and the male socialization culture 

within it. The very nature of political careers is very hard to conciliate with domestic 

work, like parenting for example. Many women might give up a promising career to take 

care of their children (or face great psychological pressure to do so). All these aspects 

impact on the offer of good female politicians and might be important issues to address.       

4.4. Voters 

At last, we have the voters. Political Science has plenty attempts to find gender bias on 

the electorate and the more recent findings are pointing in the direction that this bias might 

be masked by other aspects or are too weak to be noticed. In the American literature, 

many are the findings pointing that women are not differed by their gender in elections. 

“Although machista voter bias remains a commonly employed justification for the dearth 

of female candidates and politicians, public opinion polls in Latin America suggest that 

the electorates are actually quite receptive to female candidates for high-level office” 

(Wylie, 2012, p.44). In Brazil, literature shows that women with the same competitive 

characteristics as men have the same chances of being elected (S. R. Bohn, 2009) and, 

under certain situations, may even have some advantage (Aguilar et al., 2015).  

In sum, women’s lower presence in politics can be understood as a matter of political 

exclusion – instead of underrepresentation – that would be caused by the action of 

structural inequalities that burden marginalized social groups, women in special. These 

inequalities may act on the development and behavior of political actors (political rules, 

parties, candidates and voters), and affect women’s supply and demand during all political 

career. We can divide this progression into three different moments (mobilization, 

recruitment and the election). On each of them, there is a process with mechanisms that 

might act to difficult women’s access to higher political positions. Women would be 

under mobilized, poorest recruited and less competitive than men and that may explain 

their lower presence in politics. The complete female political exclusion analytical 

framework is represented by figure 3.  
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Conclusion 

In exploring the women’s lower presence in Brazilian politics as a political exclusion 

problem rather than a representation problem, this chapter presented an analytical 

approach to study the political exclusion of women. This phenomenon has a diverse range 

of explanations that goes from sexist organizational/institutional culture to very specific 

gender constructions that can be described as gender structural inequalities. These 

inequalities act on the development and behavior of political actors (political rules, 

parties, candidates and voters), affecting women’s candidacies supply and demand during 

all political career. Looking for all vital moments of the political career, I described a 

three processes scheme for political exclusion with which I can identify when specific 

mechanisms act via actors’ supply/demand, excluding women from the political 

environment. 

It’s possible that all these processes produce a feedback effect (Verge, 2015). They 

reinforce each other in a perverse cycle. So, there is no reason to elect one or two of them 

as most relevant. In the same way, there is no unique answer to where the problem resides. 

“Emphasizing ‘discrimination’ or ‘prejudice’ is not sufficient to explain what happens in 
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the country” (Araújo & Diniz Alves, 2007, free translation). Electoral rules, political 

parties, female candidates and voters act simultaneously and on their respective way to 

contribute to this scenario. Important to say that their behavior and/or choices are 

influenced by the structural inequalities I talked about earlier. One cannot blame women 

for choosing not to pursue a political career. One should not stigmatize political parties 

or voters and should not impute to electoral rules all the responsibility for women political 

exclusion. All of them are enrolled in a structural process with complex mechanisms. 

Even though it is not possible to elect the most important process or mechanism of 

exclusion, this analytical framework helps to focus our energy where the problem seems 

more evident. Mobilization seems less of a problem compared to the others nowadays. 

The drop on the general gender proportion from population to mobilization dropped and 

there is almost a parity condition on party affiliates on recent data. This proportion has 

been rising on the last decade. It was 40/60 in 2002, already a rate considered significant 

and comparable with well-developed democracies (Álvares, 2008).  

This does not mean that there isn’t a mobilization problem in Brazil anymore. Party 

members are not a homogenous category. Having leadership and power positions within 

political parties is important to develop political capital and advance a political career 

(Wylie, 2012). Women have a lower presence in those positions and might have a more 

pro forma membership than men (Bari, 2005). 

It’s possible that the mechanisms of political exclusion become more visible on political 

recruitment and political competitiveness than on political mobilization. Perhaps, 

processes 2 and 3 are more promising for empirical analysis. The drop on women’s 

proportion on these processes draws our attention. We can analyze electoral data on 

women’s political recruitment and electoral competitiveness and compare their pattern 

with male candidates, finding heterogeneities among political parties and geographical 

location.  

This approach would focus on political parties and female candidates as main actors. This 

means that the mechanisms more suitable to analysis would be acting on the supply and 

demand for female candidacies on process 2, but only on the supply of competitive 

candidates on process 3. It seems like there isn’t a problem of demand for women 

candidates on process 3. Important researches with different methodological approaches 
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argue that voter’s gender bias is not significant (Araújo, 2014; Aguilar et al., 2015; Dolan, 

2014; Htun, 2002). “Brazil’s relatively moderate levels of machista voter bias cannot 

explain its drastic underrepresentation of women” (Wylie, 2012, p.312). 

That’s not the case for the supply side of the third process, where political parties might 

have a great importance. As said before, political parties play an important role on 

developing candidates’ competitiveness. They work to prevent intense intraparty 

competition, provide strategic information and monetary funds. Especially on the matter 

of campaign funding, political parties demonstrate their preferences among their 

candidates. By rational logic, parties will allocate more money on candidates they believe 

have more potential. Do female candidates have a less competitive profile than men or 

they don’t have enough support in funding to develop their campaigns? Is there important 

differences in funding patterns between genders? It would be important to know if there 

is a gender bias on that action since campaign funding is rising as one of the most 

important issues to improve female political inclusion (Sacchet, 2018). More evidence on 

this matter would help settle this doubt.  

Why are there so few competitive women running? The problem might also be on the 

quantity of good female candidates the parties are choosing on the process of candidate 

selection. Are political parties misleadingly filling the feminine spots on their lists? All 

the discussion about the effectiveness of gender quotas in Brazil and the emergence of so 

called “candidaturas laranja” (fake or ghost candidates) rely on this hypothesis. It is 

important to know if parties are deliberately choosing less competitive female candidates.  

Also, good female candidates must present themselves to be supported and selected by 

political parties. We must look at the willingness to be candidates of competitive women, 

the supply side of this process. As we saw from the literature, there are plenty of practical 

and symbolical obstacles for women to develop their careers on high hierarchical 

positions and self-selection is very important in Brazilian political recruitment. 

These mechanisms are related with process 2 and pose a methodological difficulty. Using 

only an aggregation of quantitative data it is not possible to analyze both party and 

candidate willingness to select or to run. Electoral data available does not register pre-

candidacies or willing candidates. The process of candidate selection in Brazil is done 

state-by-state by the political parties themselves with almost no registration of the 
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process. In some cases, this decision is made behind closed doors. To find the real 

motivations behind these choices, it is necessary to implement a qualitative methodology. 

However, with the available data, we can analyze if there were possible candidacies with 

a good competitive profile before the election. In Brazil, local and federal elections take 

place on different years. As the political career theory poses, politicians elected locally 

tend to be considered strong competitors on federal elections. Comparing electoral data 

from different elections might give us evidence about the existence of potential 

competitive candidacies. If a gender bias on the probability of these candidacies being 

chosen was found, we would have evidence that an exclusion mechanism is acting, even 

though we wouldn’t be sure about which this mechanism is.  

Great work has been done, is being done and must be done on the matter of female 

political exclusion. Having more evidence to answer these questions might open new 

fronts for research and bring support to new legislation targeting other mechanisms of 

female political exclusion. The goal of this study is to contribute to the research on female 

political exclusion and help develop better public policies to tackle this problem in our 

society. With this analytical framework we can organize the knowledge we already have 

and focus on the hypothesis we still need to test. This study is an attempt to sum up the 

state of the art, organize our findings and propose new paths. It is important to focus on 

electoral competitiveness and candidate recruitment; to smoothly shift the focus from the 

demand side and pay more attention on the supply side, that means, observe the 

mechanisms that inhibit the emergence of real competitive female candidates; to consider 

all possible actors that might act like vectors for structural inequalities; and to propose 

better designed policies to deal with the mechanisms of exclusion. 
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Chapter II 

Fewer Competitive Candidates, Fewer Winners: Previous 
Electoral Experience to Analyze Women’s Political Exclusion  

 

As discussed on chapter 1, women’s lower presence in politics can be understood as a 

matter of political exclusion, caused by the action of structural inequalities that burden 

marginalized social groups, women in special. These inequalities would act on the 

development and behavior of political actors (political rules, parties, candidates and 

voters), affecting female candidacies’ supply and demand during their political 

development. This progression can be divided into three different moments (mobilization, 

recruitment and the election). On each of them, there is a process with mechanisms acting 

to difficult women’s access to higher political positions. Women might be under 

mobilized, poorest recruited and less competitive than men. 

In this chapter, I explore the last process: political competitiveness at the election 

moment.  I used Federal Deputy elections as my study case because, in general, female 

political inclusion indexes use women’s proportion at national/federal lower houses (in 

Brazil the federal lower house is the Federal Chamber of Deputies). Female lower 

competitiveness under Brazilian Federal Deputies election can be perceived by their 

lower presence among competitive candidates11. If they are not in the game to win, they 

effectively don’t win.  

One of the most important features for a competitive candidacy is previous electoral 

experience (Avelino, Biderman & Desposato, 2018; Pereira & Rennó, 2007; Perissinotto 

& Bolognesi, 2009). Female political exclusion literature links female lower 

competitiveness with their weaker electoral experience, caused by an inertial nature of 

politics that feedback political exclusion of marginalized groups (Araújo, 2014a; Araújo 

& Borges, 2010; Araújo & Diniz Alves, 2007; S. R. Bohn, 2007; Childs & Hughes, 2018; 

Gatto, 2017; Macaulay, 2006; Matland, 2005; Pinto & Silveira, 2018; Ramos & Da Silva, 

2019). Women would have less opportunities to build their political capital along their 

political career and that might be the reason why there is such different female presence 

over competitive candidates.  

 
11 The concept of competitiveness is discussed on item 1.2 
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This chapter brings some evidence to corroborate this hypothesis. First, I discuss factors 

and measurements for electoral competitiveness, Then, I explore electoral experience to 

create an a priori measure for competitiveness. I present data that shows that women are 

less present among candidates with strong previous electoral experience and that this 

attribute might be correlated with their lower eligibility. It is expected that candidates 

with similar competitiveness would have similar eligibility between genders. Finally, I 

compare the results of the analysis using the electoral experience parameter for 

competitiveness with other parameters brought by the literature.  

The scarce number of competitive female candidates combined with the extensive 

evidence about the non-discrimination of gender by the electorate (Bohn, 2009; Wylie, 

2012; Aguilar, Cunow, & Desposato, 2015; Htun, 2002; Araújo, 2014b) indicates that we 

are probably dealing with a supply rather than demand problem. That being true, it will 

be important to analyze if political parties don’t have experienced female candidates on 

their disposal and, also, if male and female experienced candidates have the same chances 

of becoming Federal Deputies. 

 

1. Real Competitors and What they Have: Factors and Measurements for 

Electoral Competitiveness  

With so many candidates in Brazilian Federal Deputy elections, how can we spot the real 

contestants? What does it take for a candidate to succeed in that election? How important 

is political experience? Does it influence competitiveness in the same way among 

genders? These are some questions I try to answer on this item.   

Political science has spent great energy trying to decode the secrets behind electoral 

competitiveness. Among an extensive sort of variables that might impact the probability 

of election, political experience and success along the career would be a very important 

one. The inertial nature of politics is a phenomenon that constantly appear in electoral 

studies (Childs & Hughes, 2018; Gatto, 2017; Macaulay, 2006; Ramos & Da Silva, 2019). 

It might also be one of the most important factors to understand women’s exclusion in 

Brazilian politics (Araújo, 2014a; Araújo & Borges, 2010; Araújo & Diniz Alves, 2007; 

S. R. Bohn, 2007; Matland, 2005; Pinto & Silveira, 2018).   
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It is important to discuss the ways the literature is measuring competitiveness among 

electoral candidates. With these measurements, it is possible to classify candidacies by 

their competitiveness and analyze patterns and similarities between them. On this item, I 

discuss the factors behind candidate’s competitiveness and present the most common 

ways to identify competitive candidates. I also elaborate a competitiveness parameter 

based on previous political experience, trying to avoid the ex post problem.  

1.1. Factors for Electoral Competitiveness 

The difference between female candidate proportion and female elected proportion might 

be the result of their inferior competitive rate in comparison with men and low 

competitive proportion and proportionality (see appendix A). What could explain lower 

electoral competitiveness? Aspects including personal attributes, parties’ characteristics, 

political experience, and access to monetary resources are considered the most relevant 

for electoral competitiveness and might be imbalanced between genders. Other factors 

like the political system, the origins of candidate’s political capital and socio-economic 

context are also cited. It is important to understand how these factors help candidates win 

the election, especially female candidates.  

