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ABSTRACT. Objective/context: This article examines attitudes towards gender 
quotas by right-wing leadership in Chile and assesses gender gaps in supporting 
affirmative action. Methodology: The study uses original data from a survey of 
leaders of Chile Vamos, a right-wing political alliance in Chile. A series of logistic 
models with finite-sample corrections are estimated to examine the attitudes 
of right-wing leaders towards gender quotas and support for affirmative action 
policies. The models control for various demographic and political factors that may 
affect attitudes towards affirmative action. Conclusions: The findings for right-wing 
women in Chile are similar to those for Northern democracies. Right-wing elites 
show a significant gender gap on issues related to affirmative action and gender 
equality. Right-wing women are more likely to support affirmative action policies 
than their male counterparts. Originality: Quotas increase women’s autonomy and 
recognize that women are historically disadvantaged. The findings of this article 
support the importance of descriptive representation to the extent that attitudes of 
right-wing women differ significantly on issues close to their gender.

KEYWORDS: Chile; gender gap; gender quotas; political parties.

Las mujeres solo quieren cuotas: la brecha de género en la 
acción afirmativa en la derecha chilena

RESUMEN. Objetivo/contexto: este artículo analiza las actitudes hacia las cuotas  
de género entre los líderes de la derecha en Chile y evalúa la existencia de brechas de 
género en el apoyo a las acciones afirmativas. Metodología: este estudio usa datos 
originales de una encuesta de líderes de la coalición política de derecha Chile Vamos. 
Se estima una serie de modelos logísticos con corrección para muestras finitas con el 
fin de examinar las actitudes de los líderes de la derecha hacia las cuotas de género 
y el apoyo a las políticas de acción afirmativa. Los modelos controlan por varios 

https://doi.org/10.7440/colombiaint115.2023.02
https://doi.org/10.7440/colombiaint115.2023.02


26

Colomb. int. 115 • issn 0121-5612 • e-issn 1900-6004  
Julio-septiembre 2023 • pp. 25-55 • https://doi.org/10.7440/colombiaint115.2023.02

factores demográficos y políticos que pueden afectar las actitudes hacia la acción 
afirmativa. Conclusiones: los resultados para las mujeres de derecha en Chile son 
similares a los resultados para las democracias del Norte. Las élites de derecha 
tienen una brecha de género significativa en temas relacionados con la acción 
afirmativa y la equidad de género. Las mujeres de derecha son más propensas a 
apoyar las políticas de acción afirmativa que sus pares masculinos. Originalidad: 
las cuotas aumentan la autonomía de las mujeres y reconocen que las mujeres son 
un grupo históricamente desfavorecido. Los hallazgos de este artículo respaldan la 
importancia de la representación descriptiva en la medida que las preferencias de 
las mujeres de derecha difieren significativamente en temas cercanos a los intereses 
de su género.

PALABRAS CLAVE: brechas de género; Chile; cuotas de género; partidos políticos.

As mulheres somente querem cotas: a lacuna de gênero na 
ação afirmativa na direita chilena

RESUMO. Objetivo/contexto: neste artigo, são analisadas as atitudes sobre as cotas 
de gênero das lideranças de direita no Chile e é avaliada a existência de lacunas de 
gênero no apoio às ações afirmativas. Metodologia: este estudo usa dados originais 
de uma pesquisa com líderes da coalizão política de direita Chile Vamos. Uma 
série de modelos logísticos é estimada com correção para amostras finitas para 
examinar as atitudes dos líderes da direita em relação às cotas de gênero e o apoio 
às políticas de ação afirmativa. Os modelos são controlados por vários fatores 
demográficos e políticos que podem afetar as atitudes quanto à ação afirmativa. 
Conclusões: os achados para as mulheres de direita no Chile são semelhantes aos 
resultados das democracias do Norte. As elites de direita têm uma lacuna de gênero 
significativa em temas relacionados com a ação afirmativa e a igualdade de gênero. 
As mulheres de direita são mais propensas a apoiar as políticas de ação afirmativa 
do que seus pares masculinos. Originalidade: as cotas aumentam a autonomia das 
mulheres e reconhecem que elas são um grupo historicamente desfavorecido. Os 
achados deste artigo apoiam a importância da representação descritiva na medida 
em que as preferências das mulheres de direita diferem significativamente em 
questões próximas aos interesses de seu gênero.

