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Introduction
 

The 2005 Parliament does not look very different from the 2001 Parliament one, nor for that matter the 1997 one. To be sure there is a welcome increase in the number of women present: women now constitute an unprecedented 128 of the 646 MPs, up from 118 in 2001. But this increase constitutes nothing like a significant, or sufficient, presence: women MPs constitute a mere 19.8 percent of all Members. In comparative terms the UK ranks 41st, below, inter alia, Rwanda (in first place), the Nordic countries, Holland, Spain, Argentina, South Africa and Germany. Closer to home, it compares unfavourably to the Scottish Parliament (42 percent) and the National Assembly for Wales (50 per cent). 

The number of women MPs elected in 2005, as well as their distribution between the parties, reinforce conclusions drawn from previous elections, not least the 1997 general election and the 1999 elections to the devolved institutions, that British Political parties are institutionally sexist (Shepherd-Robinson and Lovenduski 2002, 1). The parties may say they want to increase the number of women MPs. They may also provide women with training and support. But, the Conservative’s net gain of three women MPs and Labour’s success in increasing its number of women MPs despite losing seats in 2005, suggests that only when the parties employ positive discrimination will significant moves towards the equalization of women and men in Parliament be achieved. 

However important the equalization in the numbers of women in our political institutions is, it is, nonetheless, only one dimension of the feminization of politics. The feminization of politics also refers to the transformation of politics, as women’s concerns and perspectives move towards the centre of the political agenda (Lovenduski 2005, 12). With all parties keen in 2005 to win women’s votes (Mortimore, 2005), and a Labour Government keen to campaign on its domestic record, women were promised a feminized election campaign: out with the Westminster-village focus, male-dominated press conferences, and macho verbal jousting; and in with a feminized style of politics and a focus on the work/life balance, support for families (tax credits, maternity/paternity pay and childcare) the health service and education (New Statesman 9 May 05).

Yet, the election swiftly became a presidential contest between the male party leaders, that, in turn, degenerated into negative campaigning and name-calling. Women politicians were conspicuous by their absence: the Tories’ most high profile, (but sidelined under Howard) woman MP, Theresa May, spent most of her election defending her head from the Liberal Democrats’ decapitation strategy; while the Liberal Democrats, because they had so few women MPs, were forced to rely upon their elder stateswoman, Baroness Shirley Williams. With greater numbers, Labour’s women MPs and Ministers should have been more visible. But, other than the Education Secretary, Ruth Kelly, and belatedly, the Secretary of State for Trade and Industry, Patricia Hewitt, women were rarely seen on the national stage. Instead, we learnt more about the leaders’ wives - the contents of Sandra Howard’s make-up bag  (Evening Standard) and hair travails, (via her blog on the Party’s website), Cherie and Tony’s sex life (in the Sun) and baby Kennedy than we did about what women politicians and their parties might want to do for women. 

The usual male suspects similarly dominated the media’s coverage. On TV and radio, Jeremy Paxman and John Humphrys and, on election night itself, the Dimbleby brothers shared the BBC and ITV’s election spoils. Women broadcasters were relegated to the sidelines: in the BBC election night coverage, literally to the upper deck of the studio, just as in 2001. In the tabloid press, the coverage was true to form. There were football metaphors - a picture of Blair and Brown in football shirts had the headline, ‘Come on you Reds’ (Sun 5 May 2005) – wartime analogies – to the battle of El Alamein (Guardian 3 May 2005), while The Sun used topless Page three models to encourage voting, with the headline: ‘Nip out to vote!’ – at the 2001 election the models had, at least, been wearing bikinis. 
This chapter subjects the 2005 general election to a gender audit in order to capture the feminized nature of British politics. First, it documents and accounts for the election of the record 128 women MPs to Parliament. In particular, it evaluates the parties’ efforts to increase the numbers of women elected and examines the effect of Labour’s positive discrimination measures. It then addresses the gendered nature of party competition at the 2005 election by providing a feminist reading of the main parties’ election manifestos and reflecting on the wider election campaign. The final section briefly explores the likelihood of a more feminized politics in the new Parliament by considering the difference women in politics make. 

Political Recruitment: Still the Twelfth Man?
  

The 2005 headline figure of 128 women MPs – up ten from 2001 – hides a complex story. On the one hand, it signals a welcome return to a rise in the number and percentage of women MPs elected to the House of Commons, reversing the first decline in more than a generation witnessed in 2001. On the other hand, it hides the continuing importance of Labour’s electoral fortunes: it is true that the Conservative party has seen a continued, albeit small, increase in the number of women MPs, from 13 to 14 in 2001 and 17 in 2005. Similarly, and on much smaller numbers, the Liberal Democrats doubled their representation from 5 to 10 this time. Yet, these changes do not represent a significant inter-party re-balancing: Labour remains the party with the highest number (98) and percentage of women MPs. Women constitute 27.5 per cent of the parliamentary Labour party (PLP), 16.1 per cent of Liberal Democrats MPs and only 8.6 per cent of Conservative MPs. The comparative figures for 2001 were 23.1 per cent, 9.6 percent and 8.4 percent respectively. Furthermore, only the Labour party selected and elected the same percentage of women. So, despite the fact that Labour had a net loss of 47 seats at the 2005 general election, it managed to increase the percentage of women in the PLP. In contrast, the Conservative party pretty much stood still, while the Liberal Democrat gains – significant for intra-party sex balance – remain small in absolute terms. 