We know that the profile of politicians does not exactly reflect the profile of the 

population. This does not necessarily mean that certain personal characteristics are 

advantageous in elections. However, it is interesting to note that there is a certain pattern 

on winning candidate’s personal characteristics. Belonging to a certain social class, 

having a higher educational degree or having certain types of occupation, for example, 

can facilitate access to political elites (Perissinotto & Bolognesi, 2009). Candidate’s race 

is also an important subject of study. Bueno and Dunning (2017) used experiments 

approaches to analyze race bias on Brazilian electorate, trying to explain the race gap in 

descriptive representation. Also using experiments approaches, Aguilar et al. (2015) 

found that citizens in Brazil do not rely on racial cues when voting.  

Also, men are often more present in politics than women. Political Science has plenty 

attempts to find gender bias on the electorate and the more recent findings are pointing in 

the direction that this bias might be masked by other aspects or are too weak to be noticed 

(Dolan, 2014). In Brazil, literature shows that women with the same competitive 

characteristics as men have the same chances of being elected (Bohn, 2009; Wylie, 2012) 
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and, under certain situations, may even have some advantage (Aguilar, Cunow, & 

Desposato, 2015; Htun, 2002). Araújo (2014b) highlights how Brazilian electorate didn’t 

show a gender bias over 2010’s presidential elections (which had 2 women between the 

3 more voted candidates) and the rise of female proportion over elected candidates for the 

Senate and Federal Chamber of Deputies on that year. A survey12 on Brazilian population 

applied in 2016 by the Latin America Public Opinion Project (LAPOP) asked the 

responded opinion about the following statemen:  men are more suitable to hold political 

offices than women. The results show that from a total of 1,510 responses, 1,151 (76.2%) 

disagree or strongly disagree with that statement. 

Parties can offer structures and connections that are important for the election of federal 

deputies. Parties also control a range of resources that are required for a successful 

campaign such as the exposure time of candidates in free electoral time in radio and 

television (Bolognesi & Cervi, 2011) and financial resources. 

In addition to financial resources, parties offer their candidates government or legislative 

platforms that can attract voters more interested in policies the candidate has to offer. 

Parties also serve as an environment for building alliances and networking between 

politicians (Araújo & Borges, 2010). In a federative country like Brazil, tailoring 

partnerships with people in office in other spheres of public administration is an asset to 

increase campaign capillarity, especially when involving governors and mayors, the so-

called coattail and reverse coattail effects (Avelino, Biderman, & Barone, 2012). 

Political parties also play an important role in the competitiveness of their candidates and 

might be essential to the (in)capacitation of female candidacies (Wylie, 2012). More 

institutionalized parties (that means, parties that comply with general and transparent 

rules for decision making, avoiding personalism and the perpetuation of the same groups 

on strategic positions) would help on their competitiveness (Htun, 2002; Santos, 2012; 

Wylie, 2012). These parties would also give more access to internal leadership positions 

for women and strengthen their relevance within the organization, which is an important 

feature to build a strong candidacy (Barreira & Gonçalves, 2010). Ideology is often put 

as another important factor to promote female leadership inside parties: leftist parties 

 
12Question VB50. Dataset Brazil 2016. Data available in http://lapop.ccp.ucr.ac.cr/en. Consulted in November 21st, 
2019   
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would promote more female leader and, consequently, have more women elected (Araújo, 

2014a).  

Money has always been important in politics. Election campaigns are expensive and need 

to be funded in some way. Access to enough campaign funding (Avelino & Fisch, 2018; 

Sacchet & Speck, 2012a; Samuels, 2001) is key to determine a candidate competitiveness. 

Obtaining the necessary resources is important to keep up the dispute. Regarding the 

gender variable, some studies show that women have more trouble to raise money than 

men (Araújo, 2001; Ballington & Karam, 2005; Sacchet, 2018). Sacchet and Speck 

(2012b, 2012a) analyze electoral financing in Brazil in 2006’s and 2010’s elections and 

verify the inequality in the distribution of resources between genders. The data collected 

show that for the federal deputy position in 2006, women received about 45% less 

financial resources than men. In 2010’s elections for the same office, the difference was 

even greater, with women receiving 53% less than men. With more recent changes in 

campaign funding norms – especially the interdiction of corporate donations and the 

introduction of a gender quota for the distribution of public funding - 2018’s elections 

seemed to have a more proportional distribution of financial resources between genders, 

what might be one of the reasons behind the rise on their proportion at the Federal 

Chamber of Deputies (Barbieri & Ramos, 2019).   

Then, we have the political career. It has also been one of the main factors that the 

literature has raised to identify competitive candidacies. Being a professional politician 

is one of the biggest advantages a candidate can have (Perissinotto & Bolognesi, 2009). 

Pereira and Rennó (2007) shows that having run for mayor in previous elections or being 

prominent in the previous legislature increases the chances of reelection of candidates. 

Evidence also emerges of the advantages incumbents in Brazil have in seeking reelection 

(Avelino, Biderman & Desposato, 2018). Previous electoral experience (Pereira & 

Rennó, 2007; Perissinotto & Bolognesi, 2009) seemed to be very relevant for candidate’s 

competitiveness.  

Incumbency and electoral experience are more common among men. This fact is relevant 

because politics has an inertial/conservative pattern that pushes outsiders away. Those 

who are already inside have more access to resources that are important to develop 

political careers and might actively resist to institutional or cultural changes that might 

shift the status quo (Childs & Hughes, 2018; Gatto, 2017; Macaulay, 2006; Ramos & Da 
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Silva, 2019). Women are outsiders in politics and might be harmed by this pragmatic 

logic (Araújo, 2014a; Araújo & Borges, 2010; Araújo & Diniz Alves, 2007; S. R. Bohn, 

2007; Matland, 2005; Pinto & Silveira, 2018).  

Other factors are also constantly mentioned by the literature as crucial for electoral 

competitiveness (especially for women): the political system, socio-economic context, 

and the origin of political capital. In general, the literature has evaluated the Brazilian 

party system as underdeveloped, that is, composed of political parties with little 

connection with the electorate, little legitimacy and incapable of organizing the electoral 

contest and controlling their members (Mainwaring, 1998). This party underdevelopment, 

allied with the open list proportional electoral system with big districts, would generates 

many incentives for personalism during the campaign (Carey & Shugart, 1995), with little 

permeability to party strategies (Nicolau, 2004), favoring those who already control 

political resources (men) and disfavoring women (Adams & Smrek, 2018; Araújo, 2014a; 

Wylie, 2012) 

Social-economic development has been a main variable in the literature for different 

reasons. Development might act on the constituency, naturalizing the idea of women 

occupying political offices. It should also reduce values linked either with religious 

communities or clientelist practices, motivating more women to participate. Yet, there are 

controversies, one group of authors sees advantages on social-economic development 

towards female inclusion in politics (Adams & Smrek, 2018; Bari, 2005; Krook, 2018; 

Matland, 2005), showing correlations between less developed locations and better female 

political results (Blay & Soeiro, 1979; L. Bohn & Catela, 2012; Miguel & Queiroz, 2006). 

Another group places with lower development showed a greater proportion of women in 

leadership positions, both as the main breadwinner at home and in public positions, 

generally due to male emigration or economic need, and this aspect would promote 

greater participation on politics. This continues to be an opened debate.                

At last, there are differences between candidates over the origin of their political capital. 

As discussed above, political capital coming from previous political experience and 

development of party relationships tend to be more effective to bust an electoral 

candidacy. Female candidates have more difficulties to undergo this path. Women 

normally must resort to other ways to get in politics and they could be less effective. 
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Women often construct their political capital busting popularity in social medias or 

resorting to family connections (Miguel, Marques, & Machado, 2015). 

In sum, there are many factors that would influence on candidate’s competitiveness. 

Especially on female candidates’ case, the literature focus on personal attributes, parties’ 

characteristics, electoral experience, access to monetary resources and other factors like 

political/electoral system, the origins of candidate’s political capital and socio-economic 

context.  In this study, I focus on previous electoral experience.  

There might be an important correlation between previous electoral experience and 

candidate’s competitiveness, especially among women. If that’s true, we can sustain a 

hypothesis that having fewer experienced candidacies might be an important factor to 

explain female low proportion and proportionality over competitive candidates for 

Federal Deputies in Brazil, which would affect their general eligibility. This imbalance 

might be an important mechanism behind female political exclusion in Brazil.   

1.2. Measurements for Electoral Competitiveness 

Maybe, one of the first questions of an electoral study field is what it takes for someone 

to win an election. With good electoral data, it is not rocket science to identify some 

patterns on the profile of winner candidates. But when we try to identify what and in 

which scale those characteristics contributed with the results, the task is harder. 

Endogeneity is the source of all problems. Literature still lacks an a priori measurement 

for competitiveness, which would be a classification of candidacies’ competitiveness 

before electoral results. Some studies use a voting threshold to define which candidates 

were competitive, but this strategy is endogenous and cannot escape of being arbitrary 

somehow  (Avelino et al, 2019).  There is a dilemma when choosing a voting threshold: 

to balance the errors of including as competitive candidates those who were not and 

excluding actual competitive candidates (Avelino et al, 2019). Although not perfect, these 

measurements enable the emergence of good insights and hypothesis testing.        

Braga and Amaral (2013) uses the electoral quotient (a minimum number of votes 

necessary to secure a Federal Deputy seat for the party/coalition – generally calculated 

by total voting divided by the number of district seats) and total nominal votes13. The 

 
13 In Brazilian electoral system, constituents can cast their votes on parties or individual candidates. 
Nominal votes are votes casted to individual candidates.  
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study aimed to identify the factors that theoretically affect the process of candidates’ 

selection for proportional elections. The work points out that Brazilian parties establish 

strategies according to more conjunctural elements like having very strong candidates to 

bust party/colligation voting and secure more seats, the so called “vote pullers”. They 

used four categories to classify candidates by their strength: 1) super-candidate (voting 

equal or higher than 95% of electoral quotient); 2) well-voted (between 75% e 95% of 

electoral quotient); 3) weak (less than 75% of electoral quotient); and 4) strong (at least 

5% of all nominal votes in the district). Cheibub and Sin (2015) used a similar design. 

They elaborated three categories of candidates: 1) invincible (at least 100% of electoral 

quotient); 2) strong (between 15% e 90% of electoral quotient) and; 3) weak (less than de 

15% of electoral quotient).  

These strategies have the advantage of having a sharp measure to define candidate’s 

competitiveness. Taking the electoral quotient and nominal votes as parameters are a good 

way to measure candidate’s strength in the pools. The weak spot of this procedure is 

ignoring the intraparty/coalition. A candidate can be elected even having a low number 

of votes because of the proportional system. Using a sharp parameter based on a 

determined level of votes might consider elected candidates not competitive. The choice 

of this methodology privileges individual ability of candidates to have a good voting in 

their districts/lists and doesn’t consider the electoral outcome itself. To be elected or not 

depends also on the voting capacity of the entire party list or coalition. Thus, good voting 

candidates may not be elected because of a bad list and vice versa.  

Bolognesi (2010) uses a relative measure instead of a sharp voting threshold. In his study, 

he tests the hypothesis that district’s competitiveness is linked to a stronger composition 

of party’s candidate list - the more competitive the district, the greater the propensity for 

stronger candidates, and candidates with high electoral potential. To identify strong 

candidates, the author compares candidate’s votes with the votes of the last elected 

candidate at the previous election. He also elaborated four categories: 1) super-candidate 

(voting equal or higher than 100% of previous election last elected candidate’s votes); 2) 

well-voted (between 76% and 99% of previous election last elected candidate’s votes); 

3) viable (between 50% and 75% of previous election last elected candidate’s votes); and 

4) unviable (less than 50% of previous election last elected candidate’s votes).  
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This design has the advantage of using an exogenous parameter to define competitive 

voting thresholds, but, because there is electoral coalition in proportional elections, the 

logic of intraparty competition is very complicated, and it is very hard to compare 

different elections in these terms. A lagged parameter might not make sense in the current 

election and distort the measure. Coalition change between elections and a party might 

not have any elected candidate at previous election to use as parameter. By the other hand, 

if this parameter doesn’t consider party coalition and uses the last elected in the district, 

it underestimates the effect of intraparty competition. Also, taking only the last elected as 

the parameter might drop the scale of competitive voting in districts or lists with high 

concentration of votes. Candidates that had a relative low quantity of votes would be 

considered strong because of a district or party list characteristic. 

Avelino et al. (2019) designed a competitive measure inspired in Bolognesi (2010) and 

tries to minimize its problems. The authors used a 75% percentage of the last elected 

candidate in party list to define competitiveness, but at the current election, which avoid 

the problem of comparing different elections. It is preferable to use parameters that 

consider the electoral outcome when the purpose of the analysis is to relate 

competitiveness with eligibility. This design is not perfect though. It ends up excluding 

candidates with good voting and including weaker candidates who ended up getting 

elected or close to being elected because of “vote pullers” and doesn’t solve the ex post 

problem of the measurement. 

