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"You agree, then . . . that nmen and women are to have a conmmpn way

of life . . . -- comopn education, comon children; and they are to
wat ch over the citizens in conmon whether abiding in the city or
going out towar? . . . And in so doing they will . . . preserve the

natural relation of the sexes."
The Republic, Plato (428-348 BC)

INTRODUCTION

At the United Nations Fourth World Conference on Wonen in Beijing,
China, in 1995, the global comunity stressed the inportance of wonen
assum ng positions of power and influence, not only because their
points of view and talents are needed, but also as a matter of their
human rights. Moreover, increased involvenent of wonmen in decision-
maki ng processes with respect to social val ues, devel opnent
directions and allocation of resources enables wonen as well as nen
to influence societal agendas and to help set priorities. Efforts to
achi eve gender equality are thus nore likely to be brought into the
mai nstream of deci sion-naking and to be pursued fromthe centre
rather than the margins. 1/

Yet questions about both style and substance persist where wonen and
deci si on-nmaki ng are concerned. As many historians |listen, they hear
the echo of questions raised at different tinmes in different parts of
the world when the right to vote and to hold office was granted to
wor ki ng men who had neither the property nor the |evel of income
that, earlier, had qualified nen as "responsible" citizens.

Li ke the questions at that tinme about working nen's participation in
the exercise of public power, interest in gender-based differences
and simlarities in approaches to decision-nmaki ng has increased in
recent years and has been the topic of a grow ng nunber of |eadership
training sem nars and workshops in different parts of the world. This
i ssue of Women 2000 offers sonme recent evidence on women's entry into
the "corridors of power", whether in governance, business or other
public domains, along with conclusions of a nunber of the studies on
wonen' s deci sion-nmaki ng styles and focus. The purpose of this edition
is to present issues, stinmulate research and, above all, provoke

di scussi on.

In exploring the question of wonen's role in decision-nmaking,
particularly in the public sphere, the term"corridors of power"
itself may need scrutiny. In many cultures, people think of the space
in which authority is exercised as small and exclusive. Wiy don't we
speak instead of "arenas of power", "theatres of power" or, in an age
of denocracy, "anphitheatres"? A nunmber of groups, anpng them wonen's
activists, have called for using power openly and inclusively rather
than in a hierarchical and exclusive manner. They al so suggest that
negoti ati on and consensus-buil ding are anbong wonen's speci a
abilities, along with the ability to listen, to see beyond one's own
poi nt of view and to adapt rapidly. According to a nunber of today's
busi ness thinkers, these are just the qualities needed in today's
ferociously conpetitive econonic environment. 2/



Some of these groups have al so clainmed that because of inborn
altruismor their roles as nothers, wonen | eaders woul d foster

soci eties of peace and nurturing. In nuch the same way, they have
assuned that wonmen captains of trade and industry woul d advance
econonmic justice. In addition, since the environnental novenments of
the 1960s and 1970s, some wonen's advocates have argued that wonen
are natural caretakers of the environment -- |argely because in many
rural societies, wonen have managed water, food and fuel resources
and enpl oyed their know edge handed down from generation to
generation about herbal nedicines and other natural products. 3/

But for every peacenmki ng wonman nonarch, a conparable warri or

gueen cones out of history's pages. For every fenmle environmental
heal er, there is an exenplar of unsustainable consunption. Although
much of the data on wonmen and deci si on-nmaki ng have been anecdotal, an
i ncreasi ng nunber of full-scale studies are energi ng based on the
growi ng nunmber of exanpl es of wonen deci sion-makers in public life.
But until women's participation rate reaches the level of "critica
mass", generalization is difficult. This critical mass can be defined
as the proportion of 30 to 35 per cent that, in any group, nay result
in marked differences in content and priorities, often leading to
changes in managenment style, group dynam cs and organi zati ona

cul ture.

The United Nations Division for the Advancenent of Wonen in
support of the Commission on the Status of Wonen, the

i nternational intergovernmental body charged with securing

the advancenent of wonen, has been exploring the question

of wonmen and deci si on-nmeking for sonme tinme. In 1989, an

expert group net in Vienna to consider "Equality in Politica
Parti ci pati on and Deci si on- Maki ng". Another expert group net
in 1991, in Vienna, to discuss "Wnen in Public Life". "Gender
and the Agenda for Peace" was the focus of a 1994 expert group
nmeeting in New York, while another expert neeting in that sane
year exani ned "Wonen and Econom ¢ Deci si on- Maki ng". I n 1996,
two United Nations expert group meetings addressed these

i ssues. The first considered "Political Decision-Mking and
Conflict Resolution: the Inpact of Gender Differences", and
was held at the International Research and Training Institute
for the Advancenent of Wormen (I NSTRAW in Santo Dom ngo
Dom ni can Republic. The second was "Whnen and Econom c

Deci si on-Maki ng in International Financial Institutions

and Transnational Corporations", held at Sinmons Coll ege,

Bost on, Massachusetts.