Table X.1 Women Elected in British General Elections, 1979-2005

	Year
	Lab
	Con
	Lib
	Others
	Total
	% MPs

	1979
	11
	8
	0
	0
	19
	3.0

	1983
	10
	13
	0
	0
	23
	3.5

	1987
	21
	17
	2
	1
	41
	6.3

	1992
	37
	20
	2
	1
	60
	9.2

	1997
	101
	13
	3
	3
	120
	18.2

	2001
	95
	14
	5
	4
	118
	17.9

	2005
	98

	17
	10
	3
	128
	19.8



Systemic factors are not significant inhibitors of women’s political recruitment in the UK; women do not face legal barriers to their election, although the majoritarian electoral system is less favourable than proportional ones (Norris and Lovenduski 1995). The outcome of the selection process – in the UK, the responsibility of political parties – is normally understood as reflecting the supply of those wishing to pursue a political career and the demands of selectors who choose candidates on the basis of their preferences and perceptions of abilities, qualifications and perceived electorability (Lovenduski 1997; Shepherd-Robinson and Lovenduski 2002). In the UK supply-side factors have reduced in their explanatory value over time and party demand is now regarded as the key to increasing women’s representation; during the selection process, direct discrimination (where gender-discriminatory questions are posed) and indirect discrimination (where ideas of what constitutes a good MP count against women) have been found to come into play.
  

There are three strategies to increase the numbers of women MPs: equality rhetoric, equality promotion and equality guarantees (Lovenduski 2005). All were in place in 2005. Each of the party leaders said they wanted more women in Parliament; all of the main political parties undertook equality promotion measures: training, mentoring, and in some parties, money, were provided to help women prospective candidates get to the starting line. This time too, equality guarantees were permitted under the Sex Discrimination (Election Candidates) Act 2002 (Childs 2002, 2003). And, in 2005 all the main parties selected more women than in 2001 (see Table 2).

Table 10.2 Women candidates for the main parties, 1992-2005

	
	Conservative
	Labour
	Liberal Democrat

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	1992
	63
	
	138
	
	143
	

	1997
	69
	
	157
	
	140
	

	2001
	92
	
	146
	
	135
	

	2005
	118
	
	166
	
	142
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	


Sources: P. Norris and J. Lovenduski (1995) Political Recruitment Cambridge University Press and The British Parliamentary Constituency Database, 1992-2005.
Eschewing equality guarantees, the Conservatives went into the selection process confident that their revised procedures, in particular a new ‘objective’ test for six skills (communication, intellectual skills, relating to people, leadership and motivation, resilience, and drive and conviction), along with introduction of innovative selection mechanisms in some seats (open and closed primaries – where the selectorate extends beyond members of local associations, and the city seats initiative (CSI) where teams of candidates campaign city-wide) would prove particularly effective in selecting greater numbers of women candidates.  This was, indeed, the case: 16 of the 30 city seats selected women and equal numbers of the eight primaries selected male and female candidates. None of these women were, however, elected. To put it crudely, too many Conservative women candidates were selected for un-winnable seats. 

In contrast, the return of 10 women Liberal Democrat MPs, looks, at least initially, to prove the party’s own AWS-skeptics right: in their absence the party doubled its representation. Yet there was a sex quota operating at the shortlisting stage: subject to there being a sufficient number of applicants of each sex, shortlists of three or four had to include at least one member of each sex, and shortlists of five or six had to include at least two. It is possible that this rule caused local parties to both consider and select greater numbers of women candidates in winnable seats. However, three of the returned Liberal Democrat women MPs were arguably unexpected gains – Solihull, Falmouth and Cambourne, and Hornsey and Wood Green
 and it will not be until the next election before it is clear whether the party’s successes in 2005 are indicative of a wider acceptance of the selection of women candidates in Liberal Democrat held and winnable seats.  Labour’s successes also put Liberal Democrat gains into perspective.

Nine sitting Labour women MPs were defeated at the election out of a total of 47 losses, with Oona King the most high profile.
 In Bethnal Green and Bow, George Galloway overturned her 10,000 plus majority on an anti-Iraq war platform. Nonetheless, the re-adoption of AWS by Labour prevented a fall in the number and percentage of women MPs in the face of a swing against it. Importantly, and because they were not expecting to win any new seats, sitting Labour MPs were asked to inform the Party of their intention not to contest the 2005 election before December 2002. If too few of these constituencies volunteered to use an AWS the NEC would impose them in at least 50 percent of these early retirement seats. ‘Late’ retirements would be automatically declared AWS except in special circumstances. At the election 23 of the 30 women selected on AWS were returned to Parliament. This means that just over half of all Labour’s women MPs in the current Parliament were elected on the basis of AWS, either in 1997 or 2005. 

