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ABSTRACT Introduction: The article presents a historical analysis of the participation of women in Portuguese politics and reveals the

positive effects of the introduction of the parity law in 2006. In the 2015 national elections, for the first time one third of the elected the

Members of the Portuguese Parliament were women. However, in municipalities there is still a long way to go to reach this level of fe-

male political representation. Does the political system limit women’s access only to elected positions? Thus, important questions re-

main: why are women still a minority in local politics? What obstacles do they encounter? And what can be done to improve the

situation? Materials and Methods: For this investigation, data were collected on the electronic pages of municipalities and political

parties, as well as in the press, to monitor the evolution of the presence of women in Portuguese local government, initially as mem-

bers of the administrative commissions appointed to manage municipal councils from 1974 to the first elections that took place on De-

cember 12, 1976 and then as elected representatives from 1976 to the latest 2017 local elections, comparing this level with central

government. Results: The study of this group reveals higher educational levels and more specialized jobs among women than among

men, particularly in teaching and management. There is also discussion of partisan membership and it is revealed that left-wing parties

invest more in women for local government than do right-wing parties. Discussion: Although four decades have passed since the dem-

ocratic regime was established, the representation of women in politics is still incipient. We present some examples of policy actions

that can encourage the presence of women in local government and increase their role as active citizens.
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I. Introduction1

The Portuguese 25th April 1974 revolution introduced a process of de-
mocratization put in practice with the first elections for a Constitutional
Parliament on 25th April 1975 and the approval of a Constitution on 2nd

April 1976. It was also the beginning of women’s broad participation in elec-
tions, both as voters and elected representatives, as well as their recognition as
equal to men in all aspects of social, economic and political life. The problem is:
one would expect, as a general hypothesis, that the democratization process
would bring about equal rights and representation for men and women, which
has not happened yet. This article presents a historical analysis of women’s par-
ticipation in Portuguese politics until the national elections of 2015, when for
the first time one-third of the elected the Members of the Portuguese Parliament
were women, due to the enforcement of a parity law. However, in local govern-
ment, there is still a long way to go to achieve such levels of female political rep-
resentation.

Some social scientists defend the thesis that women who participate in poli-
tics do not crave for power as men do: they instead want to change society for
the best (Barros 1999). Others say that the political system still limits women’s
access and women, themselves, tend to keep away because they feel powerless
to change it (Viegas & Faria 1999). Much more could be added, like the nega-
tive image many politicians have in the present times, particularly at the local
level, with ties to corruption, which women do not usually want to be associated
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with, or the party system which still regards women as strangers, especially in
the majority parties.

Without any doubt, gender-wise Portugal is on the right track, but the ques-
tions remain: why are women in local politics still a minority? What obstacles
do they face? Moreover, what may be done to change this? There are several hy-
potheses: improving education levels of the general population, fighting low
civic participation and trying to change the existing behaviour differences in na-
tional and local party committees.

In order to understand this, we follow the evolution of women in the Portu-
guese local government, first as proposed members of the earlier administrative
committees which ruled municipalities from 1974 until the first local elections
which took place on 12th December 1976, and then as elected representatives
from 1976 to the latest 2017 local elections, comparing this level with central
government. Trying to present some hope for change, we show some examples
of political actions that may encourage female presence in local government
and increase their role as participative citizens.

A large study of local government in Portugal has already been conducted
and published. A database was constructed with information from institutional
sources, such as official government journals, municipal and district archives,
the national election committee and, for mayors elected after 2009, the press
and municipal and government websites. This led to a database with more than
6,000 entries for 3,102 mayors (and deputy mayors, chairmen, and members of
administrative committees who were nominated between 1974 and 1976) and
402 civil governors (with their replacements) between 1936 and 2013 in the 18
districts of mainland Portugal and the four island districts that make up the cur-
rent regional governments of Madeira and the Azores. This database holds a de-
tailed list of names, including information on the individual’s age, the dates on
which they were appointed and dismissed, the duration of their mandates, their
level of education, their profession and social and family background, as well as
their prior and subsequent political careers (Almeida 2013; 2014; 2017). For
this research new data has been collected from municipalities’ and parties’ offi-
cial sites, as well as the press.

Although in Portugal four decades of the democratic regime have gone by,
women’s representation in Portuguese politics is still low. However, a sociolog-
ical study of this group reveals higher educational levels and specialised jobs,
particularly in teaching and management. If women in representative jobs are
indeed more educated than men, could they have more to contribute to the
mayor’s office? Party membership is also discussed, revealing that left-wing
parties invest more in women in local government than right-wing parties do.