As a manner to deal with the ex post problem and to focus on a specific factor used to 

analyze candidate’s competitiveness (electoral experience), I design another 

competitiveness parameter based on previous electoral experience. With it, I can use an 

a priori measure to support the separation of candidates into three different categories, 

based on their potential at the current election. Instead of using a lagged voting threshold 

like Bolognesi (2010), I grouped candidates according with their own previous voting on 

previous two elections (T-2 and T-4). The first group is called “Weak Candidates” and 

are composed by candidates with no previous experience over the last two elections and 

those with total voting inferior than 15% of district’s electoral quotient14 at the current 

 
14 I calculated the electoral quotient for each district in all elections using total nominal votes divided by 
the number of seats of each district. This is not exactly how the Electoral Justice calculates the electoral 
quotient as it considers party votes for the calculation. This parameter works as a proxy of real electoral 
quotient as party votes correspond to a low proportion of all votes in Brazil.   
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election – a weak previous electoral experience. The second level of competitiveness is 

the “Strong Candidates” group, with candidates with previous voting superior than 15% 

of the district’s electoral quotient at current election – a strong previous electoral 

experience. The final level of competitiveness is achieved by incumbents Federal 

Deputies, which would be the stronger previous electoral experience for a Federal Deputy 

electoral contestant. If candidates have being into both last elections, only their most 

recent experience is considered, except if they are incumbents. For the matter of this 

study, candidates in “Strong Candidates” and “Incumbents” groups of this parameters 

will be considered competitive for further analysis.  

To illustrate this design, I will give a hypothetical example. Suppose that a Federal 

Deputy candidate for 2014’s election also had been candidate in 2010. At the previous 

election, she earned 20,000 votes. In 2014, the electoral quotient of their district is 

100,000 votes. So, for the 2014’s election, this candidate is considered competitive as 

20,000/100,000 is higher than 15%. But, if this same candidate also had disputed the 

2012’s local election and achieved only 14,000 votes, her most recent electoral experience 

would be weaker than the 15% threshold, and she wouldn’t be considered competitive. 

Only if she was elected Federal Deputy in 2010, her most recent experience wouldn’t be 

considered.  

As shown in Graphs 1 and 2, these designs showed a similar number and proportion of 

competitive candidates. Apart from Braga and Amaral’s (2013) 5% of nominal votes 

parameter (that seems to be too strong), the parameters spotted close to 10-15% of 

competitive candidates. They also showed high eligibility among competitive candidates 

in comparison with the general success rate. The chosen parameter presented a lower 

success rate than the others, but still much higher than the general success rate, denoting 

a selection of candidates with higher chances of being elected. Having a success rate too 

high (like the one of Braga and Amaral’s (2013) 5% of nominal votes parameter) can be 

a problem, as it can show that the parameter is very strict, probably leaving good 

candidates out. It is not as accurate as Avelino et al.’s (2019) 75% of party’s list last 

elected but it has the advantage of not being as endogenous.   
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Hence, the competitiveness measure using previous electoral experience, even with its 

problems, seems to have a balanced strength and showed enough accuracy, demonstrating 

similar results with other parameters and avoiding the ex post problem.  
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It also can be very useful to understand the importance of previous electoral experience 

to explain female political exclusion. I expect that women are less present among 

competitive candidacies and this would be an important factor to explain their lower 

presence over elected Federal Deputies. I also expect that men and women don’t show 

great differences in eligibility among groups of candidates with similar competitiveness. 

I present data and tests for these questions on the next item. 

 

2. Women’s Competitiveness and Previous Electoral Experience 

Women are less present among elected candidates for Federal Deputy in Brazil. Women’s 

percentage of elected candidates is lower than men’s percentage. The drop on female 

proportion between all candidates and competitive candidates (those who get close to 

winning) might help to understand why their presence in Brazilian Federal Chamber of 

Deputies is still below 30%. Many factors are brought by the literature to explain this 

situation. Besides personal and parties’ characteristics, money and socio-economic 

aspects, previous electoral experience is considered fundamental to build up a successful 

Federal Deputy candidacy.   

On this item, I relate electoral competitiveness with previous electoral experience using 

the competitiveness parameter designed on item 1.2. With it, I expose evidence that 

women are less present among candidates with strong previous electoral experience. This 

fact might be one explanation for female lower proportion under elected candidates. This 

might suggest that a mechanism of political exclusion might be acting among this group 

of candidates before the electoral moment.   

2.1. Female Lower Presence among Competitive Candidates: Rates, Proportions and 

Proportionality 

Proportional elections in Brazil have a great number of candidates, but only few of them 

are real contestants, as shown in Graph 1. Depending on the parameter, not even a third 

of the contestants get close to a sit on the Federal Chamber of Deputies. One of the major 

factors behind the difference in female candidates and female elected proportions might 

be women’s lower presence among those real contestants. Female candidate’s electoral 

competitiveness might be lower than male candidate’s on average. Even though recent 
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evidence show that Brazilian electorate is not averse to vote for women (Aguilar, Cunow, 

& Desposato, 2015; Araújo, 2014a; S. R. Bohn, 2009; Htun, 2002), other determinants 

factors and resources might be gendered distributed among candidates. 

Since the adoption of gender quotas for proportional elections, the proportion of female 

candidates has been rising. After many setbacks, in 2018 their proportion finally got to 

30%. Even so, the rise on female candidacies for Federal Deputy over the past few 

elections did not mean an equal rise on competitive female candidates. It is possible that 

a great part of newcomers never had access to resources necessary to rise the candidacy 

to a competitive level. The low supply of competitive female candidacies might be one 

important factor to explain why Brazil have such different female proportions between 

candidates and elected Federal Deputies. 

To analyze that, I am going to use two different measures: female proportion and female 

proportionality over competitive candidacies. Female competitive proportion is the 

quantity of female candidates over all candidates that achieved that status (the percentage 

of women over all competitive candidates). Female competitive proportionality is an 

index to quantify female exclusion. It compares female proportion over all candidates 

with their proportion over competitive candidates. To be “gender neutral”, a process must 

present the same (or very close) female proportion over its steps, or moments. As closer 

the proportionality index is from 1, more “gender neutral” that process would be. 
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Looking to Graph 3 we can analyze the development of female competitive proportion 

and proportionality over the last four elections. Although we saw a significant rise on 

female candidate proportion, their proportion among competitive candidates didn’t 

behave the same way. This last proportion rose in a much slower rate from 2006 to 2018. 

By consequence, female competitive proportionality drops from 0.620 to 0.382 between 

the same period. It means that, even though women are gauging more space among all 

candidates, this advance is slower among competitive candidates. Their presence among 

those candidates with great chances of winning is becoming more imbalanced. With the 

rise of female candidacies, general quality of female candidates has fallen.  

We can also see this movement looking at the competitive scale I designed before. Graph 

4-A and 4-B show that women are less present and have more disproportionate presence 

among “Strong Candidates” and “Incumbents”, considered competitive groups. Their 

proportion and proportionality are significantly different from the “Weak Candidates” 

group. This last one seems to reflect the rise on women’s proportion over candidacies. 

The previous two, by the other hand, experimented a very slower rise on their proportions, 

culminating in a drop on their proportionality.  
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These evidences show that the rise on women’s general candidacies were not reflected in 

a same rise on competitive candidacies. Their presence over candidates with strong 

previous electoral experience is lower than the 30% proportion over all candidates. This 

might be one of the reasons their elected proportion continues at a 15% range. 

Competitiveness seems to be so important to understand electoral results that some 

authors, like Hinojosa and Gurdián (2012) and Lovenduski (2016), put it as a separate 

moment of the political career. In this work, I chose to analyze electoral competitiveness 
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as the process behind the electoral moment, instead of a separated moment itself. As 

female proportion and proportionality between competitiveness and election are 

practically the same (see Appendix A), it seems that those are very imbedded 

characteristics. 

It is probable that female incumbents proportion have a lagged impact. If male and female 

incumbents have the same probability of presenting themselves for reelection, we 

expected that that proportion rises if more women are being elected. This seems to be true 

if we compare female incumbent proportion with their elected proportion four years 

before. In 2006, 8.7% of elected Federal Deputies were women and, in 2010, they were 

8.9% of the incumbents in the dispute. Same relation happened in 2010-2014 (8.8% - 

8.1%) and 2014-2018 (9.9% - 11.4%).  

The same should happen with “Strong Candidates”. As more women have stronger 

electoral experience, they would be more present among Federal Deputy candidates. But 

this is not necessarily true. It would be necessary to evaluate if the proportion of available 

strong female candidates is reflected by its actual proportion in the election.  

2.2. Previous Electoral Experience and Female Eligibility 

As showed in the last item, women are less present than men among competitive 

candidacies. Mechanisms behind female political exclusion might act on candidate’s 

competitiveness, putting women in a less privileged position than men. A hypothesis we 

can develop with this evidence is that the fact that fewer competitive women are being 

casted to dispute Federal Deputy’s seats drops female general competitivity and helps to 

explain why women are less present over elected candidates. That being true, rising the 

proportion of competitive female candidates would solve the problem.  

Is it possible that, even within the same competitiveness level, women experiment a lower 

eligibility? To test this hypothesis, I analyzed the statistical correlation between the 

competitiveness scale and the probability of being elected. I used a dataset of electoral 

candidacies for Brazilian Federal Deputies between 2006 and 2018. Data were collected 

from the electronic Electoral Repository of the Brazilian Superior Electoral Court (TSE) 

and CEPESPDATA platform 
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This relation seems to be true, but the difference found is not big enough to be statistically 

significant for competitive candidates. Table 1 presents the results of a general mean test 

on eligibility over gender by the three different groups of candidates. Over those 

candidates with a strong previous electoral experience, we see that women have lower 

success rate than men, but the difference is not statistically significant. When we look to 

weak candidates, we see that both men and women have a very low eligibility, but men 

are elected with a significant higher rate than women.  

This evidence is not very intuitive. As we discussed before, plenty of studies concluded 

that the gender factor on elections would the compensated by equalizing competitiveness 

characteristics. Hence, we wouldn’t expect that men and women present significant 

differences in eligibility if they have the same competitive characteristics. 

What might explain this preliminary result is the fact that the competitiveness parameter 

is not efficient to capture other possible political capitals like family connections, 

circumstantial or prevalent media exposure, etc. These other attributes might also be 

concentrated between genders. Even so, elected weak candidates represent a very low 

proportion of all elected candidates. A gender difference in eligibility among this specific 

group of candidates would hardly explain women’s lower presence in Brazilian Federal 

Chamber of Deputies. 

Besides the T tests, I tested differences in eligibility between men and women with 4 

other models using a random-effects approach, controlling by fixed effects from parties, 

states and elections. The dependent variable is a binary variable with value 1 for elected 

candidates for Federal Deputy at its respective election. The independent variables are 

divided in three groups: personal attributes, electoral experience and money.  
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For personal attributes, I designed four binary variables: gender (value 1 for women), race 

(value 1 for white), higher educational degree (value 1 for completed superior education), 

and high socio-occupational strata (value 1 for occupations considered as “medium-high” 

and “high” on a socio-occupational classification15). I excluded the race variable from 

two models because it is present only for 2014’s and 2018’s elections, what drops 

considerably the number of observations. It seemed important to observe if this drop 

would change the correlation results from other variables. I expect that, controlled by 

candidate’s competitiveness and money, personal attributes’ variables won’t be 

statistically significant.   

Electoral experience was operationalized with the competitiveness scale discussed above: 

“Weak  Candidate” (value 1 for candidates with no previous experience over the last two 

elections and those with total voting inferior than 15% of district’s electoral quotient); 

“Strong Candidates” (candidates with previous voting superior than 15% of the district’s 

electoral quotient) and “Incumbents” (value 1 for those elected Federal Deputy four years 

earlier). With this design, candidates can only be included in one of the categories, 

favoring the measuring of their experience correlation with their eligibility. These 

variables were interacted with the gender variable to observe their effect particularly over 

female candidates. Significant coefficients on these variables show the difference of 

impacts in eligibility in comparison with the baseline (Strong Candidates). I expect that 

“Weak Candidates” shows a negative correlation and “Incumbents” a positive correlation, 

since the eligibility would rise along the competitiveness scale. 

I also included the logged total campaign revenue variable in two models. Working with 

monetary variables in electoral studies is always complicated. There is a permanent 

endogeneity between the amount of campaign resources and eligibility/competitiveness. 

Money would flow to candidates who naturally have higher chances, or to “buy 

influence” from those who already sit in chamber chairs, such as the incumbents (Lemos, 

Marcelino, & Pederiva, 2010; Mancuso, 2015). Besides that, campaign’s finance data is 

unavailable for a considerable number of candidates16. Even though this problem is fading 

among more recent elections, it could bias the global results as we expect that it is more 

 
15 From the occupation data, provided by the TSE, I fit each of the occupations into five different social 
strata: (i) low, (ii) medium-low, (iv) medium (v) medium-high and (vi) high, based on Jannuzzi (2003). 
Thus, this variable was operationalized to mark the social class of the candidates. 
16In 2018’s elections, 951 candidates (12%) did not have campaign’s finance data available. This rate was 
27% in 2006 and has been dropping on each election (17% in 2010 and 15% in 2014).  
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frequent among less competitive candidates.  For those reasons, I chose to analyze models 

with and without the total campaign revenue variable. 

Table 2 brings regressions results. As I expected, the variables of competitiveness scales 

based on previous electoral experience were significantly correlated with candidate’s 

eligibility, even when the monetary variable is added. The signs also appeared at the right 

direction. Being a “Weak Candidate” seems to have lower eligibility than a “Strong 

Candidate”, and, for “Incumbents”, the relation is the opposite. 