In addition to their undoubted success, there are two key stories about Labour’s AWS in 2005. The first is the failure of Maggie Jones to win the safe seat of Blaenau Gwent; the second is the failure of any Black or Minority Ethnic women to be selected via AWS. Blaenau Gwent saw a swing of 49% to the ex-Labour Assembly Member, Peter Law, who stood on an explicit anti-AWS ticket, overturning a 19,000 majority: ‘This is what you get’, he said, ‘when you don’t listen to people’ (Guardian May 6 2005). While Welsh hostility to equality guarantees was evident in 1997 and 1999, and another Welsh AWS seat (Preseli) was lost in 2005 there was little evidence of wider anti-AWS sentiment. The enormity of Law’s swing suggests that there was probably something more than a simple anti-AWS factor at work in Blaenau Gwent. While it might have been expected that local members would transfer their vote to Law, it is less convincing that thousands of Labour voters were conscious of, and sufficiently troubled by, AWS to do the same. It is likely that wider anti-New Labour feelings, as well as a perception that Maggie Jones was an outsider and had been imposed by the party hierarchy, were also factors. John Prescott’s retort to a local reporter that he was ‘amateur’ and should ‘bugger off’, arguably, did not help either.

The behaviour of the Blaenau Gwent constituency party also suggests an attempt to subvert the AWS policy. Law and his supporters claim that they ‘thought they had had an assurance that an AWS would not be imposed’ because the sitting MP announced his intention to retire before December 2002, whereas the rules makes clear that 50 percent of early retirements would be so designated (Telegraph 7 May 2005). Furthermore, though local members criticized AWS for creating an ‘earldom’ for Maggie Jones (Telegraph 5 May 2005) ‘many in the constituency believed’ that Peter Law had earned the right to stand’ (Mirror 6 May 2005). 

The experience of Dawn Butler – unsuccessful in West Ham (AWS) but successful in the open, but, by default, all black shortlist for Brent South – highlights the difficulty Black and Minority Ethnic (BME) women faced in getting selected on AWS. This difficulty might reflect the Party’s informal decision to locate AWS predominantly in constituencies without significant BME populations, suggesting a lack of local supply - although this was definitely not the case in West Ham. But, it also looks like a question of party demand, with BME women facing selectorate discrimination. A Black, female, West Ham party member, claims that Black and Asian Male councillors had ‘sabotaged’ Butler’s campaign (Guardian 25 February 2005). With the defeat of Oona King, Labour is left again with only two Black women MPs: Dawn Butler and Diane Abbott. 

In the aftermath of the election, the Labour Party will revisit the issue of its selection procedures, although at this stage, it seems that their commitment to positive action has not been shaken.
 If past form is also an indicator it is likely that Labour’s women MPs would also come out publicly to defend AWS. Supporters of AWS should also consider whether it is time for hybrid ‘women and BME shortlists’ to ensure greater numbers of women, both white and BME, as well as BME male MPs (Guardian 23 February 2005; Guardian 25 February 2005).
A Feminist Reading of the Manifestos:

Comparing the three main political parties 2005 party manifestos is complicated by the different formats they took. Labour’s 112 page book presented detailed accounts of Labour’s second term and its proposals for a third term, and took more than an hour to read. In contrast the Conservative’s A4, 28-page brochure-style manifesto had eight pages devoted to large print, handwritten, single statements, while on other pages there were numerous colour photographs. It took less than 20 minutes to read. Different again, the Liberal Democrat’s manifesto repeated it’s 2001 format – a tabloid size newspaper with detailed policy statements accompanied by the respective party spokespeople’s photos, profiles and views. It took some 40 minutes to read. Both the Liberal Democrats and Labour produced manifestos for women, downloadable from their websites, although neither were much more extensive or detailed than their full manifestos.

The Fawcett Society’s ‘Make your Mark. Use your Vote!’ guide
 identified key questions that women should ask of the political parties, and formed the basis of this reading of the manifestos: 

· What will you do to close the pay gap between women and men?

· How will you provide affordable childcare for all? How will you support mothers and fathers who want to stay at home with children?

· How will you make employment more flexible so that women and men can be equal partners at work and at home?

· Will you introduce state pensions that recognize the value of caring for family?

· How will you reward unpaid carers for the important work they do?

· How will you tackle violence against women and ensure victims get justice and support? How will you ensure that women offenders are given sentences that fit their crimes and help the wider community?

· How will you reform our education system to ensure that girls and women fulfill their true academic and professional potential?

· What will you do to help the poorest women in our society escape poverty?

· How will you provide effective health services for women’s specific needs?

· How will you ensure women feel safe on public transport? How will you tackle bogus minicab drivers who target women?

· How is your party ensuring women reach the top in business and public life?