II. Historical framework of women in Portuguese politics

Briefly analysing the gender question in Portugal, the first woman to ever
vote in this country was called Carolina Beatriz Ângelo. She was a medical doc-
tor, a widow and a mother who, in 1911, required the right to vote as a family
head. Lacking specific laws regarding gender, the case went to court. She won
and exercised her right to vote. The law was altered immediately after, denying
this right to women. Later, in 1931, for the first time in Portugal, there was a law
allowing women to vote, as long as they were family heads (Decree n. 19 694,
5th May 1931). Nonetheless, this law had significant gender discrimination:
men only had to prove they could read and write, whereas women had to show a
high school or university diploma. Two years later, the female vote enlarged to
emancipated women, and they were allowed to be council members in their mu-
nicipalities (Decree n. 23 406, 27th December 1933). Also, Law n. 2137, 23rd
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December 1968, no longer distinguished Portuguese citizens by gender. It de-
fined electors to the National Assembly (the Upper Parliament) as “Portuguese
citizens, adults or emancipated who may read and write”. Nevertheless, consid-
ering deficient literacy levels, particularly for women, restrictions for female
voters were still very deep within society. Under these circumstances, active fe-
male participation in national politics was quite reduced. From 1934 to 1973
there were 21 female Members of Parliament, both in the National Assembly
and the Corporative Chamber (Vargas 2000), a 1.3 percentage of a total of 1601
MPs throughout those years (Cruz & Pinto 2005). As for cabinet members, the
first and only woman appointed was Maria Teresa Lobo, Undersecretary of
State of Social Assistance in 1971. Regarding Southern European totalitarian
regimes, this process is similar to Spain, where women were allowed to vote
since 1933 but different from the Italian fascist regime, where women were not
allowed to vote. It wasn’t until 1948, with the new Italian Constitution, that
women were given for the first time the right to vote and be elected.

After the 25th April 1974 revolution, a law was passed on May of the same
year which introduced total gender equality (Law n. 621-A/74, 14th May 1974),
just as many other laws were issued on the revolutionary period of 1974-1976 to
pave the way towards political, social and civic rights gender equality. Such
were the cases of free health care, family planning, abortion and, the most re-
cent, medically assisted reproduction for all women, regardless of partner and
sexual orientation in 2016 (Zimler 2017), all included in the National Health
System. Portugal is part of a small number of the most advanced countries in
these matters of law and women’s rights.

On 25th April 1975, one year after the revolution, the first democratic and
universal elections were held in Portugal. Members of a Constitutional Parlia-
ment were elected, whose job was to write down a new democratic Constitution,
approved on 2nd April 1976. On 25th April 1976 there were the first general
elections for Parliament, and on 27th June 1976, there were the first presidential
democratic elections. Since then Portugal has a semi-presidential regime and
there have been regular elections. The following parties have elected political
representatives for the Portuguese Parliament, for the European Parliament, for
municipalities and parishes: PCP, the Portuguese Communist Party, founded
clandestinely in 1921; PS, the Socialist Party, founded clandestinely in 1973
(both became legal after the 1974 revolution); PPD/PSD, the Social Democrat
Party, founded in 1974; CDS-PP, the Popular Party, centre-right, founded in
1974; UEDS, the Union of the Left for Socialist Democracy, 1978 to 1986;
PEV, the Green Party, founded in 1982, generally in coalition with the Commu-
nist Party); PRD, the Democratic Renewed Party, 1985 to 2000; BE, the Left
Block, founded in 1999, which gathered several left-wing parties outside the
Portuguese Communist Party spectrum. In sum, the Socialist Party was the first
to win the elections in 1975 and 1976, followed by a centre-right wing coalition
of PSD-CDS-PP in 1979. Throughout this entire period these two political
forces, the Socialist Party on centre-left and the Social Democrat Party, in cen-
tre-right, both single or coalition, have rotated in government.

In 1979, for the first and only time, there was a woman Prime-Minister for
five months: Maria de Lourdes Pintasilgo, a chemical engineer who had been a
member of the lower chamber of the Portuguese Parliament during the final
stage of the Estado Novo regime (1969-1974). She was a Minister of Social Af-
fairs in 1974-1975. After being Prime-Minister, she was appointed UNESCO
ambassador, and she was an adviser to President Ramalho Eanes. In 1986 she
was elected a member of the European Parliament, in the Socialist Party’s lists.

After Pintassilgo, it wasn’t until 1985 that a Prime-Minister, Cavaco Silva,
invited another woman to be a minister in his cabinet: Leonor Beleza, Health
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Minister. Women’s participation in Portuguese governments from 1976 to 1995
was limited to 6 ministers, 33 secretaries of state and 4 undersecretaries of state.
This adds up to 44 women, a total of 5.8 per cent of total cabinet members
throughout this period. In the Socialist Government, inaugurated on November
2015, on a total of 60 cabinet members, there are 19 women (31.7 per cent): 4
female ministers (Minister of the Presidency and Administrative Moderniza-
tion, Minister of the Interior, Minister of Justice and Minister of the Sea) and 15
secretaries of state (see Table 1). As usual, the percentage of women is higher in
subordinate positions.