PALAVRAS-CHAVE: Chile; cotas de gênero; lacunas de gênero; partidos políticos.

Introduction

Chile presents an interesting paradox. In 2021, it made worldwide headlines for 
electing the first Constitutional Assembly with an equal number of men and wom-
en delegates. However, it is among the latest Latin American countries to incor-
porate affirmative action for women in the national legislature. Chilean elites were 
very reluctant to address the issue of women’s subrepresentation. From 1991 to 2015, 
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when Argentina debuted its legislative gender quotas at the national level, seven-
teen Latin American countries enacted either gender quota systems or parity laws 
(Archenti and Tula 2017). In 2015, amidst a reform that overhauled the electoral 
system in place since Augusto Pinochet’s dictatorship, the center-left government 
and women’s rights activists were able to include the prohibition for political 
parties of running over 60 % of candidacies of the same gender to have their 
lists registered. The reform was pushed by President Michelle Bachelet during 
her second administration (2014-2018) and resisted by the center-right coalition 
in Congress. This resistance is hardly surprising, given that gender issues have 
frequently been part of a leftist agenda (Caul 1999), but also due to the scarce 
presence of women in both legislative chambers.1

In 2013, Michelle Bachelet ran against Evelyn Matthei, the presidential 
candidate of the then-incumbent right-wing government coalition. Ms. Matthei 
explicitly underlined her opposition to gender quotas during the campaign: “I 
do not believe in a quota law that requires women to be included in the ballots 
regardless of their abilities. It is more important that there is the freedom to 
choose among those who think like us and give incentives to overcome existing 
barriers rather than having candidates imposed because of their gender.”2

Without incentives to foster women’s political representation, the Chilean 
Congress was among the chambers with fewer women parliamentarians in 
Latin America. Until the 2017 elections, the inaugural contests for gender quota, 
women represented less than 16 % of both the Senate and the Lower House.3 In 
congressional committees where the electoral reform was debated, difference 
between men vs. women parliamentarians was abysmal. In the Committee on 
Constitutional Affairs, there was only one congresswoman out of thirteen mem-
bers, and the Committee on Financial Affairs had an all-male composition. The 
balance of power among genders was similar in the Senate; all-male senators sit 
on the Committee on Constitutional Affairs and the Committee on Financial 

1	 In Latin America, it is not so clear-cut that left governments strengthened legislated quota 
provisions (Funk et al. 2017).

2	 Evelyn Matthei was a national deputy (1990-1992, 1994-1998), a national senator (1998-2011), 
Ministry of Labor in the conservative government (2011-2013), and the presidential candidate 
from the right in 2013; she is currently the mayor of Providencia (since 2016). The quote is from 
an interview published in a national newspaper (La Tercera 2013).

3	 Chile was at the 129th position in the percentage of women legislators, right after Libya and 
Uzbekistan. Data from the Inter-Parliamentary Union for December 2017, http://archive.ipu.
org/wmn-e/arc/classif011017.htm.

http://archive.ipu.org/wmn-e/arc/classif011017.htm
http://archive.ipu.org/wmn-e/arc/classif011017.htm
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Affairs. Once the bill reached the floor, the government coalition fully supported 
the presidential proposal.4