· How will your policies help women in other countries who are suffering because of war, disaster and violence?

It is clear that many of these questions are simply not addressed by all of the party manifestos, as Table 3 shows.  

Table x. 3 Analysis of Manifesto Policy Commitments

	
	Labour
	Conservative
	Liberal Democrats

	Maternity leave/pay
	9 months maternity leave by 2007 (worth extra £1400)

one year maternity leave by end of 2005 Parliament

Consultation on option of shared parental leave
	Flexible maternity pay – either 9 or 6 months.
	Raise maternity pay from £102 to £170 for first 6 months

	Equal pay
	Take further action to narrow the pay and promotion gap

The Women and Work Commission will report to the PM ‘later this year’
	
	

	Equal Opportunities
	Introduce duty on public bodies to promote quality of opportunity between women and men

Establish Commission on Equality and Human Rights

Single Equality Act
	
	Single Equality Act

	Domestic Violence
	Expand specialist courts and specialist advocates
	
	

	Health 
	Faster test results for cervical smears.

Choice over where/how women have their babies/pain relief

Every woman to be supported by a personal midwife
	
	End age discrimination that prevents older women from receiving routine breast cancer screening

	Pensions
	2nd Pensions Commission Report due Autumn 2005 that ‘must address the disadvantages faced by women’ 
	
	Citizen’s pension (for over 75s) based on residency rather than national insurance contributions 



	Childcare
	By 2010, 3,500 Sure Start Centres

Increased rights to free part-time nursery provision (rising to 20 hours in longer term)

Tax credit for nannies/au pairs 

Consultation on extending rights to flexible working for older parents
	Families receiving working tax credit will receive up to £50 per week for under 5s childcare, including familial childcare
	

	Politics
	All women shortlists
	
	Proportional Representation to better reflect ‘diversity’

	Sexuality
	Committed to improving the rights/opportunities of gays and lesbians
	
	Equality Act will ensure fairness for same sex couples in pension arrangements


With the least comprehensive of the three manifestos, the Conservative Party trail in third place with their coverage of gender equality concerns. In his foreword Michael Howard states that ‘to be treated equally is a birthright, and that discrimination is wrong’. And he goes on to state that a Conservative government will govern in the interests of everyone in our society - ‘black or white, young or old, straight or gay, rural or urban, rich or poor’. Unfortunately, women seem to be missing. Women are addressed in terms of the party’s maternity and childcare provision – with women having a choice of receiving maternity leave over 6 or 9 months and receiving financial support for familial as well as formal childcare, although there is little specific detail. Women are also depicted as victims of crime – a series of photographs show a woman having her handbag snatched – and as matrons being brought back to ‘deliver clean and infection-free wards’. Beyond this, though, there is very little. Indeed, the party’s discussion of education policy includes a commitment to ‘root out political correctness’, a use of language that might suggest the party is hostile towards feminist analysis of educational provision. 

Women were more central to the Liberal Democrat’s manifesto, particular older women. Kennedy’s foreword addresses women’s pensions explicitly: ‘it’s time we redressed the scandalous discrimination against women in the state pension system’. Their citizen’s pension would, in contrast, ‘provide women who have spent their time caring for children and elderly parents a pension in their own right’. 

The party’s mini-manifesto for women presents a list of the ‘top 5’ Liberal Democrat policies for women: 

1) Maternity income guarantee 

2) Citizen’s pension 

3) Abolition of tuition fees

4) Free personal care for the elderly 

5) Childcare

In this document the gendered impact of policies, using a distinctly feminist language of discrimination/equality, is more explicitly stated. For example, a link is made between women’s unequal pay and the cost of University tuition and top-up fees – ‘unequal pay makes student debt harder on women, with female graduates earning on average 15 percent less than their male counterparts at the age of 24’. The discussion of pensions emphasizes that two-thirds of the 2.2 million poor pensioners are women. It also emphasizes that those who would benefit most from free personal care would be women, and claims that the party would ‘take immediate steps to alert women’ who paid the reduced ‘married women’s national insurance rate’ and allow women to pay back NI contributions. Similarly, there is recognition of the gendered patterns of poverty and employment – with many women working part-time, for low wages, and as homeworkers. These insights provide the basis upon which the party intends to tackle discrimination in the workplace, through providing: a maternity income guarantee; a comprehensive Equality Act; a requirement of certain (unspecified) employers to address EO/equal pay issues; an extension of  ‘appropriate’ (again, unspecified) workplace protection to homeworkers; the establishment of an annual review of the minimum wage; a voluntary code against inadvertent discrimination drawn up by CBI, FSB, TUC; and the encouragement of good practice through the publication of employers’ diversity strategies and measures.

In respect of women’s reproductive health, the Liberal Democrat’s are committed to ensuring that all contraceptive options are available in all GP surgeries; providing free condoms in GPs surgeries and other sexual health services; and improving access to emergency contraception. Regarding crime, the party again recognizes the gendered nature of crime – by noting women’s greater fear of crime – and suggests that their policy of more police will reduce this fear. There is, notably, no discussion of domestic violence or rape.