The first woman civil governor was appointed in 1980. Until 1994 3 more
were appointed, which, for a total of 114 civil governors appointed from 1974 to
1994, represents 3.5 per cent (Jan 1994).

Regarding Members of Parliament, there were 19 women elected in 1975
(7.7 per cent) to the Constitutional Assembly. The figures in Table 2 demon-
strate the slow evolution of women in Portuguese politics. The Communist
Party always had the most significant percentage of women elected for Parlia-
ment, followed by the Socialist Party (Freire 2001), which practised an internal
rule of party quotas since 1988 (Espírito-Santo 2015).

In the 2005 general election, this panorama has changed with a large per-
centage of women elected MPs on the Left Block and the Socialist Party. Partic-
ularly on the Left Block, a party which introduced gender equity in its electoral
lists and the circular replacement of MPs throughout the mandate ever since it
was created in 1999 state (see Table 2).

This evolution was largely influenced by the introduction of a parity law in
2006, first applied in the 2009 general and local elections (Law n. 3/2006, 21st

August 2006, by a Socialist Government), which enforced a 33 per cent mini-
mum for each gender in candidates’ lists. It was widely discussed at the time
and it is still controversial, particularly regarding the merit criteria (Santos,
Amâncio & Alves 2013), even though it did produce immediate effects in
women’s election to MP positions. In 2009 a government campaign was
launched to divulge this law: it was called “Women make democracy better.
Difference produces equality” (CIG 2017). And achieving one third female
MPs in the 2015 general elections has definitely contributed to place Portugal
in the 8th position of the “Girl’s Opportunity Index”, above Switzerland (9th),
the United Kingdom (15th) and the United States (32nd) (Save the Children
Fund 2016, p.24). On March 2018 there was a proposal to change this law into
a 40 per cent minimum.

The gender composition of assemblies is slowly changing to include
more women, and it was demonstrated that issues surrounding concerns
with women’s interests and with the quality of democracy are strongly re-
lated to a desire for a gender equilibrated political environment (Espírito-
Santo 2016).
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Table 1 - Women Members of the Portuguese Government, 2015

Male % M Female % F

Prime Minister 1

Ministers 13 76.5 4 23.5

Secretaries of
State

27 64.3 15 35.7

Source: The author, based on Portugal (2016).



III. Women in Local Government

At present there are 308 municipalities in Portugal founded, in most cases,
in the middle-ages. They are ruled by an elected mayor and a group of council-
lors. The local electoral process is based on lists of candidates who run for the
major political parties or, since the 2001 election, on GCE: groups of citizens,
which is to say, independent voters associations (Almeida 2008). The winner
list elects the mayor, and the number of councillors for each party is propor-
tional to the electoral results. So the body of councillors is multi-partied, and
they all have to work together and run the municipality for four years.

After 25th April 1974, old mayors were dismissed by decree and administra-
tive committees were appointed for each municipality. These commissions
were supposed to be composed of independent personalities or groups and po-
litical currents which identified themselves with the Movement of Armed
Forces and should function until the first democratic local elections took place.
In most cases, local citizen comities affiliated to the Communist Party presented
the list of the commission members to the Ministry of Interior and were immedi-
ately approved. The role of Communist Party local leaders was fundamental to
the attraction and mobilisation process of the people who actively participated
in the replacement of the mayors and all the presidents of economic and corpo-
rative institutions.

There was almost complete discontinuation of the local political elites. Tra-
ditional elites were mostly landowners, especially on the southern latifundium
region. Nowadays those groups don’t even run for local elections. Moreover,
economic power is no longer a way of conquering local political leadership.
New professions emerged in the group that controls political jobs. Economic
elites based on land ownership are entirely and deliberately absent from local
politics (Almeida 2013).

There were 464 individuals appointed presidents of the administrative com-
mittees from 1974 until the first democratic local elections held 12th December
1976. This was the first time women were appointed to lead municipalities.
During the Estado Novo regime, women were allowed to run for municipal
councils, and there were some who were elected councillors, but no mayors. In
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Table 2 - Women Members of Parliament in Portugal in the Democratic regime

Years Total

MPs

Total

Women

Percentage

of women

PCP PEV BE UEDS PS PRD PPD/ PSD CDS-PP

1976 263 15 5,7 6 6 2 1

1980 250 17 6,8 5 1 1 9 1

1985 250 16 6,4 7 1 3 5 0

1987 250 19 7,6 3 1 4 1 10 0

1991 230 20 8,7 2 1 7 10 0

1995 230 28 12,2 2 2 14 7 3

1999 230 40 17,4 3 2 0 23 11 1

2002 230 45 19,6 2 2 0 22 18 1

2005 230 49 21,3 2 1 4 35 6 1

2009 230 63 27,4 2 1 6 28 22 4

2011 230 61 26,5 2 1 4 18 31 5

2015 230 76 33 6 1 6 27 29 7

Source: The author, based on Pordata (2015).



