














lies in identifying with a particular inter-
pretation of our world out of the different
interpretations available to us, Our current
self-interpretation is only one among the
several interpretations available to us. It
is the one that we have identified with in
our present location.

i 1\
Representation

We accept another as our representative
if we identify with the interpretation of our
world that s/he offers. There is a special
relation we may have to our political rep-
resentatives if our dependence upon them
stretches beyond defending our current
interests to articulating a possible future
in which we matter. We trust the promise
of representation they make to.us only if
s a minimum requirement, we accept the
plausibility of the programme of transfor-
mation they offer, A stronger requirement
forrepresentation would be that the person
whorepresents me embodies myown hopes
and aspirations for the future by sharing
projects with me. It is only in this sense
that my representative may ‘mirror’ me.

‘Mirror’ and ‘elected’ representation
need to be carefully distinguished. The
idea of ‘group’ representation promotes

the protection of the interests of smaller,

or less powerful, ‘groups’ under a system’
of majority rule. However, ‘group repre-
sentation’ is an ambiguous term because
it can mean either ‘mirror representation’
or ‘elected representation. On the first
interpretation, only someone who shares
the definitive characteristic of the ‘group’
can adequately represent others like her.
On this view only women can represent
women, only Hindus can represent Hindus
and only Punjabis can represent Punjabis.
On the second interpretation, the proce-
dure of election alone determines the
adequacy of representation. The identity
of those elected, i e, ‘who’ they are,.is not
important. If the elections are rigged, or
in some other way not in line with pro-
cedures laid down and collectively agreed,
then the chosen representatives are not
truly elected representatives. Otherwise,
‘free’ and ‘fair’ elections guarantee the
legitimacy of representation. !!

The idea of mirror representation rests
on the belief that the ‘barriers of experi-
ence’ are insurmountable; for example, it
may be claimed that only a woman can
understand what it is to. be a woman.

Just as a nobleman cannot represent a

plebeian and the latter cannot represent a

2974

nobleman, so man, no matter how honest
he may be, cannot represent a woman.
Between the representatives and the rep-

resented there must be an absolute identity

of interests,!2 ,

The founding idea of mirror represen-
tation'(that only like should represent like)
is born out of the struggle of members of
excluded groups for recognition of their
needs and interests. The experiences of
being excluded are expressed in histori-
cally specific claims that ought to be read
in specific terms. The demand for mirror
representation does notnecessaril lydepend
upon or lead to the suggestion of any
essential difference between the experi-
ences of men and women — save the dif-
ference thatis constructed by theirspecific
location in the dominant social hierarchies
of their times. Inasmuch as our identities
are socially constructed and our capacities
for identification with others limited by
our identities, indeed, there may be bar-
tiers of experience that are, at particular
Jjunctures, insurmountable. Therefore, there
may be specific needs and interests that
at those junctures remain absent from the
political agenda.

Theretortof those who support ‘elected’

representation is that the claim that men
. cannot understand the needs of women

provides an excuse for nor trying to un-
derstand women (making it a self-fulfil-
ling prophecy). A stronger argument for
elected representation, as the only coher-
ent notion of political Tepresentation, is
that non-understanding ‘cuts both ways’.
If men are deemed unfit for representing
women, then women too are supposedly
incapable of representing men. Either way
‘what’ is placed on the political agenda
getslimited by ‘who’ puts it there. Phillips
(1995) claims that “the separation between
‘who’ and ‘what’ is to be represented, and
the subordination of the first to the second,
is very much up for question. The politics
of ideas is being challenged by an alter-
native politics of presence” (ibid:5).