The Liberal Democrat’s manifesto feminist rating relative to the other main parties is impressive. But, another reading of the Liberal Democrat main manifesto reveals one of the party’s historic problems; its lack of women MPs. In contrast to the prominence of the party’s shadow spokesmen (with photographs and accompanying statements mostly in the same place on each page) there are only two photographs of current women MPs. And both Sandra Gidley and Sue Doughty are given smaller space and less formally presented. They are also, along with Baroness Shirley Williams, on the same double-page spread. 

Labour’s general appeal to women in the 2005 election was unquestionably on the basis of its package of policies related to ‘hard working families’. These included: family tax credits, Sure Start, Child Trust Funds, the expansion of child care provision, and the reduction of child poverty. Looking more closely at the party’s record for women (something which their manifesto format allowed), the manifesto emphasized the extension of maternity leave from 14 to 26 weeks and the ‘doubling’ of maternity pay; stressed how its Pension credit had particularly benefited women; highlighted parents right to request flexible working arrangements; the ‘tailored help’ for lone parents; and the various childcare policies that they claim have improved the work/life balance. They also, in bold print, state that the Conservatives opposed their improvements in maternity and paternity pay and the introduction of flexible working rights. The manifesto also stresses legislative changes that advance lesbian women’s opportunities and rights, namely, civil partnerships, the repeal of Section 28 and reform of sexual offences legislation. 


Labour’s discussion of maternity, paternity and parental leave, while quite detailed, is not accompanied by specific and guaranteed commitments: there is much talk of consultation and aims. Furthermore, the party acknowledges that there is a ‘need to balance the needs of parents and carers, with those of employers, especially small businesses’ – suggesting that the party’s intentions may be constrained, for example, by limiting regulations to only certain kinds of employers. The right to request flexible working is, in the same vein, not the same as a right to flexible working; a goal or target is not a guarantee. 

The party’s ‘What is Labour Doing for…Women?’ web page repeats many of the same points made in the main manifesto. There is a little more detail on the impact of the minimum wage on women and in respect of the ‘most radical overhaul’ of domestic violence legislation’. But, the material is not a detailed supplement. It also makes reference to women’s multiple roles - as mothers, pensioners, students, workers, taxpayers, patients, victims of crime, mortgage payers and the majority of those working in and using our public services. Nonetheless, the Labour party’s literature overall has a tendency to equate women with motherhood. 

The Substance of the Election Campaign: So It Wasn’t About Women After All… 

Each of the three main parties took their campaigns to women through the placement of interviews and articles in women’s magazines, newspapers, on daytime television and on the radio. In these forums women’s concerns were addressed at some length: on BBC Woman’s Hour, for example, each of the main party leaders were asked about their views on gender roles, women’s work/life balance, and the representation of women in Parliament. Abortion threatened to turn into a general election issue, although when the campaign proper took over, questions of personality/trust, immigration and asylum, and Iraq dominated.

The furore over abortion was sparked by Michael Howard’s announcement in Cosmopolitan magazine (April) that he supported a reduction in the legal limit from 24 weeks to 20 weeks.
 Claiming that that the current legislation was ‘tantamount’ to ‘abortion on demand’,
 he also claimed (erroneously) to have voted for a reduction to 22 weeks.
 In the same article, Blair made it clear that ‘however much’ he ‘might personally dislike the idea of abortion’ he had no plans to change the law. Charles Kennedy, who had voted for 22 weeks in 1990, said he did not ‘know’ what he would ‘do now’.
 In the following days, first Cardinal Cormac Murphy O’Conner, and then the Archbishop of Canterbury, along with numerous anti-abortionists, weighed into the fray.

In this maelstrom both Howard and Blair quickly agreed that abortion should not be an election issue. Labour women MPs, Tessa Jowell and Harriet Harman, made their views clear: ‘polling day is not a referendum on particular moral issues’ (New Statesman 4 April 2005); a re-elected labour government would not allow an early vote (Guardian 31-03-05). The public too were unimpressed. A YouGov poll found that almost 60 per do not see abortion as an appropriate subject for debate between parties (Cowley New Statesman 28 March 2005). Pro-choice commentators were similarly adamant: ‘this is certainly not a subject for politicians to toss into the brutally knee-jerk arena of a pre-election vote-grabbing’ (Hester Lacey, New Statesman 4 April 05). By this stage it already was: the Daily Mail went into overdrive with a front page, two-thirds full with the headline: ‘ABORTION BECOMES ISSUE IN ELECTION’ (Daily Mail 15 March 2005). Inside, another three pages were devoted to the issue. Anti-abortionists acclaimed the survival rates of babies born at 20, 22 and 24 weeks,
 emphasized the rising number of abortions
, and suggested that women use late abortion as a contraceptive and for lifestyle reasons: ‘Perhaps she feels it would interfere with her career or social life. Perhaps she’s fallen out with the father. Perhaps she’s worried about the effect on her figure’, wrote Amanda Platell (Daily Mail 15-03-05). In contrast, pro-choice commentators reiterated that, rather than being available ‘on demand’, abortion is permitted only with the agreement of two doctors if the mental or physical health of the mother could be endangered by continuing with the pregnancy’.