  

Adding the logged total revenue variable promoted a greater change over candidate’s 

personal attributes correlation with eligibility. Higher education and high socio-

occupational strata experimented a drop on their coefficients and loss of their statistical 

significance. The exceptions were the gender and race variable in models 2 and 4. Being 

woman and/or white seems to be significant to rise the chances of victory in Federal 
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Deputy elections, even controlled for experience and campaign resources. Also, adding 

the race variable (and consequently loosing observations from two elections) seems not 

to significantly change correlations of other variables. 

The significance of the gender variable over all four models and the significance and sign 

of the interaction of the gender variable with “Weak Candidate” corroborates my initial 

hypothesis. The statistical significance in gender difference in eligibility among weak 

candidates found in T-test analyses didn’t survive a more controlled approach. 

As I discussed before, literature has been arguing that female candidates would have the 

same probabilities of being elected once some other factors for electoral competitiveness 

are balanced. For that to be confirmed, the coefficient of the gender variable would have 

to be small and/or non-significant after testing a model controlling for electoral 

experience and other possible competitiveness factors. That seems to be exactly the case. 

The coefficient of gender interaction on both weak and incumbent candidates were not 

statistically significant, showing that among the same competitiveness level, women tend 

to have the same eligibility as men. 

 

3. Gender, Competitiveness and Eligibility: Robustness Verification 

Finally, I decided to verify the robustness of the results presented until now varying the 

competitiveness paramenter and the regression model. Finding similar results with 

different models would validade the evidence brouth until now and corroborate our 

hypothesis.  
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Like discussed earlier, the competitive parameter based on previous elected experience 

might not be perfectly accurate to identify strong candidacies. There are many 

competitive parameters that could be used in this analysis like the ones cited above. They 

vary on their strictness to consider a candidacy competitive and might bring different 

results for my analysis.  

The econometric model also might not be perfectly fitted for this analysis. Normally a 

Probit or Logit model is used for binary dependent variables. I chose the random-effects 

because the interpretation of their coefficients is simplier than the former models. Tests 

can be done to see if changing the model would change results. 

First, I analyzed if changing the competitive parameter would change results about female 

presence over competitive candidacies. I used the parameters I discussed in item 1 to 

confirm the results presented in item 2. Candidates considered competitive by each 

parameter were considered strong if they weren’t incumbents. Other candidacies were 

considered as weak.   

Table 3 presents women’s proportion and proportionality over different candidacies 

groups divided by their competitiveness using different competitiveness parameters17. 

What we can see is that they have very similar results with the electoral experience 

parameter. Women have lower proportion among competitive candidates than their 

general proportion. Consequently, women have a disproportional presence among strong 

candidacies, independent on the competitiveness parameter.  

And their eligibility among the same competitiveness? Continue the same if we change 

the competitiveness parameter? Table 4 presents results for T-test analyses by different 

competitive parameters. Results, in general, seems to be very similar from the ones 

presented in item 2. Some differences are reported only when the 75% of last elected 

parameter is used. As none of weak candidates are elected with this parameter (by 

definition), no gender difference can occur. Among strong candidates, women presented 

a small but significant advantage in comparison with men – something the other 

parameters didn’t show. 

 
17 Incumbents are the same for every competitive parameter, so their analysis remains the same 
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Coefficients of gender variables are not statically significant in any model, independently 

from competitive parameter. All gender interactions with competitiveness variables 

reported a result confirming that men and women would have the same eligibility if they 

are at the same competitiveness level. So, in general, no significant difference among the 

regressions can be reported. 

Testing different models and parameters helps to strengthen the importance of the results 

presented in item 2. As women have the same eligibility as men when achieve the same 

competitiveness status, our focus needs to be addressed to the reasons why so few women 

are present among competitive candidacies. This analysis supported the literature on 

women competitiveness in elections and brought another aspect to investigate: the 

problem in the supply side of female competitive candidacies. 
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Conclusion 

Based on a competitiveness parameter constructed with a categorization of candidates’ 

previous electoral experience, I showed that women are less present among competitive 

candidates. The proportion of female candidates over who had none or very weak 

electoral experiences are considerably higher than men’s proportion. Few women are 

found among incumbents and candidates with strong previous electoral experience.  

Female proportion over general candidacies was not followed by a similar rise over 

competitive candidates. Female proportions over incumbents and other strong candidates 

seems to follow a different pattern. It will be necessary to evaluate if this proportion 

follows the one on female candidacies available for recruitment.   

Using T-tests and random-effects models, I tested the hypothesis that women and men 

have the same eligibility at the same competitive level. The models show that a strong 

previous electoral experience is positively correlated with candidate’s eligibility, even 

when the monetary and other control variables are added. Results also show that men and 

women have the same eligibility when they are at the same competitiveness status. These 

results were confirmed when the competitiveness parameter and the regression model was 

changed.   

The remaining question is: Why so few competitive women present themselves for 

electoral dispute? It is possible that stronger female candidates are simply choosing not 

to run, opening spots for less competitive ones, dropping female general eligibility. It was 

discussed earlier that women might be influenced by a sort of variables (generally not 

directly related with politics) when deciding their career future. Some studies found that 

women tend to be more risk averse than men (Dohmen et al., 2011; Eckel & Grossman, 

2002; Lima, Neto, Lima, Tanure, & Versiani, 2013; Reuben, Sapienza, & Zingales, 

2015), more averse to competitive environments (Bertrand, 2017; Gneezy, Niederle, & 

Rustichini, 2003; Lima et al., 2013) and less resilient than men (Cotter, Hermsen, Ovadia, 

& Vanneman, 2001).  

Also, the relationship with the family – denoted by the imbalanced household activities 

responsibility (Bolognesi, 2012; Bolognesi, Perissinotto, & Codato, 2016; Childs & 

Krook, 2008; Dahlerup, 2005; Pinto & Silveira, 2018; Shvedova, 2005; Wylie, 2012) and 
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resistance from the male consort (Araújo & Borges, 2013; Blay & Soeiro, 1979; Wylie, 

2012) – seemed to be very important to understand why fewer women ascend to higher 

political positions. Women would have more difficulties in cultivating careers that require 

very intense and unpredictable time availability than to men. 

There also might be a barrier for stronger female candidates during the process of 

candidate recruitment. Political parties are responsible to choose the candidates among 

their militants, and, in Brazil, they are constantly choosing more men than women. Some 

studies defend that parties that have less institutionalized rules, more dependence on 

informal connections and personal power tend to reproduce gender oppression on their 

formal procedures, including candidate’s recruitment (Araújo & Borges, 2013; Baldez, 

2003; Macaulay, 2006; Matland, 2005; Verge, 2015; Wylie, 2012). Parties would be 

deliberately choosing weaker female candidates to protect male candidate’s seats.  

All these hypotheses deserve further investigation. For now, my conclusions are limited 

to the fact that women are less present among competitive candidacies, independently 

from competitiveness parameter. Surpassing the competitiveness issue might be enough 

to solve the eligibility imbalance. Once women achieve the same competitive status as 

men, their chances of being elected are statically the same. This might suggest that 

answers for female political exclusion would be found at a sooner moment of the political 

career. 

Now, our attention turns into a possible problem on female competitive candidacies’ 

supply. It would be important to understand what mechanisms are affecting female lower 

presence among competitive candidates. The answers might be at the recruitment moment 

of the political process. This will be the subject of the next chapter. 
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Chapter III 
 

Standing in Front of the Gate: Candidate Recruitment and 
Women’s Political Exclusion 

 

In chapter 1, I discussed women’s lower presence in politics as a matter of political 

exclusion, caused by the action of structural inequalities that burden marginalized social 

groups, women in special. These inequalities would act on the development and behavior 

of political actors (political rules, parties, candidates and voters), affecting female 

candidacies’ supply and demand during their political development. Among political 

mobilization, candidate recruitment and the election itself, there might be a process with 

mechanisms acting to difficult women’s access to higher political positions. 

In chapter 2, I showed that female competitive candidates’ lower presence in the dispute 

seems to be an important factor contributing to female political exclusion in Brazil. Men 

and women have the same eligibility if they achieve certain competitiveness degree, but 

women are significantly less present among this kind of candidates. Using a set of 

competitiveness parameters, I demonstrated that few women are found among 

incumbents and candidates with strong previous electoral experience and the proportion 

of female candidates over who had none or very weak electoral experiences are 

considerably higher than men’s proportion. Female proportion over general candidacies 

was not followed by a similar rise among competitive candidates. Mechanisms might be 

acting in candidate’s recruitment moment that are affecting female candidacies’ supply 

and demand, like the inertial nature of politics and gender stereotypes. 

Inertial and risk-averse nature of candidate selection would make the choice of candidates 

follow a pragmatic logic, favoring already tested candidates with electoral capital. 

Political parties would be passive to this situation, pragmatically choosing more viable 

candidates. This logic privileges men over women as they are historically included in 

party leadership, membership and activism (Araújo, 2014a). Men have always been more 

present in public spaces. They have always dominated politics. They might actively resist 

to institutional or cultural changes that might change the status quo (Childs & Hughes, 

2018; Gatto, 2017; Macaulay, 2006; Ramos & Da Silva, 2019). 

Women would have less opportunities to build their political capital along their political 

career and that might be one reason why there is such different female presence over 



 99

competitive candidates. Fewer women have competitive characteristics (Almeida, 

Lüchmann, & Ribeiro, 2012; Álvares, 2008) like political experience and incumbency 

(Araújo, 2014b; Araújo & Borges, 2010; Araújo & Diniz Alves, 2007; Bohn, 2007; 

Childs & Hughes, 2018; Gatto, 2017; Macaulay, 2006; Matland, 2005; Celi Regina J. 

Pinto & Silveira, 2018; Ramos & Da Silva, 2019), because of their historical political 

exclusion and their higher struggle to own the necessary resources to be competitive 

candidates (Adams & Smrek, 2018; Araújo, 2014c; Araújo & Borges, 2013; Miguel & 

Biroli, 2010; Sacchet & Speck, 2012). Women are seen as outsiders in politics and their 

careers may be impacted by this pragmatic logic (Araújo, 2014b; Araújo & Borges, 2010; 

Araújo & Diniz Alves, 2007; Bohn, 2007; Matland, 2005; Celi Regina J. Pinto & Silveira, 

2018). 

Gender stereotypes also are huge obstacle for female presence in politics. They affect 

women since the beginning of their socialization and might impact their decision to 

pursue a political career. A minor proportion of women has historically acquired the 

necessary competitiveness to become a political candidate and the ones that have might 

not seek a political career (Bolognesi, 2012). They might have had social stimuli to follow 

more “gender traditional” paths, influencing their education and job choices (Fox & 

Lawless, 2014). 

Girls are stimulated to perform more “private” activities, more related with household 

management and care for the family. This concept affects their willingness to endeavor 

training and careers more connected with politics (Bari, 2005; Bolognesi, Perissinotto, & 

Codato, 2016; Fox & Lawless, 2014; Celi Regina J. Pinto & Silveira, 2018; Shvedova, 

2005).  It also affects women’s capability to construct their political capital, as their 

associativity (ways they connect with their community) end up restricted to local, 

assistance or religious groups (Almeida, Lüchmann, & Ribeiro, 2012; Araújo, 2005, 

2010; P. Santos, 2012). 

In this chapter, I discuss some possible explanations to this scenario, looking at 

candidate’s recruitment moment. Perhaps we don’t have more competitive women in 

party lists because there aren’t that many competitive women available for recruitment 

(supply problem). It is also possible that competitive female candidates are not recruited 

as competitive men (demand problem). Maybe both phenomena are happening.  
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Part of female exclusion literature defends that the problem would be on the stock of 

competitive female candidates available for recruitment (Bohn, 2009; Pinto, 2001). All 

the structural inequalities mechanisms discussed earlier might act on women’s 

willingness to pursue a political career (Matland, 2005; Santos & Wylie, 2018). It means 

that a lower female presence over competitive potential candidates might indicate the 

action of an exclusion mechanism at female candidacies’ supply.   

Other hypothesis is concerning the power of political parties to impose a gender bias at 

candidate recruitment. As the gatekeepers, parties would be essential to (in)capacitation 

of female candidacies (Wylie, 2012) and they might deliberately select weak female 

candidates only to be in line with the electoral law. Depending on how political parties 

organize their activities, their organizational history and ideology, they might reproduce 

structural inequalities (Panebianco, 1988). The spaces of political capital construction 

(where these personal relations are strengthened) have been historically occupied by men 

(Álvares, 2008; Araújo, 2010, 2014a) and political parties are not different (Santos & 

Wylie, 2018).  

Impacts on women’s willingness to pursue higher political offices might also explain 

gender biases at recruitment probabilities. Even when female candidates have the same 

competitive status than male candidates, they might choose not to run. This decision 

would be more common among women because they are socially conditioned to be 

responsible for their family care. Finding a gender bias at candidate recruitment, 

controlling for candidate’s competitiveness, doesn’t point out which of these mechanisms 

are acting or even which of them are more important, but it corroborates the theory of the 

presence of these exclusion mechanisms, opening the path for deeper investigations.   

