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Women currently hold 40 of the 122 seats in the Quebec National Assembly. In the
April 2003 election, there was a remarkable 7.2% increase in the number of women
elected, the second largest increase in Quebec’s contemporary parliamentary
history. While there has been considerable progress women still occupy significantly
fewer positions. This article considers some of the obstacles to increasing the number
of women in politics including the organization of political parties and the electoral
system. It also looks at the impact of women in politics and some recent government
initiatives in Quebec.

L
et me review some factors that
may prevent women from
getting involved in politics.

Institutional barriers are the first
such factors. Traditionally, the
political system has placed obstacles
in the path of women considering
political careers because its values
are rooted in conflict and coercion,
whereas women generally prefer
discussion and consensus building.

Thus the political system is not as attractive for women as
it is for men. As one speaker at an Interparliamentary
Union symposium in 1989 succinctly put it “whether
explicitly or subtly, the philosophy of power and the
language and rules of politics are still defined by men”. 1

In 1994, Quebec’s Conseil du statut de la femme even
evoked the possibility of a “certain male conspiracy” lim-
iting the evolution of our institutions and political cul-

ture and the number of women in government. The
Council did not accept or reject the conspiracy idea, but
simply reported that certain researchers had suggested it
as a possible explanation.

In a 2003 survey, the Quebec Secrétariat à la condition
féminine found that women and women’s organizations
felt that the political system—with its emphasis on eco-
nomic development rather than social progress—was an
unwelcoming and hard-to-access environment for
women, who tend to share “social” values and work in
the “social” sphere, notably healthcare, social services,
and education.

Party discipline in parliament also plays a role by lim-
iting women’s ability to join forces with members of
other parties to defend women’s issues, although disci-
pline can also be an advantage for women when party
members get a particular point included in the party pro-
gram. This makes it an issue that all party representa-
tives, men and women alike, are required to defend.

Sexism has not completely disappeared from the can-
didate nomination process either. It may take the shape
of maneuvers to discredit a housewife seeking nomina-
tion. Sexism is all the more present in electoral districts
deemed winnable by the party in question. However, it is
not customary in Quebec to “save” women candidates
for ridings where there is no chance of victory.
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Job type and career prestige are major factors in party
candidate selection. Since women are often less active
than men from a career perspective, and less numerous
in management positions, they also have fewer opportu-
nities to develop the kind of high-profile professional
reputation that political parties look for. Male party
members are much more likely to be asked to run for of-
fice than their female counterparts.

Economic barriers are a second factor. In 1988, a study
of the women members of the National Assembly and
Montreal City Council found that nomination and elec-
tion financing was not a major obstacle for Quebec
women seeking to get involved in politics. In this area,
women in Quebec probably have an advantage over their
counterparts in the rest of Canada. Indeed, the Royal
Commission on Electoral Reform and Party Financing
(the 1991 “Lortie Commission”) found that in a federal
election campaign, many women consider the nomina-
tion a much greater challenge than the election itself.

It would seem that the financing rules introduced un-
der the Quebec Election Act in 1977 have had a positive
impact on how political parties select candidates. The
main Quebec parties have all adopted rules limiting
nomination spending to keep it within reasonable limits.
This prevents candidates from using personal fortunes to
buy their way into politics.

Since 1977 only individual voters have been allowed to
make donations to political parties. The Election Act bans
contributions by companies, corporations, unions, and
associations. The Act also imposes a $3,000 ceiling on in-
dividual contributions, limits party and candidate cam-
paign spending, and provides for reimbursement of
party election expenses and for party financing under
certain conditions.

Cultural barriers are a third factor. Even today, women
assume a greater share of household and family respon-
sibilities than men, and many have limited availability
for public life. In a 1999 survey of parliamentarians in Ot-
tawa and Quebec City, a number of women declared that
they delayed their entry into politics in order to attend to
the childcare and education needs of their children. No
men had any such story.

The following quote from a European Union docu-
ment probably comes quite close to describing the situa-
tion in Quebec: “The sharing of household tasks is not
yet the norm. Women still handle most domestic and ed-
ucational chores and have little time to even stay in-
formed or talk politics with their families.”2 However, an
interview survey of Parti Quebecois and Quebec Liberal
Party members found that only 4% of women cited fam-
ily responsibilities as a reason not to consider seeking
nomination.