There is an argument that abortion is a party issue already and should be an election issue (Cowley New Statesman 28 March 2005). When voting on the current legislation in 1990, Parliament divided along party lines: two thirds of Labour MPs compared with just 5 per cent of Conservative MPs voted for the current time limit of 24 weeks; while 64 per cent of Conservative, but only 15 percent of Labour MPs supported 22 weeks (ibid). Newspaper coverage is similarly pro- and anti- in line with the paper’s party political persuasion. Treated historically as an issue of conscience, only the Respect Party committed itself to defend a woman’s right to choose in its manifesto, contra George Galloway’s public position in Bethnal Green (Observer 17-04-05). Howard’s comments on abortion lead him to be accused of using abortion as a ‘dog whistle issue’
 Or, as Zoe Williams put it: ‘it’s merely a signaling device, a way of expressing disapproval to appease conservative opinion (Guardian 15 March 2005) Indeed, David Davis MP (and leadership frontrunner) was quick to state that Mr Howard had been ‘signaling’ that a Conservative government would allow a parliamentary vote on the issue (BBC news online 21 March 2005; Guardian 31 March 2005). 

The Campaign Style: More Handbags Fewer Bayonets?

The Labour’s Party’s first big pre-election campaign launch was an all male affair: Milburn, Brown and Prescott in a ‘sub-Reservoir Dogs’ stroll across a parking lot. It seemed that the party had failed to learn the lessons from the 2001 campaign when it was rebuked by women journalists – Gordon Brown memorably answered a question about women despite being flanked by women MPs. Women journalists again called for Labour to bring women to the forefront of its campaign (Guardian 9 February 2005). These reports also revealed a perception amongst the party’s campaign strategists that some of Labour’s high profile women MPs were ‘too posh’ and that the election campaign was about ‘more than childcare’ ‘(Observer 6 February 2005; Guardian 22 February 2005). Senior women MPs, such as Harriet Harman, Patricia Hewitt and Joan Ruddock, as well as the PLP ‘women’s committee’ made their views clear to the leadership.

The launch of the Labour manifesto itself did see Patricia Hewitt and Ruth Kelly (who was felt to possess a ‘classless air’) prominent in the front row of the two-row stage set. Tony Blair was also ‘doughnutted’ - (encircled) by Margaret Beckett and Tessa Jowell. Yet, in the national campaign women MPs were rarely seen, or when present, they were, in Jackie Ashley’s terms: like ‘a nice bunch of flowers on the kitchen table – decorative, calming and silent’. Patricia Hewitt arguably had the highest profile. She was, for example, brought out to defend the Attorney General on Channel 4 news (28 April 2005), an opportunity she also used to mention women’s concerns about trust and politics.

This is not to say that efforts were not made by male MPs, including the Prime Minister and Gordon Brown, to connect with women voters. This election, Worcester Woman was replaced by ‘sandwich mothers’ – women who had both children and parents to care for. Labour produced a magazine ‘Family Matters’, in the style of a woman’s weekly magazine and participated (along with the other leaders) in interviews in various women’s magazines (Cosmopolitan, Glamour and Vogue, for example). The front page of the Daily Mirror (15 April 2005) had a photograph of Blair with his arms around the shoulders of two female journalists accompanied with the headline ‘Can He Turn Women On’, while on the inside pages, he detailed the party’s position on women’s concerns. Such efforts often met the derision of Labour’s critics (Daily Mail 16 April 2005), not least for patronizing women voters (Daily Mail 28 April 2005). But if, as Jowell states, the aim is to connect with women who are currently disconnected with politics then alternative approaches should be made (NS 4 April 2005; Guardian 9 February 2005).  

Labour’s women were, as a group, determined to campaign for women. Discussions had begun more than a year prior to the election in the PLP women’s committee and both Blair and Milburn attended meetings of that group. Issues of concern to women that the MPs felt should be in the manifesto were identified; they also stressed the importance of women’s presence in the campaign, as well as the need to go out and meet women. There was also a ‘women’s strategy group’ chaired first by Ruth Kelly and then by Jacqui Smith. One campaign, that received little media coverage (other than by women journalists – Jackie Ashley in the Guardian, and Rosemary Bennett in the Times – and on the party’s website), was the ‘women’s bus’. A ‘slightly old white minibus’, funded by the Party, and filled with women MPs, women Ministers (including the Cabinet Ministers, Hewitt and Jowell) and trade unionists visited more than 30 constituencies (Guardian 28 April 2005). One MP felt it produced ‘stunning’ reactions from women, and was convinced that it had encouraged women to vote: connections between what happened in government and women’s lives were much better made, she claimed, when she talked with young women in market places, in playgrounds and outside school gates. To the derision of her critics, Harriet Harman was interviewed in her home by ‘Hello’ magazine (Sunday Times 8 May 05).