Therefore, in this chapter, I bring evidence that would infer the action of these 

mechanisms on female candidacies’ supply and demand at the second moment of political 

process: candidate’s recruitment. I analyze female presence over potential candidates that 

can be considered competitive using the parameter of previous electoral experience 

developed in chapter 2. With descriptive and inferences analyses, I present evidence of a 

lower female competitive potential candidates’ availability for recruitment. I also show 

that when women achieve a competitive status, they have similar chances of being 

recruited compared to men. Women’s lower presence among competitive potential 

candidates might be conditioning female presence over competitive recruited candidates.  



 101 

1. Female Competitive Candidacies’ Supply: Methodology of Analysis 

In Brazil, elections take place every two years. State elections choose State Deputies, 

Federal Deputies, Senators and Governors and they happen at the same time as the 

national election, which chooses the President. Two years later (and before), every city 

in the country choose City Mayors and City Counselors. In this study, I am observing 

Federal Deputy recruitment process on 2006, 2010, 2014 and 2018 elections (considered 

as moment T).  

To form a sample of potential candidates to be recruited in moment T, I used a dataset 

composed by candidates on previous two elections (T-2 and T-4). Each election in 

moment T has a group of potential candidates formed by candidates of previous elections 

– two and four years before. Using a dataset composed only by previous candidates can 

bring some endogeneity at the analysis, but one of the goals in this chapter is to analyze 

gender biases exactly among already tested candidates, those considered more viable for 

a Federal Deputy election. Besides that, it seemed impractical to use all possible 

candidates in the study (it would include all party members registered at Electoral Justice, 

whose information needed for this analysis is not friendly and/or available) forcing a 

sample selection. Data were collected from the electronic Electoral Repository of the 

Brazilian Superior Electoral Court (TSE) and CEPESPDATA platform 

I divided this sample into 3 groups. First, I classified as incumbent potential candidates 

the ones that were elected Federal Deputies four years earlier. Then, I divided the others 

into 2 other groups according with their electoral experience: strong and weak potential 

candidates. I considered strong potential candidates the ones who had enough votes on 

their most recent previous election to surpass the 15% electoral quotient on their 

respective districts at the current election. Those who had an electoral experience weaker 

than this threshold are considered weak potential candidates. Strong and incumbent 

potential candidates are considered competitive potential candidates.  

It means that for the analysis over 2018’s elections, for example, I included all potential 

candidates from 2016’s and 2014’s elections in the sample. If a Federal Deputy candidate 

for 2018’s election also had been candidate in 2014, received 20,000 votes, and the 

electoral quotient of her district in 2018 was 100,000 votes, she would be considered a 

strong potential candidate for 2018 as 20,000/100,000 is higher than 15%. But, if this 

same candidate also had disputed the 2016’s local election and achieved only 14,000 



 102 

votes, her most recent electoral experience would be weaker than the 15% threshold, and 

she wouldn’t be considered a strong potential candidate. Only if she was elected Federal 

Deputy in 2014, her most recent experience wouldn’t be considered, and she would be an 

incumbent potential candidate for 2018’s election. If she was considered strong or 

incumbent potential candidate, she is a competitive potential candidate.  

Using this sample and these candidate’s categorization, I analyze women’s presence over 

competitive potential candidates and competitive recruited candidates using the same 

descriptive methodology as chapter 2. Remembering, two measures are used for this 

analysis: female proportion and female proportionality over competitive candidacies. 

Female competitive proportion is the quantity of female candidates over all candidates 

that achieved that status (the percentage of women over all competitive candidates). 

Female competitive proportionality is an index to quantify female exclusion. It compares 

female proportion over all candidates with their proportion over competitive candidates. 

To be “gender neutral”, a process must present the same (or very close) female proportion 

over its steps, or moments. As closer the proportionality index is from 1, more “gender 

neutral” that process would be. 

I combine the descriptive methodology with an inference test, using T-tests and random-

effects approaches over candidate’s probability of being a competitive potential candidate 

and of being a competitive recruited candidate. In this chapter, I use only random-effects 

models without race and money variables. As showed in chapter 2, these models produce 

very similar results regarding gender imbalances. Not including the race variable allow 

the utilization of more observations and, as the recruitment occurs before the election, 

adding a campaign revenues variable would be anachronic.    

 

2. Female Lower Presence among Competitive Potential Candidates 

Earlier, I presented evidence showing that women are as elected as men when they have 

the same competitiveness status. What might be on women’s way to a broader political 

presence is the low quantity of competitive female candidates running in elections. At the 

election moment, we are probably facing a supply problem of competitive female 

candidacies.  
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The origins of this problem might be at an earlier moment of the political career. I’ve 

discussed possible mechanisms behind female exclusion from Brazilian at the recruitment 

moment. I cited studies that rise problems like the imposition of a sexual division of labor 

in a society marked by gender stereotypes which would move women away from public 

life, reducing their chances of endeavoring a career in politics.  

Another hypothesis is that it can be a pragmatic logic among those responsible for 

recruiting candidates that take female candidates as potentially less competitive than men. 

The inertial nature of politics would privilege male candidates as they are historically 

more present in politics than women. Women might be seen as outsiders, with less 

capability to grow important political capital. This logic would be illustrated by a gender 

difference in recruitment rates, causing women’s exclusion from political activities. 

These hypotheses describe the mechanisms that would act on female candidacies’ supply 

and demand at candidate recruitment moment. There can be a supply problem if women 

are constantly being alienated from politics. A demand problem might occur if political 

parties are discriminating candidates by their gender regardless their actual 

competitiveness in electoral recruitment.  

In this item, I explore the supply problem. I analyze if there is a fewer presence of female 

competitive potential candidates available for party recruitment. If women are less present 

among competitive potential candidates, their recruitment rate would be harmed because 

of it. If they are less present, it is probably because of the mechanisms cited above. Here, 

I address the question of if Brazilian politics are facing a supply problem at candidate’s 

recruitment moment. Finding that women are less present among competitive potential 

candidates is a diagnosis of the situation. It is not deep enough to infer which mechanisms 

are acting, how and in what intensity. It is an evidence that some exclusion mechanism is 

contributing for women’s political exclusion at the supply side of candidate recruitment.      

2.1. Female Presence over Competitive Potential Candidates 

The universe of previous candidates is enormous. On each year analyzed in this study, 

there were hundreds of thousands of units in the sample. The global dataset includes 

almost 1.5 million candidacies between 2002 and 2014. Table 6 presents the description 

of all sample globally and along the elections. 
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From those, only a tiny part represents competitive candidates. On every election 

analyzed, less than 1% of potential candidacies was classified as competitive - globally, 

this rate is no higher than 0.6%. Over female candidates the situation is even harder. 

Considering all 403,980 potential female candidates for all the period, only 937 could be 

classified as competitive, around 0.2% (this rate is around 0.7% among men). This gender 

difference is found on both strong candidates’ and incumbents’ groups at a similar level.  

Table 7 presents this data. Women represent around 30% of all potential candidates. This 

proportion has been rising along the elections, mostly due to a harder implementation of 

candidacies gender quotas since 2014. From 2006 to 2018, the rate grew from 20.6% to 

31.8%, with an expressive increase in 2014. Both female proportions on strong candidates 

and incumbents are at the 10% level (little more among strong candidates and a little less 

among incumbents).  

Comparing these two proportions will give us a notion of female presence among strong 

candidates and incumbents, theoretically those with more chances of being recruited. The 

closer those two proportions are from each other, better female proportionality over 

competitive candidates, meaning a more proportional female presence under this 

candidacy category.  
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This asymmetry pulls competitive proportionality down. Remembering that the 

proportionality index shows how imbalanced is the presence of certain group among a 

determined sample. It compares the general proportion of that group with its proportion 

at the sample. In the case of this study, I compare women’s proportion over all potential 

candidates with their proportion over competitive potential candidates. As closer 

proportionality index is from 1.000, more proportional is female presence among 

competitive candidates  

As graph 5 shows, female proportionality index over competitive potential candidates is 

far below the 1.000 mark. For all competitive potential candidates, this index barely 

surpassed 0.500 and has been decreasing along the elections. Women have a more 

balanced presence among strong potential candidates in comparison with incumbents, but 

both proportionalities are far from being a balanced index.  
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2.2 Female Potential Candidate’s Probability of Being Competitive 

We can also see women’s minor presence over competitive potential candidates analyzing 

their probability of being competitive compared to men. Table 8 brings a test of averages 

for the global sample and divided by election. What we see is a constant and significant 

difference between genders in favor of men. For both groups is hard to be competitive. 

No rate was above 1%. But women are systematically less present among competitive 

potential candidates. Same results were found using a random-effect strategy by states 

and parties and controlling for education and socio-occupational strata. Table 9 presents 

the results for general sample and by election.  
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Therefore, women’s presence over potential candidacies has grown, but they continue 

less present than men among competitive potential candidates. They did not follow the 

rising trend of their proportion over all potential candidates, at least at the same intensity, 
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impacting their competitive proportionality. This data suggests that there is a lower 

female competitive potential candidates’ availability for recruitment.  

This “ceiling” might affect the proportion of female competitive candidates recruited for 

the elections. If women have the same level of competitiveness on average compared to 

men and having only 10-11% of women among all competitive potential candidates, we 

wouldn’t expect a much different female proportion over all competitive recruited 

candidates. This limit might impact female’s general eligibility and their proportion over 

elected deputies.  

This evidence is not deep enough to point which mechanism is behind female lower 

presence among competitive potential candidates (it can be all mechanisms associated 

with sexual division of labor, gender stereotypes or marriage, for example) but indicates 

that this situation is an important bottleneck for female presence at Brazilian Federal 

Chamber of Deputies. Further investigations on possible mechanisms would bring more 

information about this phenomenon and help on the proposition of solutions.    

 

3. Are Competitive Women Less Recruited than Competitive Men?  

In chapter 2, I presented data that indicates that once women are competitive, their 

strength on elections are at the same level as men. The “machista” effect of the electorate 

seems not to be very intense. Women’s lower presence in Brazilian politics might be 

explained by their fewer presence among competitive candidates. They represented only 

10-15% of competitive candidates at Federal Deputy elections between 2006 and 2018 

and their elected proportion seems to be following this figure along the years.  

Item 2 of this chapter brought evidence to sustain the hypothesis that women are less 

present among competitive candidates in the election because they are also less present 

among competitive potential candidates available for party’s recruitment. We probably 

have a supply problem of female competitive candidacies available for recruitment. In 

general, we have only 10-11% women among all competitive potential candidates. In the 

same way as in electoral moment, at candidate’s recruitment, this figure might work as a 

“ceiling” for competitive women’s presence among recruited candidates.  

Now, I analyze the possible demand problem female candidates might face at recruitment 

moment. The reasons supporting this hypothesis were discussed earlier. It can be a 
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deliberate action of parties’ leaders that excludes women in behalf of men, a lower 

willingness of competitive women to pursue electoral contest, or even a result of a 

pragmatic logic that take account candidates’ competitiveness status. A theoretical 

discussion about them might “put the horse in front of the car”. Before we speculate why 

women would be neglected in candidate recruitment, we need to answer a preliminary 

question: is gender an important factor on candidate selection? Also, the focus needs to 

be on competitive potential candidates since they are the ones that really matters in terms 

of rising female presence in politics. 

If male and female probabilities of being recruited are different, controlling by their 

competitiveness, it will be important to understand better the reasons. Only this result 

doesn’t settle this doubt. But if they have similar chances of going to the elections, it is 

most likely that the candidate recruitment process follows a more pragmatic rule, rising 

the importance of competitive female candidacies’ supply, which, in this case, should 

concentrate investigation efforts. 

3.1. Female Presence Over Competitive Recruited Candidates 

It is not easy to be recruited for an election. Table 10 presents the total number of recruited 

candidates by gender and competitiveness category. Although the total number of 

recruited candidates seems a lot for an election, it shows that less than 1% of potential 

candidates are casted in party lists for Federal Deputy disputes.  
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Between recruited candidates, women don’t present much of a disadvantage in 

comparison with men. Table 11 presents the analysis of these parameters and corroborate 

this statement. Female proportion under recruited candidates has being rising along the 

time, in general and among competitive candidates. It seems that their proportion among 

recruited candidates is converging with their proportion among potential candidates, 

again in general and over competitive candidates.  

 

Even though female proportionality is not yet at the 1.000 range when we consider all 

potential candidates, general female recruitment proportion over competitive candidates 

is effectively proportional with their presence among all potential candidates, specially 

from 2014’s elections onwards. Competitive candidates’ recruitment proportionality 

index scored 0.960 in 2014 and 1.091 in 2018, as seen in graph 6. 

This might be an important result from gender quotas legislation. In Brazil, even though 

quotas for female candidacies exist since 1997, only in 2014 they begin to be fully 

enforced. Since then, society are following female proportion over total candidates and 

over elected deputies and, after 20 years, the results seemed to be frustrating as female 

proportion over elected candidates didn’t follow the rise of their proportion over 

candidates.  
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More recent analyses begin to acknowledge the positive effects the legislation brought. 

