Are Women More Democratic?

Katie Roiphe 
Remarkable as it seems, the pleasant, sentimental fantasy that women are naturally more democratic than men still floats around our culture at the dawn of our wise and cynical new century. In certain circles, liberal-minded ladies still muse wistfully on how much better the world would be, how much more peaceful, how many fewer wars, how much less political ugliness, if only women ruled it! This perspective seems to me to involve either crass dishonesty or complete amnesia from anyone who has ever been a little girl. Has anyone on earth ever been nastier, more brutal, than little girls? Can anything boys do to each other - a bloody nose, a kicked shin, a crude name - compare in cruelty to the intricate, layered torments, the elaborate, sophisticated, psychologically nuanced cruelties that little girls inflict on each other? Nothing in the classic parable of boyish bullying Lord of the Flies can compare to the intelligent, terrifying power that girl children wield over each other. I remember, for instance, the girl in my class at my all-girls' school referred to by other, more charismatic classmates as 'it' and 'thing'. Later on, of course, our exclusions, our judgments would become more subtle, but our society was not free.

The hierarchies between women are so rigid, so patrolled, so absolute, it seems ludicrous to pretend that women in power would be more democratic, more inclusive, more generous to those who are less fortunate, than their male counterparts. Lest one imagine it is only girls of tender age who incline toward exclusivity, listen for a minute to a couple of adult women in a coffee shop, read their emails: are they accepting of other people, are they interested in equality? Are they respecting other people's differences? I think you will admit that they are not. Women in power are, if anything, more vicious, fiercer, more stealthy and effective in their fierceness than men. And passing a playground, think to yourself: would the most athletic, charismatic girl grow into a benign leader with special concern for healthcare, with a soft spot for other women less fortunate than her? I think not.

Lynne Segal
Empirical studies suggest that women's management styles are more democratic and inclusive; men's more autocratic and directive. However, like all generalisations covering huge diversities within groups, this doesn't tell us much. Many men support the allegedly feminine, more consensual ways of exerting authority; much of the new managerialism, busy monitoring and directing our lives, is increasingly in the hands of women. Watch the political proclivities, not the gender.

Wole Soyinka
We'll never know. Women in authority often find themselves in positions where they must first overcome male prejudice. They may overcompensate and fall headlong into the male trap of dictatorial conduct, just to prove they are not to be taken for granted.

Ed Husain 
If only! One would have thought that historic inequality, with the right to vote so recently won, would lead today's women to be more engaged with the underlying principles of democracy: plurality, peaceful resolution of conflicts, transparence in political life, equality, and free and fair elections. Not so, I'm afraid.

Despite several decades of political equality between the sexes, we have produced very few women who are vanguards of democracy. The few that have reached the upper echelons of a male-dominated global political culture often succumb to what are considered male traits. Golda Meir, Israel's first and only female prime minister, made very little headway for peace in the region and was as belligerent as any of her male colleagues. In Britain, Margaret Thatcher spearheaded the Falklands war and famously presided over an all-male cabinet, doing very little for greater female involvement in British politics. Condoleezza Rice does not give cause for much hope either.

It's just not war. Female politicians are as corrupt as males. The Pakistani Prime Minister, Benazir Bhutto, and the Bangladeshi Khaleda Zia have both had serious corruption charges levelled against them. Even Indira Gandhi was convicted of electoral corruption in 1975.

It's not all bad, though. Segolene Royal may have pioneered a new politics. Hillary Clinton, across the water, may well do so. As more women enter the political sphere, it is worth remembering Timothy Leary's words: women who seek to be equal with men lack ambition.

Roger Scruton
The old picture of hunter-gatherer societies, from which our genetic endowment allegedly derives, is of men hunting, women gathering, men undertaking dangerous expeditions in which co-operation is indispensable, women staying at home, competing for the meals in the hedgerows. It could be argued that these circumstances are more likely to produce a sense of fairness and equality in the men than in the women. However, such a conclusion would be politically incorrect, as would any other to which science and philosophy tempt me. So I will say, against much that I have observed and read in the literature, that women are more democratic than men, and back this up with the overwhelming evidence provided by my wife, Sophie, who never does anything without first ascertaining how others will be affected by it, and who strives always to please.

Shami Chakrabarti 
I don't really know what a 'more democratic person' looks like, sounds like or what sex organs they possess. I do know that the tiny proportion of women in Parliament is an insult to both women and democratic values.

Guido Fawkes
Not in our house.

