Transcript
00:00:01 Intro jingle
Welcome to the People Power Politics Podcast brought to you by CEDAR, the Centre for Elections, Democracy, Accountability and Representation at the University of Birmingham.
00:00:15 Nic Cheeseman
Hi everyone and welcome to another episode of the People, Power, Politics podcast. Many of you will know that we've covered over the last few years a worrying decline in democracy. I had a number of speakers talking about rising authoritarianism around the world and its consequences. One of those consequences is increasingly challenging times for certain kinds of rights, such as women's rights.
So today we're here to talk about how do authoritarians manipulate gender. And I'm delighted to say we've been joined by two authors who've written a fantastic piece in the Journal of Democracy on that topic, Elin Bjarnegård and Pär Zetterberg, who are Professors of political science at the University of Uppsala. They are going to talk through today their article and explain to us how autocrats weaponise women's rights.
And this is something that I'm particularly interested in because in the part of the world that I've spent most of my time researching, sub-Saharan Africa, we have a lot of leaders who are both authoritarian but have also created political systems in which they have world-leading levels of women in Parliament. So I know many of you at home will be as fascinated as I am to hear about how this is happening.
So first, guys, I'd just like to ask, what led you to want to write about this particular issue at this particular moment? In the article, you argue that authoritarians are not simply anti-gender equality, but increasingly instrumental in how they use gender, shifting between gender bashing and gender washing. Why does that dynamic matter now?
00:01:47 Elin Bjarnegård
Thank you for that question. Why does it matter now? We have worked on some of these issues for a very long time, especially gender washing, is something we have worked with for over a decade. I think we need to start there to go back to when we, as gender and politics scholars, started to realize that there is a strategic element in forwarding women's rights, particularly by authoritarian countries, that has not really been recognized that much. And that makes authoritarian governments look progressive and modern and even democratic, all the while, they keep hiding authoritarian practices. When we started working on this, it was, of course, in a quite different world where gender equality as a norm was really held highly internationally. It was something that states had to work with in order to get aid and to look good on the international arena. This is slowly changing. It's not... it's not at all true anymore.
But I think gradually, and in the past few years, we have seen that authoritarian leaders are really using gender in a very different way that we still think has strategic elements to it. So increasingly, we see authoritarian leaders bashing gender. What we mean by that is that they send signals about gender as being something they do not want to be associated with. They use the strawman of gender ideology also to justify the fact that they are also de-democratizing and autocratizing. At this point, it was very important for us to complement that strategic narrative to say it's not just gender washing anymore. We also need to be aware of this thing that we now call gender bashing.
00:03:48 Nic Cheeseman
What exactly is the difference between gender washing and gender bashing?
00:03:51 Pär Zetterberg
It's a good question. That's what I was going to just add. With the gender washing, that is to adopt or support gender equality, adopting gender equality reforms in order to send signals of being modern, progressive, and even democratic, while at the same time hiding the persistent authoritarian practices. It's a way then to accommodate these... I think it started off mostly thinking as international actors, international society community, pushing for these reforms and gender equality being a very strong global norm. And autocrats adapted to that situation by seemingly being spurring gender equality. That is the gender washing perspective.
Whereas the gender bashing perspective is more the cracking down on women's rights. So it's pretty much taking the opposite side on gender equality. And they do that to distance themselves from certain international actors such as the West, as we know it, or knew it at least, to guard patriotic and traditional values and such things.
So it's quite two different approaches to gender equality that we see authoritarian governments and also de-democratizing democratic governments taking. And the fact that they actually sometimes do both at the same time is quite interesting. So in some areas of gender equality, they take one approach and in another area they take another one. So it's quite interesting from the strategic perspective.
00:05:31 Nic Cheeseman
I was reading the piece this morning and one of the questions I had for you is, do you think they're really dealing and approaching things differently in different areas or are actually both of those responses, in a sense, traceable to the same position. Let me just give you an example. One of the things I think you discuss in the piece is Orban in Hungary. And Orban can be very anti certain kinds of gender equality, but then speak out in favor of reducing violence against women.