By ‘a politics of ideas’, Phillips means -

a politics where the ideas someone stands
for determine the loyalties of electors and
not the identities of*candidates. From the
point of view of such a politics, the main

~ reason why we elect particular people to

Tepresent us must be that we share ideas
—political beliefs, goals, aspirations — with
them and not on the basis that they are

- Hindu or Muslim, or brahmin or dalit, or

man or woman. This is a conception of a
free market of ideas, which works on the
assumption that ideas are separable from

*_presence. Who our Tepresentatives are, on.

this view, does not matter to whether they
can effectively represent us in decision-
making bodies such as the parliament.
However, Phillips’ argument is that if
we are interested in the transformation of
the political agenda, then we must make
an attempt to draw people from different
collectivities into the process of decision-
making. :
Sinceall the options are notalready inplay,
we need (o ensurc a.more even-handed
balance of society’s groups in the arena of
public discussion... If fair representation
also implies fair representation of what
would emerge under more favourable
conditions, we have to address the com-
position of the decision-making assem-
blies as well as the equal right to vote
(ibid:45),
Thus, she argues that in some cases the
presence of people from particular groups

‘is necessary to transform the political

agenda. Collectivities such as of women
and dalits have been excluded from po-
litical decision-making bodies for so long,
that ‘what’ their interests are, from their
own point of view, is not Clearly articu-
lated. This is not to say that they do not
know what their interests are. One may
know what is in one’s interest, without
being able to translate that knowledge into
the language of political demands, The
reason why we talk of ‘women’ or ‘dalits’
as a potential group is that there is a basis
of shared experience — of vulnerability, of
threats to dignity, and much else, even if
there may be much less of a basis of shared
ideas. However, note that while Phillips’
analysislendssupporttothe case forgender
quotas in legislative bodies, her warning
that changing the gender composition
‘cannot present itself as a guarantee’
[Phillips 1995:83] qualifies that SUpport,

An identity-based justification for a
gender quota, such as I have offered, also

makes a case for representation beyond -

merely ‘elected’ representation, However,
the brief discussion '3 above suggests that
identity concerns do not have an indepen-
dent value for Phillips but are merely
instrumental in ensuring equal represen-
tation of the interests of disadvantaged
“groups’. By contrast with her, T work with
astronger notion of identity from the first-
person perspective. What matters when
choosing representatives, on my analysis,
is that one is at least able to identify with
the programme of transformation that is
offered. However, the stronger require-
ment — that the chosen Tepresentatives
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embody some of my own hopes and as-
- pirations — necessitates acknowledging an
additional symbolic value of same-sex or
same-caste representatives. Moreover, if
gender quotas are only designed to change
the content of the political agenda, as in
Phillips, one alsoignores thatchanging the
~ nature of the ‘strong public’ makes a
difference to the relation it has with the
weaker publics in which women tradition-
ally participate. Thus, the potential for
~ political participation ‘of women more
generallyisaffected by changing the gender

composition of legislative bodies, not just -

the agendas of these bodies.

Vv
Conclusion -

. In the course of this paper, I have argued
that justifications for gender quotas in
legislative bodies must move beyond an
evaluation of the consequences of follow-
ing such a policy. Reflection on the Indian
debate shows that selective emphases and

different interpretations of the probable
consequences of following a policy of -

- gender quotas lead to a stalemate. I have
suggested that paying attention to identity
concerns is a more fruitful way of under-
standing the opposition and support for the

~ use of gender quotas in ensuring the rep--
‘resentation of women in legislative bod-

ies.! In this respect, the idea of ‘hetero-
geneous’ publics suggests that different
women have been excluded from parlia-
mentary politics in different ways. Hence,
political measures for their inclusion tod
must be conceptualised with sensitivity to
the differences between them. As we have
seen in the case of the debate inIndia, some
may favour interventionist policies like
gender quotas, while others may favour
* gradual reform boosted perhaps by efforts
to democratise the polity, through educa-
tion, electoral reforms or even economic
advancement. On my analysis, the quarrel
between interventionists and ‘gradualists
cannot be settled by an impersonal evalu-
ation of the consequences of following
either path. However, the picture becomes
clearer if we pay attention to what these
measures mean personally to those who
are affected by them, i e, how they affect

their sense of who they are and which

groups they can see themselves as form-
ing.!6 In this regard, it is worth noting that
at a recent meeting in Chennai, women
from more than 40 voluntary organisations,
including both rural and urban based, called
for a united support for the women’s bill

[The Hindu, 1999:1].