1973 there was a woman appointed a vice-president of a municipality. Nonethe-
less, there were only 9 women appointed presidents of the administrative com-
mittees, representing 1.9 per cent. Also, from a total of 2547 members of these
commissions, there were 92 women (3.6 per cent).

After over half a century of mayors being appointed by the central govern-
ment, from 1976 on they were elected by the people, mediated by the political
parties. With the regime’s transition, there was an almost complete replacement
of the local political and economic elites: less than 3 per cent of the old mayors
were elected afterwards and only for a very short period.

There has been a real reinforcement of local democracy. After a much-cen-
tralised regime, which deprived municipalities of its centuries’ old tradition of
autonomy, the goal of the new legislators was to create a safety net of several
layers of government to protect the citizens from the return of another poten-
tially authoritarian regime (Phillips 1996). All political forces quite readily ac-
cepted the decision to decentralise and strengthen local government at the
municipal level at the time (Pereira 1991).

However, regarding the gender issue, the local government has still a long
way to go. On the first 1976 local elections, only 5 women mayors were elected
(1.6 per cent). These figures have been growing, but at a much slower pace than
Members of Parliament: on the 2013 local elections only 22 women mayors
were elected (7.1 per cent), whereas on Parliament 33 per cent of elected MPs in
2015 were women (Graph 1). In 2017 the number of elected women mayors has
grown to 32, raising the percentage to 10.4, 18 of them with the Socialist Party
(56.3 per cent). 75 women were nominated vice-president within the local coun-
cil (24.4 per cent). In a sum of 2072 elected councillors, 610 were women (29.4
per cent). However, these figures are still far from the required third state (see
Table 3 and Graph 1).

In local government, the levels of academic achievement are higher in fe-
male than in male politicians, fitting into the Portuguese demographic reality,
where, for instance, in 1991 women enrolled in universities represented 55.5
per cent of the undergraduate population. Regarding the total university gradu-
ates, women represented 65.7 per cent. Also, on the professional level, women
are gaining positions on jobs usually reserved to men, in such fields as law, po-
lice and diplomacy (Viegas & Faria 1999). Teachers and health professionals
have the highest percentages of women in its workforce. The same applies to fe-
male mayors in Portugal: 70 per cent of the women mayors from 1976 to 2017
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Source: The author, based on CNE (2016) and Almeida (2013; 2014).

Graph 1 - Percentage of women elected Members of Parliament and Mayors



was in intellectual and scientific professions, which imply a college education.
Teachers (at all levels, from grade school to university) were a clear majority
(27.6 per cent), and they are members of this group, but they were placed in a
separate category in Table 4 and Graph 2 to highlight how strong this profes-
sional category is. Regarding the total of mayors elected in this period, intellec-
tual and scientific professions occupy a 46.2 percentage, with teachers at 20.5
per cent. Therefore, there are more women mayors with intellectual and scien-
tific professions, particularly teachers (Almeida 2017a).

Women are also better educated: 58 per cent of female mayors from 1976 on
had a college education whereas men only had it in 43 per cent of the cases. As
Members of Parliament, women mayors in Portugal were elected mostly with
left-wing parties. As we may see on Graph 3, 65 per cent of women mayors have
been elected by left-wing parties since 1976 (the Socialist Party, the Communist
Party and the Left Block). Moreover, in 2017 the Socialist Party elected 18

Women Mayors in Portugal 33

Table 3 - Elected mayors in Portugal, 1976-2017

Election

dates

Elected

women

% Elected men % Total

1976 5 1,6 299 98,4 304

1979 4 1,3 301 98,7 305

1982 6 2 299 98 305

1985 4 1,3 301 98,7 305

1989 7 2,3 298 97,7 305

1993 5 1,6 300 98,4 305

1997 12 3,9 293 96,1 305

2001 16 5,2 292 94,8 308

2005 19 6,2 289 93,8 308

2009 23 7,5 285 92,5 308

2013 22 7,1 286 92,9 308

2017 32 10,4 276 89,6 308

Average 12,9 4,2 293,3 95,8 100

Source: The author, based on CNE (2016) and Almeida (2013; 2014).

Table 4 - Women mayors, professions and political parties, 1976-2017

Professional group / Political party BE CDS / PPM PCP (CDU) PS PSD GCE

Bank clerks 2 1

No job 1

Managers 1 1

Intellectual and scientific professions 8 13 7 1

Public servants 1 2 5

Clerks and salespeople 1 1

Teachers 4 12 7 1

CEOs (public or private) 2 3

Technicians 2 3

Total 1 1 18 25 21 2

Source: Almeida (2013; 2014).



women mayors, and the Communist Party elected 4, which gives left-wing par-
ties a sum of 69 per cent of the municipalities led by women. Therefore, we can
apply to Portugal the rule that says that in present day’s countries women’s val-
ues tend more towards the left (Inglehart & Norris 2003). Also, parties on the
left wing spectrum invest more in female representatives than on the right wing,
as may be observed, for instance, in Australia (Beauregard 2017).