And I think it's true that one way to see that is that this is a flexible strategic approach to emphasising women's rights at one moment and not at another, gender washing and gender bashing at the same time. But I wonder whether another way of thinking through that is that those two positions are actually mutually reinforcing. In other words, ‘I want to protect women, I think men know how to protect women, men need to protect women better, women are vulnerable and should be protected by regimes like mine’ is the foundational component of a gender ideology that also has within itself, ‘we should not have full liberated women's rights, women should be at home, women should be doing the housework, women should not have the right to abortion’. If your position or ideology is a conservative, traditionalist, patriarchal one, that's the kind of idea that we've seen in countries like Hungary and perhaps places like Russia and so on, then to me those two positions seem to in many ways come from the same positionality and actually in many ways send the same signal rather than contrasting signals, because of the way that they're actually founded within that understanding of the role of women.
One of the things I wanted to ask you is, is that really strategic flexing from one position to another? Or is that actually part and parcel of that particular kind of approach to gender, which tends to be patronising, which tends to see women needing to be looked after, tends to be very prescriptive of what happens? To me, in some ways, when I see that kind of language and I see it in the UK from certain political leaders who would position themselves as being anti-woke, in the US as well, it almost feels like it's actually quite a cohesive package.
00:07:42 Elin Bjarnegård
I think that may also be true at the same time, because one of the things that we are trying to say is that we need to also look at a strategic component. But it's not saying that there's no ideological component existing here as well. It's more that perhaps we shouldn't take everything at face value and perhaps everything isn't part of this coherent ideology that's there. Because we also see these reactions very much in relation to particular political events that are happening. Putin, for instance, had talked about women's rights on International Women's Day for several years. But of course, then when Ukraine was invaded, there was this necessity to invoke gender and gender ideology in a different way in order to motivate that invasion, speaking about LGBTQ and trans issues in ways that all of a sudden was going to save the Ukraine from immoral Western values, et cetera.
So it's very much also, I think, looking at the strategic component of this, not saying that we don't think that there's an ideology there.
00:08:49 Nic Cheeseman
Tell us a bit more about what that strategic outlook now means for how we should think about gender in the modern world. How does it change, for example, the way we should interpret things like rising numbers of women in parliament or new gender equality laws in authoritarian regimes?
00:09:05 Pär Zetterberg
I think we need to interpret with some caution. I think it's important to flag the fact that although gender equality is about inclusion and inclusion is a very important part of democracy and how we think about democracy, it doesn't equate democratic improvement if we improve gender equality. For instance, we've been working quite a lot on gender and political representation for quite some time, and for a long time, improving women's representation in parliament was perceived as pretty much like democratic improvement. And many countries pushed for that.
And what we then saw was that when there was this big wave of gender quota reforms where they adopted quotas for women in Parliament, many of those countries who did this were autocratic countries. So they pushed for these reforms and in that sense, adding more women, mostly, I would say, to government parties, didn't improve democracy in that sense. Of course, it sent the signal of more inclusion, but it didn't make elections any more democratic. It didn't increase competition in any way. So I think it was a quite easy way for autocratic countries to adapt to an international agenda that was very much on gender and gender mainstreaming, starting back in mid-90s and going forward through the 2010s.
And we'll see now what's going to happen. But so I think some caution is important, also when it comes to whether these are really gender equality improvements. So not only whether they are democratic improvements, but also gender equality improvements, because sometimes we also see that these policies, they are not being implemented. They are nice on paper, but then in real life they are not being implemented. Lots of these reforms can be reconcilable with authoritarian regimes perfectly. And we see now lately that things are beginning to change. We see among practitioners also in their reports working on representation that they are a bit more cautious and they actually mention these things to question how should you actually perceive this and interpret it.
And I think that's important because that was part of our goal to raise that kind of awareness.
00:11:17 Nic Cheeseman
Thanks. I think we've seen some very high profile cases. Some of our listeners will know about, for example, Rwanda, which has a very high level of women's representation in Parliament whilst having elections that President Kagame wins of 97, 98% of the vote. So that kind of combination of very tightly controlled political system, but increased women's representation within parts of it. Are there other classic examples that stand out for you?