At its forty-first session in 1997, the Conmi ssion on the
Status of Wonen considered a critical area of concern, wonen
and power and deci sion-neking, and called for acceleration
of the inplenmentation of the Beijing Platformfor Action

in this area. Governnments were called upon, inter alia,

to take into account diverse decision-making styles

and to project positive inmages of wonmen in politics and
public life.4/



NOTES

1/ Johanna Schal kwyk, Hel en Thomas and Bet h Woroni uk, "Mainstream ng
A

Strategy for Achieving Equality between Wonen and Men, A Think

Pi ece", unpublished paper, July 1996.

2/ Anmong the nost widely read are Peter Drucker and Tom Peters. The
| atter, as paraphrased by econom st Robert Chanbers in Wose Reality
Counts? Putting the First Last (London, Internediate Technol ogy
Publ i cations, 1997) p.196 , calls for "achieving flexibility by
enpoweri ng people, learning to | ove change and beconi ng obsessed with
listening . . . a culture of know edge-sharing versus hoarding, user
denocracy versus authoritarianism. "

3/ Cecile Jackson of the University of East Anglia questions this
belief fromthe standpoint of gender analysis worldw de in "Doing
What Cores Natural ly? Wonmen and Environment in Devel opnent”, World
Devel oprment, vol. 21, No. 12, 1993, pp. 1947-1963.

4/ Commi ssion on the Status of Whnen, Report on the forty-first
sessi on

(10-21 March 1997), Oficial Records of the Econom c and Socia
Council, 1997, Supplenment No. 7 (E/1997/27, E/CN.6/1997/9), pp. 10-12.



THE PERILS OF STEREOTYPES

Al nost every class in every culture around the gl obe has

projected an ideal of the woman who endures and sacrifices for her
children, her famly or her people. But worldw de there are al so

ot her visible images of wonen. In Viet Nam 1, 000 years ago, |egend
has it, two princesses overthrew Chi nese oppression for the first
time in that country's history. In seventeenth-century Jamai ca, Nanny
of the Maroons is reputed to have outwitted the British for three
decades. And from contenporary India conmes the nodern fol k heroine
Phool an Devi, the "Bandit Queen". Despite adverse circunstances, she
fought for the oppressed and | ater becane a Menber of Parlianent.
When we | ook at stereotypes of nmle behaviour, exceptions can al so be
cited.

What does nodern science say? According to a nunmber of experts,

t he vast outpouring of research since the 1980s has shown fewer

di fferences between nen and wonen based on gender than differences
that grow out of disparities in inconme, household responsibility or
access to power.5/

Despite such exanples, the belief that any one group of people

is inherently predisposed -- usually by heredity --- to perform one
or another function in society, such as to rule or to enjoy whatever
a culture considers privileged, has persisted in sone quarters and
has been descri bed by scholars as "essentialisni. The idea of
essentialism probably reaches back into prehistory. The ol dest and
nost uni versal essentialismconcerns the "nature” of wonen as
distinct fromthe "nature" of nen -- with whom "human nature" is
general ly associated in western culture. Sone scholars have
subscribed to an essentialist philosophy to defend wonen as having a
particul ar style or approach

Probl ems arise fromessentialism One is to equate identity with
beliefs and behaviour. If a person is defined by any trait that is
consi dered dom nant by those who do the defining, he or she is also
expected to hold certain convictions, exhibit certain behaviour
patterns and take certain actions. Wether these convictions,

behavi ours or actions are judged good or bad, beneficial or
destructive, essentialist perspectives tend to deny or gloss over

differences within a given group -- even a group defined by a set of
i deas, such as a religion or a political philosophy. Al Christians,
for example, mght be presuned to adhere to a particular creed -- or

all socialists or femnists; the creeds or behavi our thenselves are
at best represented sinplistically, one or another elenment eclipsing
t he conpl ex whol e.