Regarding the 22 women mayors elected in 2013, on district capitals or mu-
nicipalities with over 100.000 residents there are at present only 4 female may-
ors: Amadora, Setúbal, Portalegre and Odivelas. All the main cities have male
mayors. Fourteen of the female mayors in duty (63.6 per cent) were previously
elected local councillors, 8 of which (36.4 per cent) with the job of vice-presi-
dent, meaning they were second or third on their parties’ lists for some years be-
fore they became number one. However, this is also a regular path for men: in a
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Source: Almeida (2013; 2014).

Graph 2 - Number of women mayors by professional groups, 1976-2017

Source: Almeida (2013; 2014).

Graph 3 - Number of women mayors by political parties, 1976-2017



total of 308 mayors elected, 63.6 per cent had been local councillors before, of
which 33.4 per cent vice-presidents.

In 2015 two more women became mayors in Portugal: they were vice-presi-
dents who have taken the role upon the resignation of the earlier mayors. This
fact says a lot about the enforcement of the parity law in local government in
Portugal: women are placed on lists, abiding by the law, but not in mayor eligi-
ble positions. In 2013 there were 2086 local councillors elected (including may-
ors), of which 547 women (26 per cent), and 55 female vice-presidents (18 per
cent). Regarding the 3092 parishes, there were 339 women elected in 2013
(10.96 per cent). Moreover, municipalities with less than 7.500 voters are not
forced to comply at all with the parity law.

Of the 8 female mayors who had previously been vice-presidents of the
same municipalities, plus 2 who were appointed mayors at mid-mandate, some
life stories are interesting to follow: Cristina Mota, from Lagoa, Azores Islands,
with a degree in Political Science, was a municipal civil servant, chief of staff of
the previous mayor’s office, before she was vice-president. Maria Teresa
Cardoso, from Anadia, was the vice-president with the PSD; since she was not
appointed first on that party’s list, she decided to run on an independent list, and
she won. Sílvia Pinto and Hortênsia Menino, from Arraiolos and
Montemor-o-Novo, both in Southern municipalities, where the Communist
Party traditionally wins since 1976, both high school teachers with a career in
the Communist Party. Isilda Gomes, from Portimão, a schoolteacher and a local
councillor since 2000, was also district governor (2007-2009) and Member of
Parliament (2009). All of them had long political paths until becoming mayors.

In 2017, of the 32 elected women mayors, 20 were re-elected, 10 were
newly elected, and two of them were vice-presidents who had replaced mayors
in mid-term. All of the new women mayors are college educated, with profes-
sional paths as intellectuals, specialists and teachers.

Without a doubt, the parity law is easily enforced in general elections for the
Portuguese Parliament, as well as in elections for the European Parliament. The
evolution is clear, observed in Graph 1. It was evident that the parity law is
mostly applied where it is compulsory. Since this law does not enforce the first
position on local lists, women are mostly placed in third positions.

There are some explanatory factors for these differences in government lev-
els. First, there may be more potential female candidates in higher level elec-
tions, as there seems to be a shortage of supply in lower levels of government;
second, there is a concern for the image of Portugal in a European institution,
since gender balance favours the international image of a country2 as well there
is more visibility of the lists and public awareness than in local elections; and
third the weight of public opinion, which is not that important in local govern-
ment, particularly in small municipalities. The main problem in local govern-
ment is the electoral body which selects candidates. Those are the gatekeepers,
usually a man’s only club. Alternatively, as Folke and Rickne describe, there is
a “glass ceiling” which “implies discrimination in promotions within the politi-
cal organisation” and “the discriminatory promotions increase in severity at the
top levels of power” (Folke & Rickne 2016).

In the Portuguese local elections, women don’t enter the political game until
after the lists are ready and there is a lack of supervision mechanisms, as well as
weak women’s sections inside most parties. At the national level, there is more
diversity in those electoral bodies (Espírito-Santo 2015; Espírito-Santo &
Santos 2017). Recruitment is the main issue also in Brazil, where, despite a
quota law since 1995, there are no sanctions for not applying it and women
mayors are only 12 per cent in 2012 (Meireles & Andrade 2017). “Machismo”
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and paternalism are still prevalent in this South American country, as in Portu-
gal (Santos, Roux & Amâncio 2016; Teixeira 2017). Therefore, the process for
candidate selection depends mostly on party organisations which reflect this bi-
ased view of society (Costa, Bolognesi & Codato 2013; see also Krook &
Zetterberg 2015).