Because I'm sure listeners at home would find it helpful if we put in some concrete cases for them to think through. And also, does this tend to be grouped? I mentioned at the beginning that this has been a big thing in the study of gender in Africa, where I'm aware of a number of good studies, Aili Mari Tripp and others who've been looking at this for a long time, I'm less aware of the extent to which this is done in other regions.
So maybe it'd be good if you could give us a sense of, do you think this is in certain parts of the world much more prominent, or is it actually something we see fairly evenly distributed?
00:12:11 Elin Bjarnegård
It also goes back to the question of what tools can be used for this, because much of the discussion about quotas and representation… We too have studied in African countries, mostly we have looked at Tanzania, we have looked at Uganda to see if these strategies of trying to boost the government's electoral power by including women in parliament, but then also hollowing out democracy in some sense. And we do see maybe not as clearly as Rwanda, because, as you say, Rwanda is a very typical case of this, but we do see those strategies at play.
But then there are, of course, other reforms that can also be used, not just representation. Representation becomes evident in terms of gender washing because you can count the numbers, but other types of reforms could potentially also be used in other contexts. 
00:13:10 Pär Zetterberg
Right now, we're also working on a book, mostly on gender washing, but we're also bringing in gender bashing as well. And when we started off working on that book, we drew on our experiences from work on, Elin was saying on Tanzania, but also on work by Aili Tripp, for example, as you mentioned, on North Africa and the Middle East, and also some other scholars as well. So, we thought that this might be geographically concentrated to this part of the world. But the more we started to read up on this, we realised that it wasn't that easy. And also after we published the first piece in Journal of Democracy that you mentioned back in 2022, we've seen people using our framework that we presented in that article.
And there you see new cases. It was this piece on Serbia, for example. I have a background working on Latin American politics, and we see this also in Nicaragua, for example, who are using both strategies, so to speak. And then more recently, we also heard about things in Sri Lanka, for example. We also know Netina Tan's work on Singapore. So it started to become broader than we expected… Janet Johnson's work on Russia.
So it wasn't that concentrated as we first thought. We had to change the way we saw on these issues.
00:14:20 Nic Cheeseman
Thanks. So one thing that you touch on in the paper, which I think is really interesting, was the question of, we know that some of these changes are contrived or designed to make leaders look better, and therefore they're being manipulated to hollow out democracy. But that doesn't mean that they're entirely vacuous or that they're not also opportunities for reform. And I remember doing a bit of work on this with great colleague Susan Dodsworth, and one of the things that we found looking at the literature is there's quite a few articles now that have found that when you get more women in parliament, for example, because of quotas, you actually have an increase over time in health expenditure, statistically significant cross nationally.
So even though it might not look like your parliament isn’t necessarily doing a lot of pro-gender activity when it gets more women through quotas, and there's been a lot of questioning of whether having more women in parliament through quotas actually shifts the gender agenda, actually some of the data suggests that even in quite authoritarian context, there can be some effects, but sometimes they're a bit more subtle. This puts us in a really interesting position, which is on the one hand, you don't want to endorse processes that you know are being manipulated to hollow out democracy, but on the other hand, you don't want to fail to take opportunities in which there might be a way of actually pushing forward the goal of gender equality.
How would you suggest we go about thinking around that trade-off? Is there a danger that engaging with these reforms ends up legitimising authoritarian rule?
00:15:45 Elin Bjarnegård
There is that danger, but I think this is the main conundrum and the trade-off and the value clash that really made us interested in this issue from the start, because there is no easy way out. I think the research that you mention that shows that having women as women present in parliaments, for instance, may lead to policy change is really important, and it's there. But that finding at the same time of inclusion, making a difference doesn't mean that competition has improved in those cases.
So it may actually mean that we have a trade-off between gender inclusion and a certain type of policy and supporting democratic and more competitive electoral environment, for instance. And I think this is exactly the conundrum that also individual actors and women's movements have. Are they going to allow themselves to be co-opted to some extent by an authoritarian government, but at least for gender equality and women's rights, be able to have some amount of influence and access to government resources? Or are they going to stand on the democratic side to be in the opposition?
