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Is it Reasonable to Describe the Modern UK as a Fully Democratic State?


Focusing on the participation of women within the British political system this research considers the extent to which the UK might be considered a fully democratic state.  Democracy is commonly understood as a political system by which people or their representatives govern themselves, using institutions to create and enact laws for their communities to live by (Keane, 2006).  At its heart, democracy is the concept that the power to make decisions about lives and societies should rest with those most affected (Ginwala, 1988, p.14), in contrast with monarchies where power lies with a single hereditary ruler, oligarchies where power sits in the hands of a few wealthy citizens and tyrannies where power is seized by a ruler or small group of people (Keane, 2006).  John Keane (2006), blogs about the evolution of Representative Democracy, amidst ongoing European struggles for power, stating “much blood and ink has been spilt” in the process of deciding what representation means, who are considered citizens and who might represent their interests.  Touching briefly on perceptions of democracy and its blurry boundaries with monarchy, oligarchy and tyranny, this work focuses on women - afforded citizenship in Britain 100 years ago – to consider the extent to which they have been included in British Representative Democracy.  
Democratic institutions predate the inclusion of women and were not designed to accommodate them (Loveduski,2018, p.18-35) with formal and informal parliamentary rules, notions of appropriate behaviour, voter perceptions and party systems, Westminster design and architecture and long working hours which ignore the needs of working mothers, means female MP’s face obstacles their male counterparts do not (Lovenduski, 2014, pp16-19).  Word count will not allow fuller exploration of these limits to female inclusion, focusing instead upon matters highlighted by an emerging field of study - Violence Against Women in Politics and the conscious and unconscious silencing of women’s attempts to participate in democracy, concluding despite growing female representation, male/female power dynamics prevent women from fully participating in British politics.  Forming over 50% of the UK population, women are inadequately represented or included in British politics, even before the interests of other minority groups are accounted for.  The UK has yet to live up to its own ideals of Representative Democracy.
[bookmark: _Hlk42443992]Keane (2009, p.855) describes democracy as an ideal.  Yet as an ideal, definitions of democracy are as varied and changing as human beings.  With 65% of Boris Johnsons’ 2020 cabinet and 46% of all MP’s having attended private schools, but 93% of the population educated in state schools (The Sutton Trust, 2019; 2020), one might assume that power in the UK, sits in the hands of a wealthy elite.  When one considers the power of the Queen to prorogue parliament, as she did in October 2019, at the request of an unelected Prime Minister, one might assume an alliance between monarchy and oligarchy. Despite widespread support for representative democracy, research reveals, 26% of the population support the idea of a leader with the power to make decisions without parliamentary interference, with 15% in favour of military rule (Pew Research Centre, 2017), suggesting a minimum of 26% of the population favouring some form of tyrannical rule, whilst overtly supporting democracy. Keane (2006) shares his vision of democracy as “a government of the humble, by the humble, for the humble”, protecting the weak and empowering people to get on with their lives.  Where Keane’s vision seems rooted in egalitarian principles, others warn against the dangers of egalitarianism within democracy, arguing the case for expert governors, not just due to time and practicality, but because “there are certain people in our community whose skills for governing surpass those of their fellow citizens” (Markos, 2013).  Like beauty, democracy seems to be in the eye of the beholder, altering around the globe, with time and cultural norms. Although democracy has come to be understood all that is good government and politicians align it with “what the people want”, Samons, (2004, p.2) argues democratic rhetoric and egalitarian ideals are used to disguise oligarchy, protecting elites.