Some social psychological explanations may also be applied to local level
politics, where persists high levels of masculinisation: meritocratic individual-
ism, a widely used argument for men and against women, is one of “those ap-
parently invisible barriers that continue to constrain women’s access to certain
professions and occupations, as well as making their career progress more diffi-
cult and preventing them from reaching the powerful and decision-making posi-
tions” (Santos & Amâncio 2016). On the other hand, there may be self-restraint
for women to apply for representative jobs because of recurring sexist behav-
iours, to avoid exposition. Marisa Matias, a Portuguese Member of the Euro-
pean Parliament and a Presidential candidate who won the third place on the
2016 election, has complained of dreadful sexist insults on her Facebook page
(6th June 2017).

Regarding independent voters’ associations (GCE), there were 13 inde-
pendent mayors elected in 2013 (4.2 per cent of municipalities). Only 2 of them
were women (Almeida 2016). In the 2017 local elections 17 mayors were
elected in independent groups (5.5 per cent), three of them women. Considering
the constraints local political parties put on women candidates, women should
consider moving forward and away from traditional party structures and run as
independent citizen groups’ leaders. As Adelaide Teixeira, the independent
mayor of Portalegre said: “In independent citizen groups we have a kind of free-
dom that doesn’t exist in the parties”. (A. Teixeira 2017)

IV. Some hope for the future of female representation in Portuguese politics

Considering the “politics of presence” thesis that women’s interests are
better represented by women themselves (Phillips 1995), equality concerning
political representation is a requirement and should be a goal to achieve in a near
future, not only in the Portuguese local government, but in every aspect of polit-
ical, social, economic and family life. Unfortunately, women have been known
to vote against specific women’s issues. In such cases class and party affiliation
mostly, but also religion and cultural background, prevail over gender interests.
This fact was observed in the Portuguese Parliament by the end of the right-
wing coalition government term (Social Democrat Party and Popular Party) on
July 2015. A group of women, led by a former social democrat MP, introduced
and was able to approve a law which reversed a few of the abortion rights con-
quered in the 2007 referendum (the same law was reversed right after the So-
cialist Party’s Government was sworn on November of the same year). It was
also observed on the 2016 election for the President of the United States of
America.

In most established democracies and particularly in Portugal there is a prob-
lem of low election turnout, which the current Prime Minister António Costa
described as “low turnout disbeliefs” (Freire 2017). After huge turnouts at the
beginning of the democratic regime (91.7 per cent in 1975 and 83.5 in the 1976
general elections), in the 2013 local elections only 52.6 per cent of voters used
their right to vote. Moreover, in the 2015 general elections turnout was 56.9 per
cent. Without the participation of voters in the electoral process, democracy
may not fulfil its purpose (Freire 2015). Reduced civic and voting participation
contribute to a democratic deficit. There is a cycle of disinterest and disenchant-
ment with democracy going on. Probably because citizens don’t care: “The ar-
gument for citizens to become more intensely engaged in a deeper politics of the
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public realm comes against one telling point: citizens (and the evidence is over-
whelming) do not want it [...] Most substantial politics is done by a mixed, but
small, cadre of elected politicians, unaccountable officials, specialist lobbyists,
narrowly focused experts and professionalised protesters. [...] The average citi-
zen is alienated from politics and far from convinced of its value” (Stoker
2006). In Portugal this is an issue: according to the European Social Survey data
for 2012, this country is placed last in citizens’ interest in politics (Belchior
2015).

Alternatively, according to political scientist and university professor An-
tónio Costa Pinto, this political alienation is the Portuguese choice versus the
protest vote which is currently in other European countries and gives rise to
populism and social movements (Botello 2017).

In Portugal, there may be observed low levels of political engagement and
participation, particularly among the youth (Magalhães 2005). Between 2002
and 2009, Portugal was in the lowest level of satisfaction in Europe and going
down since 1990 (Norris 2011). According to Baumgarten, there is a deep crisis
of the representative democracy in Portugal because of the loss of confidence in
politicians. All over Europe, there are low turnouts and citizens are less engaged
in traditional institutions, such as parties, unions and the church. The financial
crisis made this disengagement worse. There is a democratic deficit on a global
scale. Citizens criticise the lack of autonomy of national, regional and local gov-
ernments and the growing impact of non-elected actors in political decisions
(Baumgarten 2015).

However, an extreme crisis may trigger “mobilisation as a reaction to excep-
tional and perhaps unpredicted contemporary events” (Cairns & Allaste
2016b). Since 2011, with a massive debt to deal with, the right-wing coalition
government went beyond troika induced austerity measures and largely sur-
passed European impositions. The goal was to concentrate power in their hands,
and the debt was a strong argument presented to counter the opponents of their
proposed reforms (Moury & Standring 2017). Facing such personal and social
hardships, rising unemployment, precarious jobs, growing neoliberal economy
and the loss of hard-conquered social rights, the Portuguese people did react and
initiated the most significant social protest in the history of the Portuguese de-
mocracy (Seixas et al., 2015). On 15th September 2012, over one million took
the streets of dozens of Portuguese towns and some of the traditional political
actors, such as unions and left-wing parties, managed to attract the support of
new groups (Accornero & Pinto 2014).