But then, as we know, in these countries have very, very little influence over actual policy. And I don't think there is an easy way, but we want to really draw out this potential trade-off and this clash of two very important values.
00:17:14 Nic Cheeseman
Thanks. Maybe to wrap up, one of the things that I think is interesting to think through with your paper and the framework that you set out is what this means for democracies. Because it strikes me that some of the things you're talking about are not the exclusive preserve of highly authoritarian states. We've talked about some countries already in which you could say they were at least recently democratic, such as Hungary or the United States. But I think there's also elements of this politics that go beyond that.
And one of the things that's always struck me, and when I teach my students about this, I always really try and emphasize this, is that it's not just that authoritarian states sometimes do very well on gender in terms of the quota side of things. It's also that a lot of democracies do terribly on the gender side of things. We have some of the lowest parliaments in the world for gender representation are democracies, and some of them are in general, in terms of how they would be measured by VDEM or Freedom House, high quality democracies.
What does your framework say to how we think through the role of democracies? And is there sometimes a bit of a risk that we separate democracies and authoritarian regimes, and then rightly criticise authoritarian regimes, but fail to turn the spotlight back on democracies that often we assume are doing better, but often are actually doing quite poorly, especially when it comes to legislative representation?
00:18:33 Elin Bjarnegård
It's a great question, many great questions in there. The answer to this one depends a bit on whether we look at the strategy that we call gender washing, and we have looked particularly at authoritarian or autocratic gender washing where we really think that this trade-off between democracy and gender equality is what is at play and what authoritarian leaders in particular have found it useful to introduce gender equality reforms, not just to look better than they are, that would be just gender washing, but to actually look more democratic than they are, which is autocratic gender washing.
When it comes to gender bashing, on the other hand, I think this is something that we do see in, democracies, particularly autocratising democracies and backsliding democracies. But of course, I think this is part of using the broad norm of gender equality strategically to signal who you want to see as your ally, to signal how you see gender equality, and to also use the fact that gender equality is a catch-all word for a lot of different things. And that can be used strategically.
And I certainly think that we see that kind of rhetoric opening up in modern democracies as well. The gender bashing aspect is something that I think is applicable to democracies as well, and perhaps specifically then the message that we have that I think we need to differentiate between rhetoric and policy withdrawal, because gender bashing and speaking about the strawman of gender ideology, for instance, isn't necessarily the same thing as pulling back on policy commitments.
Sometimes it has that effect. Sometimes it does not.
But I think for those of us who really care about gender equality and who think that we in this polarized world need to try to negotiate and try to find new solutions, we really need to step aside and see this as strategy and rhetoric sometimes and see if we see that. Can something still be done in terms of policy and negotiation?
00:20:43 Pär Zetterberg
We received this kind of question a fair amount of times. And it's interesting but one thing that I think we need to have in mind is also to think about the variation of democracies. Because in one way, also on the gender washing side that Elin was talking about, we also see that backsliding democracies are using that. I was mentioning Sri Lanka before, which I think we could characterise as a democracy. And we see that elsewhere as well. What I think we have learned from this process so far is also to distinguish not only between autocratic countries and democracies, but also the variation within democracies.
And again, I think our work has expanded not only geographically, but also we need increasingly to take into account the fact that democratic countries are also doing the signalling exercise that autocratic gender washing is, or just gender washing to support gender equality to look better, so to speak.
It's been a quite interesting exercise also from that perspective to engage in this work.
00:21:44 Nic Cheeseman
Thanks, both. Well, we look forward to the next iteration, which I'm sure will be coming. You mentioned a book, so maybe when the book comes out, we can have you back on and we can have a look and see what progress we've seen either towards or away from the kinds of equality we've talked about today.
So thanks so much to Elin and Pär. They are professors of political science at Uppsala University, and you can get their really interesting and powerful, as you've heard today, article on how autocrats manipulate gender in the Journal of Democracy today. So go there and download, do not delay. And we'll see you in a few days on the People, Power, Politics podcast. Take care.
00:22:23 Outro jingle
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