One anal yst points out that if we reduce human beings to one or
anot her facet of their identity, we reduce enornously the possibility

of human change -- whether of groups or individuals -- through
education and experience.6/ Essentialismthereby endangers reform as
well -- certainly to the extent that it ains at reforn ng val ues,

attitudes and behaviours. It is just as dangerous to chanpi on wonen
in terms of inmutable biological traits as it is to ignore the needs
that arise fromthese traits or to subjugate wonen because of them



Si nce worren inhabit the globe in nmuch the same proportions as

men, it is not surprising that they are as diverse as nmen. Over and
agai nst any concept of an inborn and universal female identity, the
Fourth World Conference on Wonen set gender issues in the context of
the evolution of societies and characterized wonen's diversity as an
asset to all aspects of hunman devel opnent. A major nessage of Beijing
was that stereotypes should be avoided -- particularly those that
make assunptions about female and nale traits.

| ssues and Styles: Gender Dinensions

Despite their diversity, however, there appear to be specific

ki nds of issues wonen tend to chanpion, and they appear to bring
distinctive styles to | eadership. Arguably, such sinilarities can be
traced to the different positions wonen hold in society, the ways in
whi ch different societies constrain women or enable themto fulfi
their human potential and the distinct roles that society expects
themto play in relation to nmen, rather than any supposedly "innate"
female or male qualities. Whether as nothers or caregivers concerned
with basic needs or, in times of war and conflict, as protectors and
nmedi ators, wonen are often directly responsible for the i nmediate
survival of their famlies. Although their particular concerns and
styles may vary from one society to another (and within societies),
they tend to bring to governance and other public-sector affairs a
perspective that in some neasure reflects their social and cultura
position and the prevailing gendered division of power.

The differences displayed by wonen and nen nust therefore be

exam ned in relation to enduring social structures. Gender

soci alization begins in infancy for both girls and boys. The power
rel ati ons between wonmen and nen are enforced and reinforced

t hroughout their lives. As two social scientists have remarked, "The
gender di nensions of multiple social structures interact and, in
effect, 'discipline' individual behaviour to conformto

st ereotypes. "7/

So it is that wonen in authority have often assumed nal e

attributes, even male dress. In Egypt 3,500 years ago, the only woman
Phar aoh, Hatshepsut, had to put on a beard of lapis lazuli and a nale
kilt for cerenonial occasions. It was the only way she could perform
the central ritual of Egyptian kingship, by which the god-nonarch
every norning celebrated the sun's rebirth and re-transnmtted life to
the people of the Nile valley. In literature, Shakespeare's Portia,
in The Merchant of Venice, amazes everyone with her legal skill -- by
whi ch she "tenpers justice with mercy” and outwits the villain in his
awsuit for a pound of flesh. But she does so disguised as a man.
Simlarly, both Indira Gandhi and Margaret Thatcher were terned
"statesnen" and contenporary women executives wear "power suits". The
reverse, a man imtating a woman, is less frequent, particularly if
the aimis to portray public power and influence.

Attributes wonen brint to public life: One expert group view

- A particular concern for justice and the ethical dinension of



politics, derived in part fromtheir experience of injustice

- A talent for setting priorities and acconplishing conplex tasks
| earned in the course of bal ancing conpeting demands for their
time and attention in the famly, at work and in the community

- An awar eness of the val ue of consensus and agreenent, because of
their central role in social relationships

- A concern for future generations8/

In the early 1940s, a British diplomt sumed up his view of

worren and political life that is still widely believed. There were
three fem nine qualities -- "zeal, synpathy and intuition” -- that he
consi dered dangerous in international affairs unless kept under the
firmest control. The ideal diplomat, in his view, needed "mal e"
qualities such as "inpartiality and inperturbability", and, he

surm sed, needed to be "a trifle inhuman".9/ Recently, an exit pol
conducted by the University of Namibia in that country's regional and
| ocal elections found that about one fourth of the respondents said
they would find it difficult to vote for a woman candi dat e because
"women are not suitable". 10/

By contrast, in many countries today, some transnationa
corporations trying to survive in a highly conpetitive world appear
to be "finding common ground with the val ues that wonen have been
rai sed and socialized to hold".11/ These so-called "fenale

princi ples" according to Anita Roddi ck, who founded a transnationa
firm include:

"principles of caring, meking intuitive decisions, not getting
hung up on hierarchy or all those dreadfully boring business-
school managenent ideas; having a sense of work as being part
of your life, not separate fromit; putting your |abour where
your love is; being responsible to the world in how you use
your profits; recognizing the bottomline should stay there --
at the bottom "12/

Not abl y, trends towards denocratization and greater participation
i n both business and government point towards valuing traits that
wonmen acquire through socialization

"Organi zations of different kinds are now going through a

"fem nization' of their structures, some nore rapidly than

ot hers, creating nore space for the discussion and val ui ng of
nercennal iggiiee and nrohleme Ac wel |l ac recnn<iderina a mre
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