The Conservative party, also engaged in ‘women’s campaigning’ although with few high profile women MPs, they relied more heavily on the leader’s wife. Sandra Howard was said to be the ‘ace in his pack’ (Glamour April 2005), just as Ffion Hague had been William’s. Sandra Howard spent half her days with her husband and half the time visiting constituencies with women candidates (Daily Mail 21 April 2005). Michael Howard also engaged in some astute ‘doughnutting’ of his own. At one event in East London (Channel 4 News, 02 May 2005) he was surrounded completely by women, including one Asian and one Black woman. 
Substantively Representing Women in the 2005 Parliament: 

Caveats about the difficulty of proving the causal relationship between women’s descriptive and substantive representation aside (Childs 2004), it definitely looks as though women’s concerns and perspectives were, if not at the heart of the 2001-5 Parliament closer than before – Iraq, notwithstanding. The potential for women MPs to make a feminized difference have long been established, not least because of attitudinal differences between women and men representatives (Lovenduski 1997, 719; Norris and Lovenduski 1989 and 1995; Lovenduski and Norris 2003). Analyses of Labour’s women MPs in the 1997 and 2001 Parliaments have also demonstrated behavioural differences where women have not only feminized the political agenda, through the articulation of women’s concerns and perspectives (Childs and Withey 2004a; Bird 2004), but also feminized legislation. The passage of the Sex Discrimination (Election Candidates) Act (Childs 2002) and the reduction of VAT on sanitary products constitute two such cases (Childs and Withey 2004b).

Analysing the three main parties’ policies put forward for the 2005 election – in their manifesto and policy documents, if not their key campaigning issues – similarly reveals a more feminized political terrain. Issues such as maternity leave, flexible working, a national childcare strategy, citizens pensions and the work/life balance, are concerns over which the parties now compete (Guardian March 4 2005, 1 March 2005).
 As Polly Toynbee argues, the Conservative Party’s manifesto commitments to childcare are ‘one more symbol of how far Labour has shunted the ideological tectonic plates’ (Guardian 30 March 2005). The Conservative modernizer Damian Green MP, made a retrospective recognition of this, just after the election: ‘if we dismiss childcare or the work/life balance as soft issues the we dismiss the main concerns of millions of people, especially women’ (Guardian 7 May 2005).

The increased salience of such issues did not simply fall out of the sky. Rather, it reflects the concerns and actions of Labour women MPs and Ministers over many years, as well as the support of sympathetic male colleagues who have been persuaded by gendered analysis (Toynbee and Walker 2005). Illustrative examples include: Tessa Jowell’s work on Sure Start; Patricia Hewitt’s efforts to extend maternity and paternity rights, rights to flexible working and to achieve equal pay; Margaret Hodge and Harriet Harman’s championing of childcare, and Harriet Harman’s work on domestic violence. 
 

In the new Parliament, all of these women are members of the Government. The six Cabinet Ministers are: Hilary Armstrong, Chief Whip; Margaret Beckett, Environment, Food and Rural Affairs; Patricia Hewitt, Health; Tessa Jowell Culture, media and Sport; Ruth Kelly, Education and Skills; and Lady Amos, Leader of the House of Lords. At the lower levels of government there are another 26 women MPs and Peers
.  Most Departments of State have women ministers, although The Cabinet Office, the Ministry of Defence, the Foreign and Commonwealth Office, the Department for International Development, The Northern Ireland Office, and the Law Officer’s Department are male bastions. Moreover, and in a return to form, the Minister for Women (Parliamentary Under-Secretary), Meg Munn is not to be paid, just like her predecessor in 1997 Joan Ruddock (Guardian 16 May 2005; Childs 2004, 166). To announce this in the same week that the Department of Trade and Industry announced new statistics on the gender pay gap seemed politically inept, in extremis.

Conclusion

The 2005 general election was ultimately dominated by the political parties’ male leadership; women MPs were largely absent. The issues that dominated the election were trust, asylum and immigration, and Iraq; little time was spent contesting the work/life balance, maternity/paternity leave and pay or childcare. The parties’ national campaigns, as well as the mainstream media, were similarly male dominated and macho. Howard repeatedly engaged in name-calling while Blair, according to the masochism strategy, invited the general public to harangue him. The Daily Mail may have called on voters to give Blair ‘a bloody nose’,
 but the example, par excellence, was the alpha-male, Jeremy Paxman, subjecting Kennedy, Howard and Blair to a 30-minute grilling on prime time BBC TV. 