Keane optimistically shares, South African Novelist, Njabulo Ndebele’s opinion, that democracy is a political system which:
 
“breeds possibility … stretching horizons of what is thinkable and doable … allowing people to keep searching … exciting, quarrelsome, infuriating, ugly and beautiful … it makes good things possible.” (Keane,2009, no pagination)
Understanding democracy as an evolving, living process (Gamble and Wright, 2019, no pagination), explains how the edges of democracy blur murkily with oligarchy, monarchy, and tyranny in the struggle for representation, whilst bringing hope of increased equality. Democracy is both an idea and an institution, sitting on a continuum, ranging from choosing leaders, to complex systems of “understanding protections of rights, responsibilities, accountability, representation, equality and security”, (Lovenduski, 2018,pp.18-35 ) with privileges and protections of elites, buried deep within the system.  There is much of interest to explore within myriad definitions of democracy, its practice and murky boundaries, yet if we understand it as an ongoing stretching of horizons and possibilities, maybe no nation state can ever be considered “fully” democratic?  In the interest of further democratising, UK democracy (Keane, 2009, no pagination), it is worth asking to what extent are women, as citizens, still excluded from ideals of Representative Democracy?  Not long ago, women were understood as property, dependants, or minors, rather than people (Lovenduski, 2018, pp 18-35).  Even after gaining suffrage, women’s ability to make rational decisions have been questioned empirically and socially (Paxton & Kunovich, 2003).  Despite centuries of activism in the struggle for universal suffrage (Rowbotham,2017, pp.28-48) women are still considered a minority interest within British politics (Lovenduski, pp.18-35).
After World War II, most countries afforded women the same democratic rights and responsibilities as men, with universal suffrage currently acknowledged as the minimum standard for Representative Democracy (Ginwala, 1988, p.14). In 2020, women continue to be underrepresented in the UK, which ranks 39th globally, for numbers of women in parliament.  The 2019 election returned the highest number of female MP’s to date (House of Commons Library, 2019).  Although worth celebrating, the first female MP entered parliament in 1918.  100 years and 27 General Elections later, decades after the introduction of female quotas, women form just 34% of parliament, with no more than 60 women holding office until 1997, when 122 female MP’s were elected.  The majority formed part of Blair’s Labour government (McLeod, 2000), labelled in the press as “Blairs Babes” whilst 14 female Conservative MP’s were labelled “William’s Women.” Just 3 years later, MP Tess Kingham, left politics saying she was fed up with outdated working practices, poor working conditions and that she didn’t want to work in a gentleman’s club (Macleod, 2000). We are yet to hear of the men in Theresa May’s 2016 government, referred to in such objectifying terms, as May’s Men or Dreamboys.  This kind of labelling, sitting at the soft end of gender harassment, is normalised in wider society.  In 2017 Prime Minister Theresa May, failed to escape from public comparisons between her legs and Nicola Sturgeons’.  Ideological beliefs relating to the role of women continues to shape the number of women entering and leaving politics (Paxton and Kunovich, 2003), and the way they are treated.
Across the world ideologies of “a woman’s place” prevails, with women expected to hold apolitical roles (Nadezhda,2000, p.33) confined to the private sphere, rather than public life. “Women entering politics confront various forms of hostility, particularly relating to the gap between stereotypical perceptions of women and leaders” (Lovenduski, 2018, p.18-35), with sexist jokes and commentary, insults, and exposure to pornographic materials through to unwanted sexual attention, functioning to reinforce traditional gender roles and normalise inequality (Krook, 2018, p.65-72).  Sexual and gender harassment in the workplace is used to demean, belittle, humiliate, and punish women who do not conform to ideals of femininity (Berdahl, 2007, pp.425-427), aimed at preserving and maintaining “ingroup status” and male authority, when men feel threatened by blurring of traditional roles (Mass et al, 2003, pp.853-870).  Women working in male dominated organisations (such as Westminster) and women with personalities perceived as masculine (eg. assertive, dominant, independent) are more likely to be sexually harassed, than women with personalities perceived as feminine (Berdahl, 2007, pp. 425-427), with sexualisation and harassment of women used to deter them from participating in public life. Use of threats, intimidation and sexual harassment has long been “a protected male privilege of Westminster” and understood as the cost of politics to women, surrounded by a culture of silence (Lovenduski,2018, pp.18-35).  