Araújo (2010) highlights the increase in the proportion of women candidates for the 

Chamber of Deputies and of those elected to the Senate in 2014, also emphasizing the 

importance of increasing female participation in the largest parties. She also says that the 

predictions affirming that gender quotas for candidacies would automatically correspond 

in guarantee of election of these candidates were mistaken. This statement changes the 
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focus of policy analysis. In terms of candidacies, the quota legislation proved to be a 

success, reaching 2014 with more than 30% of female candidates for proportional 

positions. If this did not turn into effective representation, it was not a failure of the policy 

itself, but of those who drafted it with a view to solving a problem of representation and 

not of including women in the electoral dispute. The poor eligibility of women would 

need to be investigated and subsequently attacked through other public policies that do 

not focus solely on candidacies.   

The rise on female proportionality over competitive recruited candidates is another 

positive effect that needs to be acknowledged. It seems that, from 2014 – when the 

legislation was better enforced – the recruitment process became more “gender neutral”. 

This result can also be seen analyzing the rise on competitive female recruitment rate, 

brought in graph 7. The recruitment in 2014 seems to be an important turning point in this 

measure. In 2006-2010, competitive women’s recruitment rate was around 22-24%, 

significantly below competitive men’s (around 30%). In 2014, both rates were around 

25%, and, in 2018, female’s rate continues to grow, getting close to 30% and surpassing 

male’s rate for the first time. 

This data is important to reassure the importance of gender quotas. Even though the 

legislation is limited to candidacies, it can impact on the recruitment of more competitive 

female candidates, whom might not have a chance without the quota policy. The 

legislations might also be important to stimulate more competitive women to pursue 

Federal Deputy candidacies and to impact political party’s decision processes. These 

evidences open a field of research to investigate these hypotheses.         

3.2. Female Competitive Potential Candidate’s Probability of Recruitment   

Being a competitive potential candidate seems to rise one’s chances of being chosen by 

their party leadership. Table 12 presents recruitment rates for competitive and all potential 

candidates from 2006 to 2018. Strong potential candidates have a recruitment rate around 

14% and incumbents around 73%, much higher than the general rate (which in no bigger 

than 1%). 
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At the competitive level of recruited candidates, women seem to have equalized their 

recruitment rate with men along the analyzed period, presenting even a higher probability 

in 2018. Over the last two elections (2014 and 2018), female strong potential candidates 

had a higher recruitment rate than their male fellows at the same competitive level. The 

same thing happened with incumbent potential candidates in 2018. Graph 8 presents the 

evolution of competitive recruitment rate over the analyzed period for both genders. The 

2014’s election was a turning point for competitive women at candidate recruitment. In 

that year, they practically equalized recruitment rate with men, and in 2018 they surpassed 

their male competitors. 

Different competitiveness between genders would explain different probabilities of 

recruitment and if women have the same level of competitiveness compared to men on 

average (assuming that political parties recruit their candidates aiming to maximize their 

electoral results) we wouldn’t expect to find much different female proportions between 

competitive potential candidates and competitive recruited candidates. 

Graph 8 presents the accumulated frequency of candidates as competitiveness parameter 

grows. What we can see is that the great majority of candidates is concentrated on 

percentages of electoral quotient (PC_EQ) below 100%. Only 10% of all competitive 

potential candidates would have enough votes to guarantee a Federal Deputy seat by their 

own. This scenario is virtually the same between genders 
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The analysis seems to be distorted by outliers. Table 13 presents results of random-effects 

models over recruitment probabilities and table 14 the same model using the sample with 

candidates with PC_EQ lower than 100%. Full sample model showed that women’s 

average recruited probability was significantly lower than men’s and the competitiveness 

variable presented an odd negative sign18. These results change on restricted sample 

models. Without outliers, gender variable loses its statistical significance and 

competitiveness correlates strongly and positively with recruitment probability, as 

expected.   

 

These results suggest that the recruitment process is relatively balanced between genders 

among competitive potential candidates, not contributing itself for female political 

exclusion (especially after 2014). The 10-11% female proportion over competitive 

potential candidates seems to be reproduced (and in some moments even surpassed) on 

 
18 Normally, we should expect a positive correlation between competitiveness and the probability of 
recruitment. The negative sign might be explained as extremely competitive candidates tend to be the ones 
with experience in majoritarian elections. They might be recruited for other offices like senators or 
governors, with lower recruitment probability for Federal Deputy.   
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recruitment. More attention must be given to the lower number of competitive female 

potential candidates in proportion with men. If female proportion among competitive 

potential candidates remains at the same level, most likely their proportion over 

competitive recruited candidacies will remain the same, affecting their competitivity on 

elections and, consequently, their eligibility. 

Therefore, once female presence among competitive potential candidates rises, also rises 

their presence among competitive recruited candidates. The implementation of gender 

quotas seems to have boosted this trend. Especially from 2014’s elections – when political 

parties were effectively compelled to obey the quota – female proportion over competitive 

recruited candidates were basically the same as their proportion among all competitive 

potential candidates. 

The mechanism affecting female political presence might be at a sooner stage, exactly at 

female presence among competitive potential candidates. Society has historically 

neglected women the means to build political capital and the consequence is their 

exclusion from public life in its very beginning. With scarce political and electoral 

experience, it is harder to be selected to a Federal Deputy election. Once women achieve 

a certain degree of political and electoral experience, they are as strong as men and their 

chances of being recruited seems to be the same. 

Next item will explore one possible aspect that might affect women’s presence among 

competitive potential candidates and diminish their competitivity and probability of 

recruitment: the sexual division of labor, or the imperative that women have to dedicate 

more time to their families than to their professional career.  

 

Conclusion 

Women’s exclusion from Brazilian politics would be caused by structural inequalities 

that might act on the development and behavior of political actors (political rules, parties, 

candidates and voters), affecting female candidacies’ supply and demand during their 

political development.  

Female competitive candidates’ lower presence in the dispute seems to be an important 

factor contributing to this situation. Men and women have the same eligibility if they 

achieve certain competitiveness degree, but women are significantly less present among 
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strong candidates. Mechanisms would act at candidate’s recruitment moment, affecting 

female candidacies’ supply and demand. Less competitive women would be available to 

be recruited by party leaders and recruiters might have preference for male contestant.  

In this chapter, I presented evidences showing that women are less present among 

competitive potential candidates, but if they achieve this status, they are as strong as men. 

Female and male probability of being recruited are very close from each other. 

Women represent only 10-11% of all competitive potential candidate and this proportions 

seems to be reproduced in candidate recruitment. Female competitive candidates rose 

their presence among recruited candidates after the intensification of gender quotas for 

proportional candidacies. Since 2014, they have very similar recruitment rate as men. 

They also converged their recruitment presence to the same level as their presence among 

all potential candidates, rising their recruitment proportionality to a balanced point. This 

might be a positive effect of gender quotas that wasn’t yet realized. The affirmative action 

might have encouraged political parties to better use their stock of competitive female 

candidacies and/or stimulated competitive women to pursue Federal deputy candidacies.  

This analysis doesn’t go deeper than a diagnosis about women’s presence among 

competitive potential candidates. With the available data, it wasn’t possible to infer why 

this occur, or which of the mechanisms cited by the literature is more determinant for this 

scenario. Possibly, only a qualitative research would find more detailed evidence about 

it. The same can be said about the absence of gender bias in candidate recruitment. This 

result doesn’t affirm that there isn’t gender discrimination within political parties. It is 

only an evidence that, even existing this discrimination, the recruitment process seems to 

be more pragmatic in general. Maybe some other mechanisms are acting to compensate 

a possible gender bias. Further and deeper investigations need to be implemented.   

The evidence brought by this chapter helps to open this research path. New research is 

impelled to investigate the reasons why there are so few competitive female potential 

candidates available for recruitment. Next chapter will begin this investigation focusing 

in one mechanism that is recognized as one of the most important to explain gender 

inequality in general, and in politics specifically: marriage status. 
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Chapter IV 
 

Between Votes and Family: Marriage Impact over Female 
Presence in Politics 

 

Until now, I present data showing that women have a lower presence among competitive 

potential candidates, and that might be an important issue concerning their lower presence 

in Brazilian politics. Women that achieve certain degree of electoral experience have the 

same strength as men and the same probability of being chosen as a Federal Deputy 

candidate, but as few competitive women are available for recruitment, their proportion 

on parties’ lists tend to be low.  

It is not easy for anyone to be a competitive potential candidate. Both female and male 

competitive rates are lower than 1% of all potential candidates. It is also not easy to be 

recruited, even being a competitive potential candidate. Recruitment rates among those 

with strong previous electoral experience are not higher than 30% for both genders. 

Candidate selection on Federal Deputy election is a strategic moment where political 

parties must balance maximization of votes with minimization of intraparty competition. 

In this phase, parties tend not to discriminate candidate’s genders, as showed in Chapter 

III. But it doesn’t mean that there isn’t any gender inequality during candidate 

recruitment. 

The percentage of female potential candidates that are considered competitive is almost 

4 times lower than men’s rate. This gender difference is relevant considering that those 

are the candidates with more chances of being recruited and elected. If women had the 

same competitive rate as men, our sample would have around 2,000 more competitive 

female potential candidates. With a 25% recruitment rate, almost 500 additional 

competitive female candidates would have disputed an election with great chances of 

being elected from 2006 until 2018. 

In Chapter I, I discussed possible mechanism that would act on female candidacies’ 

supply during candidate recruitment moment. One of them is the action of gender 

stereotypes, more specifically women’s relationship with their family, especially when 

they have a male partner and kids (Angelov, Johansson, & Lindahl, 2016; Becker, 1985; 

Bertrand, 2017; Bertrand, Cortes, Olivetti, & Pan, 2016; Bertrand, Goldin, & Katz, 2009; 

Cortes & Tessada, 2011; Kleven, Landais, & SSgaard, 2018). Imbalanced household 
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activities responsibility (Bolognesi, 2012; Bolognesi, Perissinotto, & Codato, 2016; 

Childs & Krook, 2008; Dahlerup, 2005; Pinto & Silveira, 2018; Shvedova, 2005; Wylie, 

2012) and resistance from the male consort (Araújo & Borges, 2013; Blay & Soeiro, 

1979; Wylie, 2012) seems to be very important to understand why fewer women ascend 

to higher political positions. 

Married women might have incentives to drop their professional career to maintain a more 

stable relationship with their male companions. There might be a resilient gender identity 

norm on our society that hinder women married with men to develop their professional 

careers if their husbands do not follow or surpass them on status or earnings aspects. 

(Carvalho Neto, Tanure, & Andrade, 2010).  They tend to suffer more stress than men 

due to the pressure to become mothers and guilty for not dedicating more time to their 

children. This would help to understand why less married women and women who have 

kids are able to devote long hours on their paid jobs (Carvalho Neto et al., 2010; 

Fontenelle-Mourão, 2006; Lima, Neto, Lima, Tanure, & Versiani, 2013).  

Women would have more difficulties in cultivating careers that require very intense and 

unpredictable time availability than men. This burden is especially heavy on women from 

more disadvantaged classes, who must have a full-time job to sustain their families and, 

at the same time, find a way to take care of their children, since they cannot pay to 

outsource this task and there are very scarce public polices to deal with this issue (Hirata 

& Kergoat, 2008). Not being able to dedicate time to partisan activities might impact 

women’s development of political capital outside and inside political parties.  

Would gender stereotypes – especially women’s higher dedication to their household and 

children – help us understand why less women are present among competitive candidates 

in Federal Deputy elections in Brazil? At a same level of competitiveness, married men 

and married women are recruited with at same rates? How can marriage interfere in 

women’s chances of being recruited? These are the questions this chapter is aiming to 

answer.        
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1. Analyzing Marriage Impact: Methodological Remarks 

I analyzed marriage status impact observing differences in married and non-married 

women’s presence over competitive potential candidates and competitive recruited 

candidates, using the same descriptive methodology as Chapter II and III.  

Remembering: to form a sample of potential candidates to be recruited in moment T, I 

used a dataset composed by candidates on previous two elections (T-2 and T-4). Each 

election in moment T has a group of potential candidates formed by candidates of 

previous elections – two and four years before. Data were collected from the electronic 

Electoral Repository of the Brazilian Superior Electoral Court (TSE) and CEPESPDATA 

platform 

I divided this sample into 3 groups. First, I classified as incumbent potential candidates 

the ones that were elected Federal Deputies four years earlier. Then, I divided the others 

into 2 other groups according with their electoral experience: strong and weak potential 

candidates. I considered strong potential candidates the ones who had enough votes on 

their most recent previous election to surpass the 15% electoral quotient on their 

respective districts at the current election. Those who had an electoral experience weaker 

than this threshold are considered weak potential candidates. Strong and incumbent 

potential candidates are considered competitive potential candidates.  