The Impact of Women in Politics

There is controversy over the real impact of women’s
presence in politics. Some studies fuel the notion that
women and men—parliamentarians and citizens
alike—deal with “social” issues differently. Women vot-
ers and politicians in the United States have been found
to be more liberal than men, especially with respect to
government spending, social services, and racial issues.

According to another U.S. study, a greater female pres-
ence can also have an impact on the number of laws
passed on government spending priorities and issues
that affect women. However, other factors may have just
as much influence over the type of policies adopted, in-
cluding political party affiliation, ethnic origin, and iden-
tification with feminism. The fact remains that women
tend to introduce more health and education bills than
men.

In Norway, a study also found that women parliamen-
tarians had different priorities and interests than their
male counterparts. The study went much further than
that, describing women parliamentarians as having a
more people-oriented style. The women interviewed re-
mained on their guard and did not want to appear too
different from their male colleagues.

In a similar vein, French and Canadian analysts have
affirmed that the presence of women in parliament leads
to the modernization of laws on the status of women.
Moreover, women parliamentarians reportedly pay
more attention to the impact that policies have on the
population. Male parliamentarians, in contrast, place
more emphasis than their female counterparts on their
legislative role. A number of studies also draw attention
to women’s distinctive parliamentary style and their
moderating effect on the warrior-like behavior of their
male colleagues.

In keeping with the idea that women humanize politics, a
number of female parliamentarians claimed that the
presence of women has changed the way politics is
practiced, shifting the emphasis from conflict to
consensus: Women are said to try to bring people
together rather than provoke confrontations. Women
parliamentarians apparently find it easier to cooperate
because they feel a sense of solidarity rooted in the
shared experiences of discrimination they faced as they
tried to break into this traditionally masculine arena. 3

Those who believe women have not had any particular
impact on politics claim that their numbers are insuffi-
cient to make a real difference, or that they are absent
from parliamentary committees with real clout. This
opinion echoes the notion that women do not have suffi-
cient critical mass. Another argument to the effect that
women do not change the way politics is practiced is re-
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lated to the idea of diversity. According to this view, the
large-scale arrival of women would generate no more
changes than the election of large numbers of seniors or
members of ethnic minorities.

No matter what the assessment of the effects of
women’s arrival in parliament, one thing seems clear:
solidarity between women from different parties is not
strong enough to cut across party lines.

In 1995, the action program of the United Nations
Fourth World Conference on Women, held in Beijing, in-
cluded a section on the place of women in positions of re-
sponsibility and decision making. At the conference, 181
states committed to developing measures to ensure
women equal access and full participation in power and
decision-making structures.

To meet this objective, certain countries, including
France and Belgium, chose legislative means to increase
the presence of women in leadership bodies. France
adopted the “Parity Act.” Other states, including Quebec
and Canada, opted for incentives.

In Quebec, in terms of political representation for
women, some groups are calling more for incentives and
support than legislative measures. Others oppose quotas
imposed by law or the Constitution.

The principle of quotas of women is based on the notion
that women must be present in certain percentages in the
various bodies of state, either on candidate lists, in
parliamentary assemblies, in committees, or in
government. With the quota system, recruitment does
not fall to women themselves, but rather to those
responsible for the recruitment process. Today, quotas
target 30% to 40% female representation as a minimum
“critical minority.”4

A number of women politicians in Quebec have mis-
givings regarding legislated quotas. They often express
“their discomfort with and opposition to the idea of be-
ing singled out in the electoral system and before their
elected colleagues, and possibly having people believe
they are only there as the result of a special measure.”5

Among a group of Parti québécois card holding mem-
bers who responded to a survey in 2000 on political in-
volvement in Quebec, only 20% were in favor of quotas
(vs. 58% against). At the time of the survey, the Parti
québécois was in power in Quebec. The results for the
Quebec Liberal party were nearly identical, with only
21% of members in favor (vs. 50% against). When the sur-
vey was carried out, the Liberal Party was the official op-
position.

Members from both parties were strongly in favor of
setting up government financial support measures or po-
litical training courses as means of increasing the number
of female candidates running in future elections.

In a study conducted in 2004 on the politicization of
youth, Quebecers aged 18 to 30 were against measures
such as parity, and even affirmative action for women.
They considered qualifications more important than the
actual number of elected or appointed women. The issue
of elected officials’ qualifications or abilities is also by far
the main reason members opposed quotas in the 2000
study mentioned earlier. Another important reason, ac-
cording to the study, was respect for women’s freedom.
Some women (and even more men) considered quotas
antidemocratic.