[bookmark: _Hlk42541229]Until recently women have been held accountable for their own harassment by dint of their presence in the workplace, faced with the “natural and uncontrollable lust” of male colleagues, power dynamics ensuring that speaking out, reflects badly upon women rather than perpetrator (Krook, 2018, pp.65-72).  Despite efforts to change Westminster culture and credible evidence, investigations into allegations of abuse are bodged, with accusers dismissed, careers ruined and perpetrators retaining active, influential party and parliamentary positions (Lovenduski, 2018, pp. 18-35).  Despite decades of lobbying seeking to reframe sexual harassment as a systemic problem, rather than the cost of doing politics, a 2012 attempt to give the Parliamentary Committee of Standards, scope to deal with allegations of sexual harassment, was blocked by all 3 political parties, although 80% of female MP’s, globally are the targets of psychological violence (Krook, 2017, pp.74-88). That female party members, activists, MP’s, staff, and political journalists, experience sexual or gender harassment, with little recourse to justice is an open secret in Westminster.  With sexual harassment taking time and emotional energy away from policy work, reducing job satisfaction and commitment, resulting in lower performance levels, and increasing disengagement or departure, it has long-term implications for female representation and engagement Krook (2018, pp.65-72).  
Scandanavian countries have the reputation of being female friendly democracies, yet a third of Swedish, local female politicians leave politics as the result of sexist intimidation (Krook, 2018, pp.65-72).  It must be asked, what number of female politicians leave local politics in the UK, as a result of sexist intimidation, even before considering the hostile environment of Westminster?  Krook (2018, pp.65-72) highlights, treating sexual and gender harassment as a “behind the scenes”, institutional norm and “a routine cost of exercising democratic rights” reduces women’s political ambitions, political transparency and limits journalistic reporting of issues, perpetuating the cycle.  She argues, a multi-faceted, zero tolerance approach is needed at grass roots, local government and parliamentary levels, incorporating cross-party female alliances, independent, adjudicating bodies, impartial legal advice, formal written policies, procedures for dealing with complaints and mandatory awareness-raising training outlining procedures for recourse.
Marginalising women is hardwired into democratic institutions with politics perceived as a male arena across society, women perceived as “other” and “interloper” (Lovenduski, 2014; 2018) (Krook, 2018, pp.65-72).  Lovenduski (2014, pp.16 -19) cites historian Mary Beard: women’s voices have been systematically “gagged, stifled, scorned and trivialised since classical times.”  Increased visibility, resulting from the recent doubling of political presence, has generated rising reportage of aggressive acts, aimed at women engaged in politics, with scholars identifying several forms of violence; physical, psychological, economic, and symbolic, geared towards deterring women from participating in public life (Krook,2018, pp.65-72).  In countries where force against women is considered routine, physical violence is regularly used against female politicians and their families.  In the UK, although physical force is condemned, Labour MP Jo Cox, died after being shot and stabbed by a far-right male activist in 2016.  Female politicians are more usually on the receiving end of rape or death threats, malicious materials, letters, phone calls, e mails and social media from their own party members and the public. Labour MP, Jess Philips received 600 Tweets threatening rape in one night, after launching a campaign against sexist bullying online (Krook, 2018, pp.65-72).  Women from minority backgrounds receive racialized and gendered attacks, reflecting systemic oppression (Kuperberg, 2018, pp.685-690).  Amnesty International (2017) recorded 25,688 abusive tweets directed at female politicians over 6 months, with longstanding MP Dianne Abbot, first black woman to enter parliament, receiving 45% of that abuse.  She continues to receive daily rape and death threats.  Excluding Abbot from the data, Black and Asian MP’s receive 35% more abuse than white counterparts.  It is hard to imagine the courage and determination needed to pursue politics in the face of such disturbing abuse.  With young women internalising these messages, it limits their political ambitions (Krook, 2017, pp.74-88).