I have argued that gender quotas will
hold a significant, though limited, promise
of enabling the group formation of women
motivated by the shared project of increas-
ingtheirparticipationin politics. The limita-
fion arises from the fact that it is not just
my passive location within a collectivity,
but the possibility of my active ‘identifi-
cation-with’ others thatdetermines whether
or not a project, such as that of the struggle
for genderquotas, is valuable. Butit would
be a mistake to view the group formation
that the project of gender quotas promises
as essentialising or trapping women in

‘theiridentity as women. I have emphasised

that a closer look at the manner in which
groups form out of collectivities, and the
open possibility of regrouping that this
process allows, should assuage at least
some misgivings about identity politics
associated with the political measure of
gender quotas. To the extent that I have
tried to remove such misgivings, espe-
cially those expressed by Kishwar (1996),
my support for the specific legislation for
gender quotas is an indirect one. If an
alternative legislation were put on offer,
provided that it does not trade on the myth
of ‘free’ and “fair’ elections and provided
that it addresses the complex question of
how to negotiate the identities of women
from lower/backward castes and minori-
ties with a view to empower them, then
that alternative legislation should also
be discussed alongside the currently
proposed one.
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1 TheFrenchsenatehasrecently passedamotion
by a massive 289 to 8 votes calling for a
constitutional amendment to boost gender
parity in public offices. If both the houses of

- parliament pass the motion, article three of
the constitution will be changed to include
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the words: “The law will encourage equal
access for women and men to political’ life
and elected posts”. What this encouragement
materialises into in the shape of new laws is
not clear at this stage. But the move has
generated adebate in France about the possible
use of gender quotas to achieve parity in the
gender composition of elected assemblies
dividing feminists along the predictable lines
of ‘grass roots pressure’ versus ‘legislative
paths’ to reform [Henley 1999].

2 I shall assume a sufficiently general and
_inclusivemarker forwhocountsas * “feminist’.
Let those who disagree tell us why a narrower
definition is preferable to the following one.
A feminist is someone who is practically
guided by the belief that, women suffer
systematicdisadvantages in social and political
terms because they are women. Clearly, in
being ‘practically guided’, a feminist hopes
to succeed in removing or at least lessening
some of the identified disadvantages. Such
a definition might include even those who
have avowedly disowned the ‘label’.

3 The ‘Women’s Bill’ (in the first instance
called *The Constitution (Eightyfirst
Amendment) Bill, 1996) proposes tointroduce
this reservation with the reserved consti-
tuencies to be determined by lottery. The one-
third women’s quota is also applicable to the
scheduled caste/scheduled tribe reservation,
except where the number of seats in the SC/
ST reserved constituencies is less than three.
1 shall indicate below the complex nature of
the opposition to this measure for including
women and the equally complex response it
deserves, since this issue raises the general
difficulty of prioritising feminist concerns
over allegedly ‘other’ equally justified
concerns of inclusion of ‘other’ marginalised .

& groups. I think that it is absurd to actually

{ry to separate the oppression resulting from
one's being 2 woman from that resulting from
one's being a member of a lower/backward
caste. Being oppressed as a ‘lower/backward
caste woman' is not only a-specific way of
being oppressed asa woman, butalso aspecific
way of being oppressed as a member of a
lower/backward caste. Even though it seems
that the means one chooses to fight the
oppression at a particular juncture have the
effect of prioritising a particular practical
identity, say that of being a woman, one must
remember that it is not merely the ‘identity’
of being a woman that is reinforced, but the
real woman who is empowered. If that real
woman is also a member of a lowe r/backward
caste, then a member of a lower/backward
caste is empowered when she is empowered.
4 Information obtained from Royal Norwegian
Embassy (1997). There is no author or date
of publication of this leaflet, but its contents.
suggest a publication date later than 1994.
In the light of this and other examples of such
a demonstration effect on centre-right
parties, it seems otiose to lament that the
“emanicipatory slogans of the women’s
‘movement of the 1970s and the early 1980s
have been hijacked by the Hindu right to
consolidate their hold over upper caste
educated middle classes” [Raman 1999].
Likewise to say that the ‘BJP has no moral
right to talk of women’s empowerment’ [Pati
1998] because some of its MPs publicly
proclaim patriarchal beliefs is to miss the
significance of internal differences within
hegemonic parties. Another way of looking
at the matter is of seeing the Hindu right itself
in a more differentiated way, as consisting of
some forces that pull it towards more
progressive measures and other forces that
drag it in the opposite direction. It is possible
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