Political Parties and Women

Allow me now to briefly describe the organization of
the two main political parties in Quebec in terms of the
position of women. The Liberal Party is the only party
that has existed since the current Canadian Constitution
came into effect on July 1, 1867. The Liberal Party once
had an independent women’s wing, the Quebec Liberal
Women’s Federation. Although the federation was de-
pendent on the Party for funding, it was a forum for dis-
cussion, awareness, and political training for over
twenty years, from 1950 to 1971.

At the Party’s annual convention in 1971, Liberal
women were successful in having their Federation inte-
grated into the Party itself. The Liberals were forced into
this decision because the independent federation had
only succeeded in getting one woman, Claire Kirkland,
elected to the National Assembly. During the same pe-
riod, only three women had sat on the party’s Executive
Committee.

It was also at the 1971 convention that young Liberal
Party members successfully called for a third of seats in
various governing bodies to be set aside for members of
the Youth Commission, made up of young Liberals aged
16 to 25. The Youth Commission quickly became a “train-
ing school” for future political assistants, members of
parliament, ministers, public relations specialists, and
private practice professionals.

In November 1971, Liberal women also secured a type
of representation quota in party associations at the elec-
toral district level, as well as at member conventions.

One of the concessions made when the QLWF was
swallowed up was that each riding [or electoral district]
Liberal association had to ensure that its executive
included one female vice president and one member
chosen or elected by youth (as well as one male vice
president and member), a provision that remains in effect
today. In addition, nine men (including three youth) and
nine women (including three youth) must be elected to
all party conventions.6
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Before leadership conventions, which bring some
3,000 party members to elect the party leader, local asso-
ciations choose a total of 12 men and 12 women to repre-
sent them. Under the Quebec Liberal Party’s by-laws, the
Youth Commission’s Coordinating Committee is also
gender neutral, with 7 women and 7 men.

There is no statutory parity between women and men
for the party’s other officials. However, the party is deter-
mined to continually improve the place of the women
who have been among its ranks for nearly 34 years now,
since it brought the Quebec Liberal Women’s Federation
under its wing.

The Parti québécois was created in 1968 more than one
hundred years after its great Liberal rival. It quickly took
the place of a party founded in 1935–1936, the Union
nationale, itself having earlier replaced the former Con-
servative Party on the provincial stage. In 1975, a few
Montreal-Centre members of the Parti québecois de-
cided to form a committee on women’s issues, which
came into being in September 1977 under the name
Comité national de la condition féminine.In September 1980,
after sovereignty-association was turned down in the
first referendum, the committee changed to become the
Comité d’action politique des femmes, or the Women’s Politi-
cal Action Committee. The new committee would now
focus more on training the party’s women members in
order to advance the cause of women by getting more of
them involved at the grassroots level.

In 1985 and in 2001, when the Parti québécois presi-
dent stepped down, the Women’s Political Action Com-
mittee refused to throw its support behind any female
candidate in particular in order to avoid denigrating the
male candidates. A number of feminist party members
disagreed with this decision.

There is a provision in Parti québécois by-laws that
makes a general acknowledgement of the need for more
equal representation of men and women within the vari-
ous bodies of the party. The party’s statutory provisions
on women are therefore neither as precise nor as varied
as those of the Liberal Party. However, ever since Jacques
Parizeau was leader (1988 to 1996), the National Execu-
tive Council has included an equal number of women
and men.

Many political parties around the world have volun-
tarily adopted quotas on the number of women running
for election. A report by the Socialist International
Women shows that member parties in 55 countries have
introduced quotas. The Conseil du statut de la femme du
Québec has also drawn up a list showing party quotas in
48 of the 80 countries it studies.

In Canada, the federal New Democratic Party has in-
troduced a form of quotas (or rather, an “objective”) set-

ting out a 60% minimum for women candidates in elec-
toral districts the NDP has a chance of winning. This ex-
cludes ridings in which the incumbent is running for
reelection.

Quebec’s leading political parties—both the Liberal
Party and the Parti québécois—have opted instead for in-
formal targets (not governed by their by-laws) for the
number of women running in any given election. This
led the Conseil du statut de la femme to recommend in 2002
that Quebec’s parties adopt recruitment committees
made up of equal numbers of women and men in elec-
toral or municipal districts. Another solution would be
for parties to add to their by-laws the requirement that
local executives consider gender diversity.