In contrast, women’s concerns remained marginal and very much the province of women journalists. Nonetheless, these issues are becoming part of the mainstream political agenda, not least because of their impact on Britain’s economic performance. They are also likely to become more central to party competition because of the pro-Labour gender gap in women’s voting (Campbell and Lovenduski 2005). Despite extensive, and rightly criticized (Zoe Williams, New Statesman 4 April 2005, Guardian 22 February 2005), talk of ‘betrayed lovers’ and the ‘seven-year-itch’, women did not desert Labour (Mortimore, 2005, 80): 38 per cent of women voted Labour compared to 34 per cent of men; 32 percent of women voted Conservative compared to 34 percent of men and 22 percent of women voted Liberal Democrat compared to 23 per cent of men (Observer 8 May 2005). It seems that women were persuaded by the Government’s record on the domestic agenda, not least its family policies, and left unimpressed by the Conservative campaign (Guardian 7 May 2005).
 

With women MPs constituting less than 20 per cent of the House of Commons, the 2005 Parliament remains an overwhelmingly male (and white) space. Despite all the main parties being committed to increasing the numbers of women MPs aspirant women candidates find themselves at the mercy of party selectorates who, in the absence of an artificially created demand, continue to show a preference for the male body. Without cross-party use of equality guarantees – only the Labour Party took up the new opportunities provided by the Sex Discrimination (Election Candidates) Act 2002 and reintroduced AWS – it was always going to be hard for there to be a significant improvement in the numbers of women elected at an election that would see a swing away from the only party that was using them. Any losses of women MPs on Labour’s side would need to have been filled by the Conservatives and the Liberal Democrats. In this sense, it could have been a lot worse: Labour’s 98 returned women MPs represents an important defence of the gains made in 1997. 

In the future, long-held, and in some cases, heartfelt, opposition to equality guarantees may need to be reconsidered. They may not be ‘fair’, they may grate against liberal principles, they may, as critics claim, cast aspersions on the merit of the women elected, but one thing can not be denied, AWS – measures that guarantee women’s election – work, and work quickly. The sunset clause which causes the provisions the 2002 Act ‘to expire at the end of 2015’ unless Parliament passes a statutory instrument, suggests that supporters of equality guarantees in all parties need to act soon (May 2004; Childs 2003).  They will also need to address the failure of all parties to select (via AWS or not), and get elected, a more diverse group of women MPs.  
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� This paper draws on research undertaken with Joni Lovenduski and Rosie Campbell, as part of the British Representation Study 2005, funded by Nuffield (SGS/01180/G). 


� Conservative Central Office Official. For a full description of party selection processes see Childs, Campbell and Lovenduski (2005).


� This figure includes Sylvia Heal, First Deputy Chairman of Ways and Means.


� This figure does not include the constituency of South Staffordshire where the election was suspended due to the death of the Liberal Democrat candidate.


� Vallance 1979, 48-5; Lovenduski and Norris 1989 546-7; Shepherd-Robinson and Lovenduski 2002, 11-12, 24-25; Norris and Lovenduski 1989, 94.


� David Cutts and Ed Fieldhouse.


� The others were: Melanie Johnson, Linda Perham, Helen Clark, Barbara Roche, Candy Atherton, and Anne Campbell and Valerie Davey, Lorna Fitzsimmons.


� Two Labour party officials. 


� Available at � HYPERLINK "http://www.fawcett.org.uk" ��www.fawcett.org.uk�


� This table was drawn up independently of the Fawcett Society whose analysis included additional material (� HYPERLINK "http://www.fawcett.org.uk" ��www.fawcett.org.uk�).  


� See also Glamour (April 2005).


� The Mail on Sunday (May 1 2005) argued on the basis of the time limit that British abortion laws are ‘among the most liberal in Europe’. 


� BBC news online 20-03-05; Guardian 18-05-05; www.revolts.co.uk.


� Zoe Williams states: ‘I don’t know’ is not an answer and its certainly not one you would dare to give to any other question’ (Guardian 15 March 05).


� The Express (May 2 2005) claims that babies born at 24 weeks have 40 per cent chance of living, although the Sunday Times (17 April 2005) says that many of these will ‘develop disabilities’. The Times (23 April 2005) suggest that ‘hardly any babies born before 24 weeks leave hospital’.


� In 2003 there were 181, 582 abortions, a rise of 3.2 percent from 2002 and 15 per cent since 1993 (Daily Mail 16 May 2005).


� Sunday Times 20 March 2005; NS 4 April 2005.


� Guardian 18 March 2005; Independent on Sunday 24 April 2005; Sunday Mirror 27 March 2005.The Guardian  and the Times (27 April 2005) reported that Mark Textor, an associate of Lynton Crosby, the Conservatives election guru, had paid £34,000 in damages to an Australian female Labour candidate when telephone canvassers had suggested that she supported abortion at 36 weeks. 


� Mary Riddell New Statesman (4 April 2005).


� Senior male political editors attended related press conferences (Guardian 1 March 2005).


� This list should not be taken as exhaustive. 


� Just two women, Caroline Spelman and Theresa May, are members of the 22 strong Shadow Cabinet. 


� Cherie Blair was reported to have called on voters to ‘Give George Galloway a bloody nose’ (Times 13 April 2005).


� Comprehensive analysis awaits the publication of the British Election Study (BES) 2005, University of Essex.
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