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In Hollande’s new government, women have half the jobs, but
less real power than under Sarkozy.

May 22 2012

Many commentators have praised France’s new president Frangois Hollande for appointing
half of his cabinet and government’s posts to women. However, Rainbow Murray argues that
these appointments are actually less favourable to women than the first Sarkozy government
in 2007; most of the key ministerial posts have been given to men.

Last week, the newly elected French president Frangois Hollande unveiled France’s first
parity government. Women now hold nine out of eighteen cabinet posts (excluding the (male)
prime minister), and 17 out of a total of 34 government posts. This landmark moment comes
in the wake of several unfulfilled promises of political parity in France. However, while there is
much to be welcomed, the portfolios allocated to women demonstrate that French women still do not enjoy
political equality with men.

France first passed a parity law in 2000, requiring all French parties to field equal numbers of men and
women to most elections. The law has led to significant improvements in women’s representation in local
politics, but has been thwarted repeatedly at the national level, with parties placing women in unwinnable
seats and, in some cases, sacrificing millions of euros in state subsidies rather than selecting more women
candidates. As a result, the French National Assembly still only has 18.5% women MPs, although this is likely
to rise sharply in June’s parliamentary elections.

Meanwhile, the French government has been an anomaly, in that it has frequently contained a higher
proportion of women than the National Assembly. This is because the president can appoint women
ministers from outside parliament. Although these nominations may appear progressive, many of these
women do not have strong power bases of their own, and are therefore dependent on the “fait du prince”, or
presidential patronage, which can be used to ensure their loyalty and submission. An early example came in
1995, following the election of President Jacques Chirac. Chirac’s prime minister, Alain Juppé, appointed
twelve women to the government. These women were nicknamed “Juppettes” — a patronising play on
Juppé’s name that means “short skirts”. Within six months, eight of these women had been sacked.

More recently, Nicolas Sarkozy — who ran against a woman candidate (Ségoléne Royal) in 2007 — promised
to appoint a parity government if elected. His first cabinet of 15 ministers included seven women, although
the wider government was only one-third female. Ministers included a few political heavyweights such as
Micheéle Alliot-Marie (Defence) and Roselyne Bachelot-Narquin (Health), but also some relative newcomes
such as Rachida Dati (Justice) and Christine Lagarde (Finance). As Sarkozy’s presidency progressed, the
number of women in government steadily dwindled, especially in the more prominent positions.

It is therefore understandable that Hollande’s promise of a parity government was met with some cynicism,
especially after he admitted during the campaign that women might not “have the same responsibilities”. He
was true to his word in every sense — women got half the jobs, but a much smaller fraction of the power. He
nominated a loyal man, Jean-Marc Ayrault, to be prime minister rather than the more senior, prominent and
popular choice, Martine Aubry. Aubry is the party leader and was Hollande’s closest rival for the presidential
primary after the fall of Dominique Strauss-Kahn. Aubry’s loyal support to Hollande’s campaign went
unrewarded, and her refusal to play second fiddle to Ayrault resulted in her omission from the government
altogether. Nor did the other most senior woman, Ségoléne Royal, get a ministerial post. Instead, the
position of Justice Minister went to Christiane Taubira, a relative outsider and a candidate in the 2002
presidential election for the Radical Left Party.

All other key ministerial posts, including Foreign Affairs, Finance, Interior, Defence, Work and Employment,
Education, and Industry, went to men. Women found themselves in the less prestigious, powerful and more
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stereotypically “feminine” posts such as Social Affairs and Health, Culture and Communication, Senior
Citizens, Families, and Disabled People. In this respect, the first Hollande government is actually less
favourable for women than the first Sarkozy government in 2007. One consolation was the revival of a fully-
fledged Women’s Ministry for the first time since 1986, with its minister, Najat Vallaud-Belkacem, sitting in
cabinet. Recent research by Conor Little indicates that the posts given to Socialist women were, on average,
half as powerful as those going to Socialist men.

How does France compare to her neighbours? France is not the first country to have a parity government;
Zapatero introduced parity governments in Spain, including several women in senior posts, while Nordic
countries have long had high levels of women in government. As the figure below shows, in 2010, the
percentage of women in governments was 57% (Switzerland), 55% (Finland), 50% (Norway), 47% (Denmark,
Spain), and 46% (Sweden). In contrast, the UK is a poor performer. Only 17% of its cabinet is female, with
five women and 24 men. Only one woman, Theresa May (Home Secretary), holds a senior position, while
Baroness Warsi has no ministerial portfolio. A similar gendered pattern is present in Germany, even though
the Chancellor, Angela Merkel, is a woman, as is the Justice Minister, Sabine Leutheusser-Schnarrenberger.
Yet most senior ministers are men, with women holding the stereotypical posts of Family Affairs, Education,
and Social Affairs. France is symptomatic of a wider problem faced by women at the executive level.

Figure1 — Percentage of women in European cabinets

Source: Caramani et al 2011

Overall, France is getting ever
closer to its promise of
political parity. Unfortunately
for women, however, political
equality is somewhat further
out of reach, with gender
stereotypes still rife and the
balance of power tipped firmly
in favour of men.
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