When women overcome these obstacles, the extent to which their voices are heard remains questionable.  It was hoped the introduction of female quotas and targets of 30% representation on electoral bodies, would translate into power, but Tinker (2004, pp531-546), questions the degree to which increased representation has influenced the male dominated chambers of Westminster, saying although the symbolic act of demanding quotas was important, success cannot be measured in numbers alone.  Over time, women frequently assimilate party norms, reflecting masculine bias, just to survive in politics (Childs and Krook, 2007, pp. 522-530), impacting female influence on policy. Recent research reveals other factors limiting female influence.  “Gender dynamics of groups play out wherever people interact together” (Karpowitz and Mendelberg, 2014, p.7) meaning even in small grassroots groups, women are accorded less respect and authority when speaking.  Two recent instances of trivialising women’s political input in Parliament, have made national news.  In 2011 Prime Minister David Cameron, during a typically raucous PM’s Question Time, told Angela Eagle, Shadow Chief Treasury Secretary, “Calm down Dear and listen to the Doctor”.  Nearly a decade later, despite her temperate speech, when asked about governmental failure to test frontline workers for Covid 19, Health Secretary Matt Hancock responded to Shadow Mental Health Minister, Rosena Allin-Khan, to mind her tone.  This type of interaction shapes the way women are listened to, how long they speak, the content of their speech, the influence they hold and confidence in their own capacity.  When women are outnumbered, they speak for 75% of time that men do, experiencing 70% more negative interruptions. “The more a person speaks the more influence is attributed to them … elevating their status” write Karpowitz and Mendelberg (2014, p.222). Speech they argue, is a political act, creating standing, with negative interruptions, stealing authority and status.  Yet low numbers do not automatically consign women to powerlessness, if the rules of discussion are changed.  When women have a supermajority or when unanimous rule is required in decision making, all voices matter and are accorded equal respect and speaking time, elevating the status of women, resulting in warm, co-operative interactions, benefiting both men and women. As argued by Krook (2018, pp.18-35), the adversarial style of British democratic politics, is not conducive to female participation.  For women to fully participate in deliberation and decision making they need to feel valued and safe to do so.  Environments need changing, to facilitate this (Karpowitz and Mendelberg, 2014, pp.327-427).  As Lovenduski (2018, pp.18-35) argues, rather than attempting to “squeeze women into something they were not invited into” the whole political system needs redesigning  (in line with egalitarian principles) simply to meet the basic requirements of Representative Democracy.
[bookmark: _Hlk42458081][bookmark: _Hlk42457221]Exploring the extent to which women are included in British politics, points to their ongoing exclusion from democratic process.  Despite meeting the minimum standard of universal suffrage for Representative Democracy (Ginwala, 1988, p.2), considerably more ink needs spilling and dialogue had, before the British state, can reasonably be considered fully democratic.  Until women are elevated in practice, as equal citizens, to meet UK ideals of Representative Democracy, let alone Keane’s (2009) egalitarian ideal, of government of the humble, by the humble, for the humble, the UK cannot reasonably be considered fully democratic. This work touches briefly upon day-to-day aspects of Parliamentary life which act as barriers to female MP’s and outlines research highlighting grievous hostility coming from all quarters, with little recourse to justice, for women engaging at any level of politics.  Referring to the work of Karpowitz and Mendelberg (2014) illustrates how male/female power dynamics minimise the authority of women in group interactions, reducing their capacity to participate in deliberation and decision-making, even at grassroots level.  Despite considerable progress, “women have sought inclusion in imperfect institutions designed to represent and protect particular types of men and norms of dominant masculinity” (Lovenduski, 2018, chpt. 3). While the inclusion of women in political life, continues to be fiercely resisted making UK politics a hostile environment for women, how can the UK be reasonably considered fully democratic when over 50% of the population are inadequately represented? 









References
Amnesty International (2019) Black and Asian Women MP's abused more online.