Using this sample and these candidate’s categorization, two measures are used for this 

analysis: female proportion and female proportionality over competitive potential 

candidacies divided by their marriage status. Female competitive proportion is the 

quantity of female candidates over all candidates that achieved that status (the percentage 

of women over all competitive candidates). Female competitive proportionality is an 

index to quantify female exclusion. It compares female proportion over all candidates 

with their proportion over competitive candidates. To be “gender neutral”, a process must 

present the same (or very close) female proportion over its steps, or moments. As closer 

the proportionality index is from 1, more “gender neutral” that process would be. Our 

goal is to see if different groups of female candidates, separated by their marriage status, 

present different levels of competitive proportionality over potential candidates and 

different probabilities of being competitive.  
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I also combined the descriptive methodology with an inference test, using T-tests and 

random-effects approaches over candidate’s probability of being a competitive potential 

candidate and of being a competitive recruited candidate. In this chapter, I focus on 

differences between men and women of same marriage status and differences between 

married and non-married women. I only present tests with the model without possible 

outliers, as I showed in Chapter III that using the whole sample might vias results.  

For that, I included a binary variable in the model indicating if the candidate is married. 

I also included an age binary variable indicating if the candidate is under 40 years old. 

The age variable is interesting as we can observe if younger women are more or less 

impacted by their marriage status than the average. This is important to see because 

generally before 40 years old, people would think of having children or have already had 

children and would have to take care of a kid at young age. This might be a contributor 

factor of impact on female’s probabilities of being competitive and recruited, as women 

still tend to dispend much more time and energy in parenting than men.    

 

2. Does Marriage affect Women’s Presence over Competitive Potential 
Candidates? 

Politics seems to be a senior’s game. Not only the average age of candidates are above 40 

years old, but around two thirds of them are married. This information would be irrelevant 

if age and marriage status weren’t valuable political assets (or liabilities). It is possible 

that these two personal characteristics are correlated with candidate’s political results. It 

is also possible that this correlation is different between candidate’s genders. A 

preliminary analysis can be done looking into gender presence among competitive 

candidates using different samples according with their marriage status and age.  

At first, it seems that married candidates have a greater presence over competitive 

potential candidates, in general. Table 21 brings descriptive data over all potential and 

competitive potential candidates by their marriage status. They represent around 65% of 

total potential candidates and around 75% of competitive potential candidates. There 

might be a significant correlation between marriage and the probability of being a 

competitive potential candidate.  
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Total 2006 2010 2014 2018

M 7,729 1,839 1,857 2,017 2,016
F 937 206 221 261 249

M 1,724 398 412 440 474
F 379 80 99 108 92

M 6,005 1,441 1,445 1,577 1,542
F 558 126 122 153 157

M 371 72 73 100 126
F 46 10 12 9 15

Total  Competitive Potential Candidates

All Competitive 
Candidates

Competitive 
Non-Married

Competitive 
Married

Competitive 
Young Married

Total 2006 2010 2014 2018

10.8% 10.1% 10.6% 11.5% 11.0%
0.398 0.489 0.521 0.370 0.346

18.0% 16.7% 19.4% 19.7% 16.3%
0.525 0.618 0.741 0.516 0.423

8.5% 8.0% 7.8% 8.8% 9.2%
0.381 0.466 0.455 0.342 0.352

11.0% 12.2% 14.1% 8.3% 10.6%
0.346 0.547 0.670 0.223 0.279

Competitive 
Young Married

Female Proportion and Proportionality over Competitive Potential Candidates

All Competitive 
Candidates

Competitive 
Non-Married

Competitive 
Married
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This trend seems to be true for both genders. Married male and female candidates’ 

proportion over all potential candidates are around 63% and 49% respectively, whereas 

their proportion over competitive potential candidates goes up to 78% and 60%. Having 

a committed relationship might work well for both genders in politics.  

But it doesn’t mean that marriage’s benefit works at the same intensity between 

candidate’s genders. When we analyze female proportion over competitive candidates in 

different samples according to their marriage status, comparing it with their general 

proportion over all potential candidates, we start to see some important differences.  

Married women’s proportion over all married potential candidates is around 22%. Their 

proportion around competitive potential candidates drops to below than 9%. If the sample 

includes only candidates below 40 years old this difference is 32% to 11%. This 

difference is not so strong among non-married female candidates. Female candidates 

represent around 34% of all potential candidates that aren’t married. Between competitive 

potential candidates this figure goes to 18%. 

 

 

 

These differences in female proportions among different samples can be analyzed by their 

competitive proportionality, represented graphically in graph 9. Presence proportionality 



 127 

compares general female proportion with their proportion over competitive candidates. 

In chapter 3, I showed that female presence among competitive potential candidates is 

less than proportional using a complete sample (black line).  

When I separate the candidates in samples according to their marriage status and age, I 

realize differences between non-married, married and young-married women. Married 

women’s presence among competitive potential candidates is less proportional than non-

married women’s presence. Non-married female candidates have been scoring at highest 

levels since 2006, but the gap in comparison with married women has narrowed after 

2014. Competitive proportionality of young married women presented an unstable 

behavior between analyzed elections. Before 2014, their proportionality was very close 

with the one of non-married candidates. From that year and beyond, the index dropped 

below from married candidates. 

This trend can be explained by the increase in female general proportion of candidacies 

since 2014, in response to female gender quotas. As women’s participation in elections 

rises, also rises the quantity of female potential candidates. Mostly likely, this 

augmentation was concentrated in a certain profile of female candidates (non-married 

and/or young women), the ones that have stronger drops in their competitive 

proportionality. 

To confirm married women has a lower presence among competitive potential candidates, 

I tested their probability of being a competitive potential candidate in comparison with 

non-married women. I also tested if young married women have an additional 

disadvantage on that parameter. Table 22 brings results for averages comparison.  
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At all samples, women have a lower probability to be a competitive potential candidate 

and the gender difference is higher among married potential candidates. In general, 

competitive potential candidate’s rates are very low. graph 10 an illustration of men’s and 

women’s competitive probabilities by their marriage status. Married male candidates 

seem to have an advantage that married female candidates don’t enjoy at the same level. 

While married and non-married male candidates have different competitive rates at the 

order of 0.9% to 0.4%, married female candidates have almost the same rates as non-

married, with a slightly difference of 0.2 percentual points. For both genders, younger 

married candidates have lower rates than other groups and male and female gap persists 

between married and non-married potential candidates. 

These results seem to be confirmed by a random-effects regression that controls the 

correlations by years, parties and states. It also includes other personal characteristic like 

education and socio-occupational strata that can be correlated with one’s chance of being 

a competitive potential candidate. Table 23 brings regressions coefficients that shows that 

those differences are statistically significant.  
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In sum, these results confirm that married women have a lower probability of being a 

competitive potential candidate. Marriage seems to be an asset for politicians as it is 

correlated with higher competitive rates for both genders, but it is also connected with 

higher gender inequality. It seems that married women are not enjoying the benefits of 

marriage to boost their political career. Youngness seem to neither diminish nor boost 

this trend.  

Marriage status seems to be an important factor behind women’s lower presence among 

competitive potential candidates, which directly affects their recruitment chances and, 

consequently, their presence in politics 
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3. Does Marriage Affect Women’s Probability of Recruitment?  

Up to now, I presented evidence suggesting that married female potential candidates are 

less present among competitive potential candidates than men. Their probability of 

achieving a competitive level is significantly lower than married male potential 

candidates. Gender gap is higher between married potential candidates than non-married, 

and candidate’s age seems not to soften this trend. 

I also showed that, considering only competitive potential candidates (without outliers), 

men and women have very similar electoral strength. This seems to be true among 

different marriage status. Marriage competitive men and women tend to have lower 

competitiveness than non-marriage, with women experimenting a little disadvantage that 

was not statistically significant depending on the analysis model. In general, if there is a 

gender difference in competitiveness among married competitive potential candidates, it 

might not be strong enough to explain female lower presence over competitive candidates.  

As I showed in chapter 3, general probability of recruitment over competitive potential 

candidates are very close between genders, especially since 2014’s elections. Female 

recruitment rate over competitive potential candidates has been converging to the same 

level as their proportion in over all potential candidates. Would the same thing happen 

when we look at candidates with different marriage status? As married women have the 

same competitiveness as married men when they achieve the competitive degree, it is 

expected that their recruitment rate will also be the same.  

That’s not exactly what happens. What we see is that, in general, married women have a 

lower probability of being recruited than married men. Table 26 presents the comparison 

between male and female recruitment rates among different marriage status. This 

difference seems to be stronger among married competitive potential candidates, 

especially before 2014’s elections.  
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This result is similar with the one presented in item 3. Gender difference in recruitment 

rates is fading along the time. But when looking at samples with different marriage status, 

we see a more important distance in recruitment rates between genders. Competitive 

female recruitment rate is the same as men within a sample composed only by non-

married candidates, whereas a significant gender difference exists among married 

candidates. When the sample is composed only by young potential candidates, marriage 

seems not to influence candidate’s probability of recruitment. Both young men and 

women, married or not, have very similar recruitment rates.  

I also proceeded a random-effects test to confirm if those differences are statistically 

significant (results are presented in table 27). Once again, this model controls for 

variances in years, parties, states and other personal characteristics like educations and 

socio-occupational strata. For testing candidate’s probability of recruitment, I also added 

a competitiveness variable (the vote parameter in percentage of the electoral quotient). 

Results confirm that marriage is a liability for recruitment in general and it is correlated 

with lower recruitment rates for female competitive potential candidates. Candidate’s age 

seems not to interfere into one’s probability of being recruited given a previous 

competitive condition. 
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In sum, marriage status seems to influence competitive candidates’ chances to be selected 

for Federal Deputy electoral dispute. In general, being married is correlated with lower 

chances of recruitment. For women, in special, marriage not only drops their recruitment 

probability but pushes them away from men’s average recruitment rate. 

 

 

Finding that married women have lower propensity to be recruited for a Federal Deputy 

candidate - even when controlled by their competitiveness - opens our mind to plenty of 

possible explanations. It is possible that some kind of discrimination is happening inside 
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political parties, within their intern processes of candidate selection. Other possibility is 

that married women choose not to run - or are discouraged to run - for a higher political 

office. 

 

Conclusion  

There is a low availability for recruitment of competitive female candidates. That might 

be an important issue concerning their lower presence in Brazilian politics. When women 

achieve the same degree of electoral experience as men, they have the same strength as 

men and the same probability of being chosen as a Federal Deputy candidate. With a 

reduced number of competitive women available for recruitment, their proportion on 

parties’ lists tend to be low.  

One possible reason behind this lower presence of women among competitive potential 

candidates is their higher dedication to household work in comparison with men. Women 

spend more time taking care of the family than men, and less time is available for them 

to cultivate a political career. This hypothesis is tested looking into differences in married 

and non-married, male and female potential candidates’ probabilities of being 

competitive and being recruited as a Federal Deputy candidate. 

In this chapter, I provided evidence showing that married female potential candidates are 

less present among competitive potential candidates and have lower probability of being 

competitive than men. Marriage seems to be a political asset, but women are not enjoying 

it at the same level as men. Marriage status is correlated with a higher gender inequality 

in probability of being a competitive potential candidate. Also, married women tend to 

have lower recruitment rate than married men and lower than non-married women. Even 

when competitiveness is controlled, marriage status seems to interfere in women’s 

chances of becoming a competitive Federal Deputy candidate. Younger married women 

seem to have the same problem as average married women on cultivating their political 

careers in comparison with young married men, but they don’t have any disadvantage in 

terms of probability of recruitment. 

With this data, it is possible to understand how female political exclusion might be acting. 

Gender stereotypes and sexual division of labor might be important obstacles for rising 

women’s proportion among competitive potential candidates. Women might have more 

difficulties to engage in politics in a qualified way because they must split their time 
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between their career and their family. This is not a problem that men seem to face, in 

general.  

Marriage works as a booster of gender inequality in politics, but it is not possible yet to 

ascertain why. Is it because married women are conditioned to choose their family instead 

of a political career? Are they compelled to do it by a male partner? Are political parties 

discriminating married women on candidate recruitment? The data here provided can’t 

answer these questions.  

These results and questions, though, open the filed for more centered research, specially 

focusing on these mechanisms and on female presence over competitive potential 

candidacies. Qualitative research on married women and women who have children can 

bring important information in respect of manners to balance their need to be and care 

about their family with the development of political careers. We must better understand 

how parties deal with maternity and other family issues.   

Female political exclusion seems to have its origins in more structural than conjunctural 

mechanisms, that are acting very early in women’s political career. A seat at Brazilian 

Federal Chamber of Deputies is already a high stage of anyone’s political career. Taking 

account that when women achieve certain level of competitiveness, they have chances as 

great as men might shift our perceptions about affirmative action’s designs and 

implementation. Public policies focused on gender equality in politics must be more 

concerned with the lower levels of politics, trying to foment new female politicians and 

to give them means to prosper in their career. That way, maybe in a future not so far, we 

can witness a gender proportional presence in Brazilian politics.  
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Conclusion 

Fighting Women’s Political Exclusion in Brazil: Fostering More and 

Stronger Female Candidacies  

With this research, my intention was to contribute to the understanding of female 

exclusion of Brazilian politics phenomena. I proposed an analytical framework to analyze 

the theory on this field and, focusing on the competitiveness and recruitment of female 

candidates, I brought more evidence to discuss some common hypothesis about it. 