Such demonstrations have also been happening in the USA ever since presi-
dent Trump took office on January 2017. Mobilisation against specific policies
has been a part of the democratic process that may produce significant results.

In Portugal, the younger generations have been disengaged from politics for
some reasons. Mostly because they lack confidence in formal politics and politi-
cians. They are also, in most cases, not part of the conventional workforce
(youth unemployment is huge in Portugal: 25 per cent in 2014), with precarious
jobs and not belonging to any traditional political association, such as parties or
unions. In general, the youth prefer “less conventional ways of engaging with
the political sphere (they will) focus less on voting in formal elections and rather
on more informal and individualised forms of political participation and civic
engagement. [...] The repertoires of political engagement have hence become
more diverse and less absolute: from consumer politics to community cam-
paigns and international networks; from the ballot box to the street, to the
internet; from political parties to social movements and issue groups, to social
networks [...] ‘sub-politics’ and ‘life politics’ as a means of defining this new re-
ality. [...] these terms represent what takes place in fields outside traditional po-
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litical institutions and corporate systems, encompassing professional groups,
issue-specific initiatives, social movements and private individuals. [...] sub-
politics presents a viable means of explaining how individuals live out their par-
ticular political causes and commitments 'underneath’ the surface of formal pol-
itics, albeit with strong public and activist element to this definition” (Cairns &
Allaste 2016a).

Pippa Norris differentiates between citizen-oriented actions (mainly about
elections and political parties) and cause-oriented repertoires (about specific is-
sues and policy concerns), which “have broadened towards engaging in ‘life-
style’ politics, where the dividing line between the ‘social’ and ‘political’ is
blurred” (Norris 2003).

With all due respect for whatever new forms of political or civic engage-
ment, at the end of the day voting is the way people’s representatives are elected
and apply policies. After the elections, there may be no regrets, as was observed
in the Brexit referendum or the election of President Trump. Voters need to vote
in conscience and accept the consequences of the democratic process. More-
over, they have to turn out for elections.

In Portugal, turnout being a primary issue, some incentives need to be put in
place to educate young people to vote and be a part of the democratic process.
The incentive to more direct citizen participation in debate and decision making
is positive to citizens and democracy. Some experiences of political participa-
tion may work as a school for democracy (Baumgarten 2015).

Therefore, there needs to be a strong education for citizenship which needs
to involve schools. Catarina Marcelino, the former Secretary of State for Citi-
zenship and Equality of the Socialist Government, had proposed in 2016 to
work towards citizenship in schools regarding issues such as domestic violence
and civic skills (Portugal 2016). She had asked for the help of municipalities in
this project. Schools already contribute to youth education regarding political
issues by promoting elections for students’ representatives. There is also the
Parliament of the Youth, a special program of the Portuguese Parliament ap-
proved in 2006, aimed at school children from 10 to 18 years old, which encour-
ages students from the 5th to the 12th grade to learn the political and legislative
process and to participate in political debates first in their schools and finally in
the House of Parliament itself. This program focuses on education for citizen-
ship and political participation, as well as teaching how the Parliament func-
tions and the rules of political debate. It promotes sessions in the Parliament for
schoolchildren who win school elections promoted within this program (Parla-
mento dos Jovens 2017). This is a major step in political practice, and some-
times also ground for party recruitment.

One Portuguese municipality has applied the principle of stimulating youth
civic participation not only as voters but also as political representatives
(Meadowcroft 2001). In Santa Maria da Feira, Oporto district, in the North of
Portugal, the municipality has already twice promoted a “Young councillor”
project, inspired by Lewisham, London’s “Young Mayor” model. The goal was
to provide an experience of municipality management to young people. In sum,
several high school candidates campaigned for their electoral programs. There
were propaganda and school debates. As a result, one 17-year-old girl was
elected in 2015 and another 15-year-old girl in 2016. Both received a one-year
mandate, a 10,000-euro budget and an 18-member team to manage. According
to the mayor of Santa Maria da Feira, Emídio Sousa, this policy was quite suc-
cessful: “Its major accomplishment is to get young people to think about politics
where they live, in their homeland, their neighbourhood [...] who knows, maybe
future election turnouts shall grow” (S.D. Oliveira apud Almeida 2016).
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Not only turnout may grow, but also female representation, particularly at
the local level. There is a strong probability that experiences such as these shall
transform local societies and preferably local party representatives, whose party
committees should start paying attention to the most skilled members of their
municipalities. Candidates’ profile has to change to insert women into suitable
places in electoral lists.