Available at: https://www.amnesty.org.uk/online-violence-women-mps
(Accessed 28 May 2020)
Berdahl, J. L. (2007) 'The Sexual Harassment of Uppity Women', Journal of Applied Psychology, 92(2), pp.425-437. Available at: https://web-b-ebscohost-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/ehost/pdfviewer/pdfviewer?vid=1&sid=39015842-7cd9-418a-8e46-d18c2f290e32%40pdc-v-sessmgr06  (Accessed 30 May 2020)
Childs, S. and Krook, M. L. (2006) 'Should Feminists Give Up on Critical Mass? A Contingent Yes' Politics & Gender, 2(4), pp.522-530. Available at https://search-proquest-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/docview/194688241?accountid=130472&rfr_id=info%3Axri%2Fsid%3Aprimo (Accessed 30 May 2020)
Gamble, A. and Wright, T. (2019) Rethinking Democracy. Medford Oxford: The Political Quarterly Publishing Company Ltd John Wiley & Sons. Available at https://books.google.co.uk/books?hl=en&lr=&id=0dWCDwAAQBAJ&oi=fnd&pg=PT5&dq=rethinking+democracy+gamble+and+wright&ots=OEiL9SBUWC&sig=PxR-Hm5PB6sy6it5CNGFLWbgAb0#v=onepage&q=rethinking%20democracy%20gamble%20and%20wright&f=false (Accessed 29 May 2020)
Ginwala, F (1988) Forward to the Original 1988 Version In: International IDEA Revised Edition (ed) Women in Parliament: Beyond Numbers. Sweden: Trydells Tryckeri AB, pp.14-18. Available at https://www.idea.int/publications/catalogue/women-parliament-beyond-numbers-revised-edition (Accessed 1 June 2020)




House of Commons Library (2020) General Election 2019: How many women were elected?
Available at: https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/insights/general-election-2019-how-many-women-were-elected/ (Accessed 29 May 2020)
Karpowitz, C. F. and Mendelberg, T. (2014) 'The Silent Sex: Gender Deliberations and Institutions' Princeton Woodstock: Princeton University Press. Available at https://www-jstor-org.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/stable/j.ctt7zvffd (Accessed 29 May 2020)
Keane, J. (2006) Democracy - A Short History, John Keane (Blog) 18 January. https://www.johnkeane.net/democracy-a-short-history/ (Accessed 5 June 2020)
Keane, J. (2009) The Life and Death of Democracy. London: Smith & Schuster Lts. Available at https://books.google.co.uk/books?hl=en&lr=&id=An1e2F_ZWhgC&oi=fnd&pg=PA1931&dq=john+keane+the+life+and+death+of+democracy&ots=VCeo4BvFBa&sig=H_HrI_sA1WN3SOSuIS8Zm3aBDoc#v=onepage&q=john%20keane%20the%20life%20and%20death%20of%20democracy&f=false (Accessed 29 May 2020)
Krook, M. L. (2017) 'Violence Against Women in Politics', Journal of Democracy, 28(1), pp. 74-88. Available at https://search-proquest-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/docview/1862036451?accountid=130472&rfr_id=info%3Axri%2Fsid%3Aprimo (Accessed 29 May)
Krook, M. L. (2018) 'Westminster Too: Sexual Harrasment in UK Politics', The Political Quarterly, 89(1),  pp.65-72. Available at https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/1467-923X.12458  (Accessed 30 May 2020)
Kuperberg, R. (2018) 'Intersectional Violence Against Women in Politics', Polics & Gender, 14(4), pp.685-690. Available at https://search-proquest-com.ezproxye.bham.ac.uk/docview/2138652402?accountid=8630&rfr_id=info%3Axri%2Fsid%3Aprimo (Accessed 30 May 2020)
Lovenduski, J. (2014) 'The Institutionalisation of Sexism in Politics' Sage Journals, 5(2), pp.16-19. Available at https://journals-sagepub-com.ezproxye.bham.ac.uk/doi/full/10.1111/2041-9066.12056 (Accessed 29 May 2020)
Lovenduski. J (2018) 'Feminist Reflections on Representative Democracy',Political Quarterly, 90, p.18-35 Available at https://onlinelibrary-wiley-com.ezproxye.bham.ac.uk/doi/full/10.1111/1467-923X.12563 (Accessed 29 May 2020)
Maass, A. (2003) Sexual Harrasment under Social Identity Threat: The Computer Harrasment Paradigm, Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 85 (5) pp.853-870. Available at https://ovidsp.dc2.ovid.com/sp-4.06.0a/ovidweb.cgi?QS2= (Accessed 2 June 2020)
Macleod, A. (2000) Questia, 'After Gains British Women Frustrated with Politics',
Available at: https://www.questia.com/newspaper/1P2-32581103/after-gains-british-women-frustrated-with-politics [Accessed 30 May 2020].