The urgency in addressing this issue imposes a series of challenges to our society. Women 

belonging to different movements in civil society, academia, justice and even in 

institutional politics are increasing the pressure for changes to occur. The strength of this 

movement, if not directed to the roots of the problem, can generate unpleasant side effects 

and even more energetic reactions from opponents with a lot of influence in Brazilian 

politics - which would be extremely counterproductive for the cause of gender equity in 

politics. 

Great attention must be paid on the impacts of judicialization of politics, especially when 

involving female candidacies and compliance with gender quotas legislation. The 

“candidaturas laranjas” (fake candidates) phenomenon triggered actions that don’t fully 

understand the functioning of electoral politics and the reasons behind female lower 

presence in Brazilian politics.    

Recent judicial decisions have interpreted as fraudulent female candidacies that have not 

reached a certain degree of competitiveness, even knowing that gender quotas legislation 

does not impose any type of qualification beyond candidate’s gender to be considered in 

the count of the minimum 30% of candidacies of each gender. Entire part lists are having 

their votes revoked by Electoral Justice, elected candidates are losing their seats, female 

candidates are being prosecuted for electoral fraud19.  

Another exacerbated response for the “laranjas” crisis is the proposition of draconian 

electoral reforms proposing a “fast track” to solve female lower presence in Brazilian 

politics. Legislation proposals suggest the implementation of gender quotas for 50% of 

 
19 https://www1.folha.uol.com.br/poder/2019/02/punicao-para-crime-eleitoral-como-caso-de-laranja-
esbarra-em-lei-fragil-e-estrutura.shtml 
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seats instead of 30% of candidacies20. This measure surely would solve female presence 

in Brazilian Federal Chamber of Deputies, but it also would bring great distortions and 

inconveniences to our electoral system. How proportional seats would be reserved? There 

would be different electoral quotients for men and women? Gender division would 

happen inside party lists or counting all candidates? Why just parity in gender and not 

race, religion, sexual orientation or economic class? It is not simple to justify and 

implement such strict legislation. It would also deepen discrepancies between quantity of 

votes and elected candidates. Is it a price we are willing to pay?    

It’s a fact that one of the most important problems for gender quotas effectiveness in 

Brazil is a very loose accountability process. Parties and party leaderships need to be 

responsible for observing electoral legislation strictly, but there cannot be subjectivism 

and arbitrariness when analyzing their behavior. Courts need to have an objective 

parameter to identify fraudulent female candidacies or fraudulent use of female 

candidacies for complying with gender quotas legislation or deviate public funds money. 

There already is an objective description of electoral fraud at Brazilian Electoral Justice 

that would cover “laranjas” cases. 

Also, Brazilian proportional system is not perfect. It is considerably distorted by multi-

party coalitions and high fragmentation. But these problems are being addressed with 

incremental reforms. Understanding that changing the electoral system is not the only (or 

better) solution for female political exclusion problem is very important. Are these 

changes really addressing female candidacies competitiveness (their willing and 

conditions to develop their careers)? Or they are stuck within the idea that political parties 

and political leaderships are discriminating candidate’s genders regardless their potential 

competitiveness?   

For that reason, we must better understand how electoral politics works, especially 

concerning female candidates’ recruitment and the reasons why there are so few 

competitive women at party lists. It is not that there isn’t gender discrimination within 

political parties, but we need to understand that electoral politics has its nature and 

political actors respond to organizational and institutional incentives. Here I brought 

important evidence intending to contribute with this discussion. 

 
20 https://azmina.com.br/reportagens/projetos-de-leis-aumentar-cota-para-mulheres-na-politica/ 
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I presented an analytical approach to study the political exclusion of women. This 

phenomenon has a diverse range of explanations that goes from sexist 

organizational/institutional culture to very specific gender constructions that can be 

described as gender structural inequalities. These inequalities act on the development and 

behavior of political actors (political rules, parties, candidates and voters), affecting 

women’s candidacies supply and demand during all political career. Looking for all vital 

moments of the political career, I described a three processes scheme for political 

exclusion with which I can identify when specific mechanisms act via actors’ 

supply/demand, excluding women from the political environment. This analytical 

framework guided my empirical investigation all long the study.  

Then, I addressed the question concerning female lower presence among elected 

candidates. Based on a competitiveness parameter constructed with a categorization of 

candidates’ previous electoral experience, I showed that women are less present among 

competitive candidates. The proportion of female candidates over who had none or very 

weak electoral experiences are considerably higher than men’s proportion. Few women 

are found among incumbents and candidates with strong previous electoral experience. 

This fact might be directly related with female lower presence over elected Federal 

Deputies.  

After, I tried to understand why women are less present among competitive candidates. I 

worked with two possible hypothesis that could explain why this happens: a supply 

problem, illustrated by a lower female presence among competitive potential candidates; 

and a demand problem, instrumentalized by a gender difference at recruitment probability 

among competitive potential candidates. To proceed this analysis, I elaborated a dataset 

with all registered candidates from 2002 to 2014, including local elections, as potential 

candidates for recruitment for Federal Deputy elections. I used the competitiveness 

parameter of chapter II to identify competitive potential candidates. The results showed 

that women are also less present among competitive potential candidates and this 

imbalance might be limiting their proportion among competitive candidates at the 

election. Once female potential candidates are competitive, their recruitment probability 

is statistically equal as male candidates. We are probably dealing with a supply rather 

than a demand problem.       
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Finally, I investigated one important mechanism behind the supply problem of female 

competitive candidacies. I test the relevance of marriage status for female probabilities of 

being a competitive potential candidate and of being recruited for Federal Deputy. In both 

cases, being married seemed to spread gender inequality. Married women wouldn’t profit 

marriage benefits to construct a solid political capital and would have lower chances of 

being recruited than non-married women and married men. 

Changes in electoral legislation to foster female participation can be implemented without 

drastic and arbitrary measures, focusing exactly where the problem seems to be more 

evident. Otherwise, we risk starting a movement of criminalization of all electoral politics 

that can drive our electoral system to a more imbalanced and more distorted state. That 

cannot help our fight for equality in politics, whatsoever. 

There might be better ways to address female political exclusion without distorting the 

electoral system or provoking a real chase against parties and weak female candidates. A 

lot has already been done and need to be preserved.   

Gender quotas for proportional candidacies, with their flaws and inefficiencies, for 

example, are an import achievement. Their benefits need to be realized and highlighted. 

Since their stricter imposition by Electoral Justice in 2010, female proportion over 

candidacies in proportional elections has been rising. In 2018, for the first time, women 

were more than 30% of Federal Deputy candidates. 

Only participating doesn’t mean more presence in politics, for sure. This is one of the 

most important critics for Brazilian current gender quotas legislation. But, as I presented 

in this study, electoral experience is one important way to build up political capital. 

Candidates with strong previous electoral experience have more chances of being 

recruited and being elected for Brazilian Federal Chamber of Deputies. As gender quotas 

rise female proportion over all proportional candidacies (inclusive in local elections) they 

provide electoral experience for women that would probably never be recruited, or never 

thought of running for an election. Since the implementation of gender quotas, female 

proportion over competitive potential candidates has grown and their recruitment rate has 

surpassed men’s rate in 2018. Even if the rise in female candidacies were not converted 

in the same proportion of elected women instantaneously, more women are participating 

in politics and this might be very important to rise female competitiveness in the future.   
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New campaign funding norms that imposed gender quotas for public funding distribution 

are also a great step to foster more and stronger female candidates. In 2018, parties were 

obligated to allocated at least 30% of resources coming from public funds into female 

candidacies (both proportional and majoritarian, inclusive when women were running for 

vice positions) 

“Women received, in fact, more resources in the 2018 elections compared to 2014. 

This indicates that (…) the change in the rules interfered in the distribution of 

financial contributions in favor of female candidates. The difference between the 

amount of resources allocated for men and allocated for women was reduced in 2018. 

Both in absolute and relative terms, women managed to reduce the disadvantage in 

electoral funding.” (Barbieri & e Ramos, 2019, p.81) 

More money is not converted automatically into more votes, though. Women rose their 

proportion over elected Federal Deputies, but it did not reach the same proportion of 

money they have to fund their candidacies or even their proportion over all candidates. 

Also, some parties chose to invest their money in female candidates in majoritarian runs, 

with a great part of them where women weren’t the head of the ticket.  

Even so, women benefit from this measure. Not very competitive women had access to a 

higher quantity of money and could experiment and learn how to manage a high-profile 

electoral campaign. Maybe they weren’t successful now, but their experience might be 

very useful for future electoral attempts. Allowing majoritarian candidacies to receive 

funding destined for female candidates might explain the rise in female candidacies for 

vice-president, vice-governors and senator supplants21. These seats seem to be less 

important, but they can boost women’s political career. Vices and supplants may have 

important political influence and, eventually, they might assume the seat after governors 

and senators take absence. Once more, having previous electoral experience (at this case 

as incumbent) is a great asset to build political capital.  

These polices focus on strengthen women’s capability to build their political capital, 

which may directly attack the roots of lower female presence in Brazilian politics. We 

should follow their results in next elections to see how this experience contributed with 

women’s political careers.  

 
21 https://valor.globo.com/politica/noticia/2018/09/04/eleicao-em-dados-novas-regras-mesmas-
gravatas.ghtml 
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Taking the same direction, many initiatives are flourishing in civil society22. Projects like 

the “Iniciativa Brasilianas”, the “Vivas” movement and campaigns like the “Vote Nelas” 

and “#ElasnoPoder” have the same diagnosis that we need to foster more and stronger 

female candidacies all over the country for all electoral seats. These iniciatives help 

women willing to be candidates with political, electoral and organizational assistance and 

mobilize people to vote for women in elections.    

All these actions don’t excuse political parties from their responsibilities on fomenting 

female participation in Brazilian politics. Political parties in Brazil are majorly public 

funded and they are compelled by law to use part of this money to foment women’s 

inclusion in their own activities and in politics in general. This law has been continually 

disrespected and political parties have not been taken account for that. Recently, a general 

amnesty was approved to liberate political parties of paying fines for not complying with 

the legislation23.  

In this study, I defended - based on empirical analyses – that political parties act 

pragmatically on candidate recruitment, not discriminating competitive candidates by 

their gender, in general. It doesn’t mean that they actively promote female inclusion 

within their structures of power and in politics in general. They have passively followed 

women’s rising participation and, sometimes, actively acted to sustain the status quo 

(Ramos & Da Silva, 2019). But political parties need to be an active part of this change. 

The role of the parties emerges as fundamental in the perceptions and expectations of 

support and encouragement to possible candidates (Araújo & Borges, 2013). If a party is 

determined to elect more women, it may devise new practices and criteria of selection to 

accomplish this goal (Kook, 2003).  

Recently, we’ve spotted some good examples: the Democratic Labor Party (PDT), 

through the Leonel Brizola-Alberto Pasqualini Foundation (FLB-AP), created a course 

for pre-candidates for 2020’s election, aiming at strengthening their ranks for a consistent 

performance in the next election; the Socialism and Freedom Party (PSOL) has proposed 

extensive membership campaigns and support for candidacies from minority groups. If 

actual laws are ineffective, we need to improve legislation or its enforcement. If punishing 

 
22 https://medium.com/@tamaracrants/a-esquerda-est%C3%A1-atenta-e-est%C3%A1-aqui-
4a0e0fe6bd89 
23 http://agenciabrasil.ebc.com.br/politica/noticia/2019-05/governo-publica-lei-que-anistia-multas-de-
partidos-politicos 
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is not working (or is somehow politically inviable), maybe the solution is to create better 

incentives. Policies focusing on incentives for political parties can be very effective. 

So, it is important to understand that we are dealing with a complex problem that demands 

complex solutions. Challenges are huge and a lot need to be changed, to be improved, but 

we are getting better. Even though there is a general impression that we are living a 

representative crisis, Brazilian electoral system has improved since 1988’s Constitution. 

Brazilian proportional system is very efficient in conversion of votes into seats. 

Practically no vote is wasted and around 90% of the most voted candidates end up elected. 

Until 2018, political system was consolidating into two major ideologic forces with a 

political center balancing governability24. Important reforms addressed party 

fragmentation, like the prohibition of party coalitions for proportional election and a 

performance threshold for parties to access parliamentary structures and public funding. 

Also, the implementation of a predominantly public campaign funding system would 

foster better control of parties and a more proportional distribution of money between 

genders (Barbieri & e Ramos, 2019).   

Although Brazil’s political landscape is not promising, -  the most conservative govern 

and Congress of recent history are in power -  general scenario of rules and institutions is 

favorable to improve gender equality in politics. No step back can be allowed. Future 

actions need to focus where the real problem is: the number and proportion of female 

competitive candidates running for electoral seats. Fostering more and stronger female 

candidacies might be the most efficient way to rise female presence in Brazilian politics. 

Political parties need to be part of this movement (if not voluntarily, by responding to 

incentives or to law enforcement).  

I hope this study helped in this objective showing where the problem might be and 

bringing empirical evidence to support new and better public policies to fight gender 

inequality in politics. 
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