V. Conclusions

In the last 40 years, Portugal has been through a considerable evolution,
from its early revolutionary moments until democratic stability was achieved.
Portuguese society accompanied the changing times. Its elites, both political
and economic, lead the way for essential transformations. Moreover, they can
be seen as a mirror of those same transformations, for their social characteristics
reflect the people who vote for them. Presently, with globalisation, extreme
debt and austerity measures imposed by the European Union, Portugal faces se-
rious challenges, for which it should be prepared. Portugal’s political elites have
the skills to overcome these new times: they have the education and the political
and professional experience. However, as before the revolution, regarding the
gender issue, only the fittest and best prepared (both academically, profession-
ally and insertion into the party system) can achieve the political spotlight. Also,
the vast majority of Portuguese women are indeed prepared and fit.

The democratic transition has brought about a sexual revolution in Portugal
and, at least in legislation, total gender equality. In local government, there are
women mayors, where there weren’t any. Also, both the parliament and govern-
ment have increasing numbers of women. There hasn’t yet been a presidential
election which gave a woman a victory, although there have been a few candi-
dates. Regarding the workplace, there is gender equality in theory. There are
even some professions in which women are prevalent, even though women in
top management jobs are still a minority: “in practice, the increase in women’s
education and their increasing presence in the job market have not been re-
flected in the positions they occupy, particularly in entities holding economic
and political power. Women remain in inferior positions when compared with
men and are sent to professions and markedly feminine specialist fields, gener-
ally less valued and with lower salaries” (Santos & Amâncio 2016). To deal
with this situation, on February 2017 there was a proposal for a law to force
public, and stock market indexed companies to achieve one third female top
managers by 2020, as well as a minimum of forty per cent women in civil ser-
vice jobs and public universities. It was approved in Parliament on the 23rd June
2017 and published as Law number 62/2017 on the 1st August 2017. Also, on
May 2017 a new rule was added to the Public Contracts Code: people and firms
convicted of breaking equality and non-discrimination rules are to be excluded
from public contracts (S.J. Almeida 2017).

Regardless of the notorious evolution women went through in the Portu-
guese democratic regime, there is still a long way to go into gender equity in
Portugal. Particularly at the local level, party structures in central axis parties
are still a significant barrier to women’s access to the mayor job. Regardless of
this structural condition, many local party leaders and representatives have not
yet realised that women may have something to contribute to the political envi-
ronment. In the 2017 local elections, 21 municipalities have still managed to
elect councils without a single woman. This situation is in the hands of local
leaders, gatekeepers, who, even with a parity law, don’t want to enforce it and
keep women in non-eligible places in the candidates’ lists. Even when women
are, as observed above, more qualified and better educated. Since party struc-
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tures still place obstacles, independent citizen groups may be a way for women
to move up the local government ladder.

Voters also need to participate in elections and fight low turnouts. Portu-
guese society needs to realise that public policies are no luxury, they are an in-
vestment, and women may contribute effectively. Essential priorities: fighting
gender, cultural, economic, territorial inequalities, among others. Also, policies
for education and culture are critical investments for better and more effective
citizenship.
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As prefeitas em Portugal: um estudo de caso sobre a representação política feminina e a cidadania

RESUMO Introdução: O artigo apresenta uma análise histórica da participação das mulheres na política portuguesa e revela os efeitos

positivos da introdução, em 2006, da lei da paridade. Nas eleições legislativas de 2015 as mulheres constituíram pela primeira vez

um terço do total dos deputados eleitos. Contudo, nas autarquias ainda há um longo caminho a percorrer para alcançar esse nível de

representação política feminino. Será que o sistema político limita o acesso das mulheres apenas aos cargos eletivos? Assim, persistem

questões importantes: por que as mulheres ainda são minoria na política local? Com que obstáculos se deparam? E o que pode ser

feito para melhorar a situação? Materiais e Métodos: Para esta investigação foram recolhidos dados nas páginas eletrônicas dos

municípios e dos partidos políticos, assim como na imprensa, para acompanhar a evolução da presença das mulheres nas autarquias

portuguesas, no início como membros das comissões administrativas nomeadas para gerir as Câmaras municipais desde 1974 até às

primeiras eleições que se realizaram em 12 de dezembro de 1976, e depois como presidentes de Câmara e vereadoras eleitas desde

1976 até às mais recentes eleições de 2017, comparando este nível com o governo central. Resultados: O estudo deste grupo revela

níveis educacionais mais elevados e mais empregos especializados entre as mulheres do que entre os homens, particularmente em

ensino e gestão. Discute-se também a filiação partidária e revela-se que os partidos de esquerda investem mais nas mulheres para o

poder local do que os partidos de direita. Discussão: Apesar de já terem passado quatro décadas desde que o regime democrático foi

estabelecido, a representação das mulheres na política ainda está muito incipiente. Apresentamos alguns exemplos de ações políticas

que podem encorajar a presença de mulheres no poder local e aumentar o seu papel como cidadãs ativas.

PALAVRAS-CHAVE: mulheres; prefeitas; democracia; partidos; Portugal.
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