Markos, L. (2013) 'The Dangers of Egalitarianism in a Democracy', The Imaginitive Conservative (blog) 23 November. Available at: https://theimaginativeconservative.org/2013/03/the-dangers-of-egalitarianism-democracy.html [Accessed 30 May 2020].

Mendelberg, T., Karposwitz, C. F. and Oliphant, J. B. (2014) 'Gender Inequality in Deliberation: Unpacking the Black Box of Interaction', Perspectives on Politics, 12(1), pp.18-44. Available at https://search-proquestcom.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/docview/1518239227?accountid=130472&rfr_id=info%3Axri%2Fsid%3Aprimo (Accessed 30 May 2020)
Nadezhda, S (2005) Obstacles to Women's Participation in Parliament. In: International IDEA Revised Edition (ed) Women in Parliament: Beyond Numbers. Sweden: Trydells Tryckeri AB, pp.33-50. Available at https://www.idea.int/publications/catalogue/women-parliament-beyond-numbers-revised-edition (Accessed 1 June 2020)
Paxton, P. and Kunovich, S. (2003)  Women's Political Representation: The Importance of Ideology. Social Forces, 82(1), pp.87-113. Available at https://www-jstor-org.ezproxyd.bham.ac.uk/stable/3598139?seq=1#metadata_info_tab_contents (Accessed 1 June 2020)
Pew Research Centre (2017) Globally Support for Representative and Direct Democracy. 
Available at: https://www.pewresearch.org/global/2017/10/16/globally-broad-support-for-representative-and-direct-democracy/
(Accessed 1 June 2020)
Rowbotham, S. (2017)  Women: Linking Lives with Democracy. In: L. Panitch and G. Albo (ed) Rethinking Democracy: Socialist Register 2018. London: The Merlin Press Ltd. Available at https://books.google.co.uk/books?id=6L9DDwAAQBAJ&printsec=frontcover&dq=rethinking+democracy:+socialist+register+2018+rowbotham&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwjoxZKj3-rpAhUMhlwKHQwoAbYQ6AEIKDAA#v=onepage&q=rethinking%20democracy%3A%20socialist%20register%202018%20rowbotham&f=false (Accessed 29 May 2020)
Samons, L. J. (2004) What's Wrong with Democracy? From Athenian Practice to American Worship. Berkeley: University of California Press. Available at https://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/bham/detail.action?docID=224437 (Accessed 28 May 2020)
Tinker, I. (2004) Quotas for Women in Elected Legislatures: Do they really empower women?. Women's Studies International Forum, 27(5-6), pp.531-546. Available at https://www-sciencedirect-com.ezproxyd.bham.ac.uk/science/article/pii/S0277539504000524 (Accessed 30 May 2020)
The Sutton Trust (2019) The Sutton Trust Parliamentary Privilege 2019
Available at: https://www.suttontrust.com/our-research/parliamentary-privilege-2019/
(Accessed 29 May 2020)
The Sutton Trust (2020) Sutton Trust Cabinet Analysis 2020.
Available at: https://www.suttontrust.com/our-research/sutton-trust-cabinet-analysis-2020/
(Accessed 29 May 2020)





Word Count: 2727