A Few Quebec Government Initiatives

I have mentioned the Conseil du statut de la femme (CSF)
a number of times. It is an independent public body that
serves as an advisor to the Government of Quebec on all
matters related to equality and respect for the rights and
status of women. This advisory council was created by a
law passed by the National Assembly in 1973.

In its 2001–2005 strategic plan, the CSF points out that
a growing proportion of decisions affecting women’s liv-
ing conditions are made at the local and regional levels.
However, women are still very under-represented in
municipal political bodies.

The CSF therefore suggests we reopen the debate on
the importance of equal representation by women and
men in the halls of power. The CSF believes it would be
worthwhile to take a careful look at parity in Quebec. It
also wishes to inform women—especially young
women—about the importance of partaking in power,
through information campaigns on the subject.

Another public agency – the Secrétariat à la condition
féminine (SCF) is charged with fostering government ac-
tion in support of equality between women and men and
ensuring its consistency. The SCF is under the responsi-
bility of the minister of families, seniors, and the status of
women, who in turn reports to the premier.

In 1995, its discussion paper “Decentralization, a col-
lective decision,” reiterated the importance of involving
women in the exercise of power. This wish was reas-
serted in 1997 in the government policy on the status of
women entitled “A Future to Share.” A position paper on
this policy prepared by Secrétariat à la condition féminine
addressed the role of women in the development of Que-
bec’s regions. This government policy led to the launch
of the program “Equal to Decide” in 1999. It seeks to in-
crease the number of women in decision-making posi-
tions in local and regional bodies. To do so, it supports
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nonprofit organizations and native band councils in de-
veloping and carrying out “results-oriented projects di-
rectly in the field.”

The projects must have one of the following objectives:

• Facil i tate and promote women’s access to
decision-making positions at all levels

• Increase the pool of female applicants for these
positions

• Prepare and train women to fill these positions
• Help keep women in these positions
• Encourage the bodies in question to act to achieve

equal representation of men and women in
decision-making positions

The program is in effect until 2008 and has an annual
budget of $1 million. It can cover up to 80% of a project’s
cost, with a maximum of $40,000 a year per project.

In December 2004, the Government of Quebec tabled a
draft bill in the National Assembly to replace the current
Elections Act. The bill included incentives to increase the
proportion of women in the National Assembly. This
draft bill proposes increasing political party funding by
the Chief Electoral Officer in proportion to the number of
women candidates in each party who ran in the previous
election. A party with 30% to 34% of its candidates
women in the previous election would receive an addi-
tional 5% in funding. For 35% to 39% women candidates,
they would receive an additional 10%, and for more than
40% women, 15%.

In the general election on April 14, 2003, 26% of the 125
candidates of Action démocratique du Québec were
women while 28% of the Quebec Liberal Party’s 125 can-
didates were women and 34% of the Parti québécois’.
Under the proposed rules, the Parti québécois would
have received 5% more in funding. The draft bill also
proposes increasing expense reimbursement for female
candidates, again based on the number of female
candidates running.

These measures would be temporary and would be
withdrawn when 50% of seats in the National Assembly
are held by women. In addition to replacing the Elections
Act, the draft bill also proposes changing the voting pro-
cedure in Quebec to a new “mixed proportional” system.

Quebec still uses the “first-past-the-post” system
(FPTP). This system has been questioned a number of
times since the late 1960s, largely due to distorted results
in certain elections, particularly the general election of

November 30, 1998. The party that won the most votes in
that election still won fewer seats than the runner-up.

In December 2001, the National Assembly’s Standing
Committee on Institutions undertook to study the
first-past-the-post system and possible alternatives to it.
In fall 2002, Quebecers were invited to submit briefs to
the National Assembly or convey their opinions through
its website. The majority of respondents supported pro-
portional representation.

In their briefs to the Standing Committee on Institu-
tions, several individuals and groups addressed the
question of women and representation. The main such
brief on the issue came from an organization founded in
2001, Collectif féminisme et démocratie (CFD). With the sup-
port of the Fédération des femmes du Québec, CFD recom-
mended that Quebec institute a compensatory mixed
system with 74 seats allocated through a party-list pro-
portional method and 51 seats “independent of parties,”
allocated to each of the 17 administrative regions of Que-
bec by preferential majority.
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