Women from right-wing parties are faced with contradictory expectations 
for being women, on the one hand, and for espousing a conservative ideology, 
on the other. Comparative evidence has shown, however, that attitudes about 
gender quotas are subject to a gender gap that transcends the ideological divide. 
In the United Kingdom, a study finds that party lines explain attitudes on free-
market issues among women and men politicians. Nevertheless, this does not 
hold for positions on values related to women’s interests, such as affirmative 
action. In fact, “significant differences between women and men politicians, 
and differences that are consistently found within each of the major parties. The 
results confirm that on the scales concerning support for equal opportunities 
and affirmative action there are strong and significant gender differences among 
Conservative, Labour and Liberal Democrat politicians” (Norris and Lovenduski 
2003, 95). Even more, the authors uncover that Conservative women are slightly 
more in favor of affirmative action than male Labor politicians.

In Latin America, where populist politics, movements, and leaders tend to 
erase the explanatory power of the left-right divide (Mudde and Rovira Kaltwasser 
2017; Ostiguy 2017), Chile stands as one of the few countries with a more ideolog-
ical party system in traditional terms, at least at the national level (Siavelis 2014). 
Thus, in a context of high party discipline and political organizations divided 
along ideological lines, conservative party elites are expected to display a homog-
enous position on most political issues. Following the above-cited findings of 
Norris and Lovenduski (2003), I investigate whether conservative Chilean party 
elites shared a similar stance on legislative gender quotas. Using original data 
from a representative survey of center-right party elites at the national, regional, 
and local levels, I estimate whether right-wing men and women leaders share 
attitudes vis-à-vis legislative gender quotas. My findings for Chile resemble those 
in the United Kingdom.

The shift in perspective among right-wing women regarding gender quo-
tas sheds light on the paradox between the challenging path to implementing 
quotas from 2015-2017 and the swift adoption of gender parity for the 2021 con-
stitutional delegates. In five years, Chile passed from a weak quota system to a 
full-fledged Constitutional Assembly in which half of its members were women 

4	 See “Historia de la Ley Nº20.840,” Biblioteca del Congreso Nacional de Chile, www.bcn.cl/
historiadelaley.

http://www.bcn.cl/historiadelaley
http://www.bcn.cl/historiadelaley
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(Suárez-Cao 2021). Following the social uprising of October 2019,5 the demands 
of many protesters revealed the limitations of Dictator Augusto Pinochet’s consti-
tution as an “institutional straitjacket” that hindered many popular demands for 
reforms (Heiss 2020; Piscopo and Siavelis 2021, 45). Because of these constraints, 
the idea that only a new constitution could achieve actual social development 
gained strength.

Even though the proposal to change the constitution has been present in 
Chilean politics for the past decade (Escudero 2021), it took off after the 2019 
social uprising. Civil society organizations, social movements, academics, and 
experts mobilized to change the electoral rules for constitutional delegates to 
include independent candidate lists, reserved seats for indigenous peoples, and 
gender parity. This latter was achieved thanks to two conditions: (i) the insuffi-
cient quota system in place for legislative elections and (ii) a coalition of female 
deputies from left to center-right that pushed for it (Suárez-Cao 2023).

These center-right women deputies challenged their government, which 
opposed gender parity, and many of their male party colleagues. My argument is 
that the change in attitude can be attributed to a gender gap within conservative 
party elites in Chile. Through my research, I found that women leaders on the 
right in Chile have consistently and significantly supported legislative quotas 
since 2015, regardless of their individual traits and perceptions on party issues. 
This level of support marks a significant departure from the past few decades, 
during which influential women from conservative parties were opposed to 
affirmative action.

The argument develops as follows. The next section engages with the 
literature on descriptive representation and gender quotas. It also deals with 
comparative findings about conservative elites and women’s interests. The third 
section concentrates on a brief history of women and politics in Chile. The 
fourth section displays the results of a series of logistic regressions with a finite-
sample correction to tap into the determinants of conservative party elites’ 
support of legislative gender quotas. The results highlight a gender gap among 
conservative elites to support affirmative action in electoral politics. The final 
section concludes and delineates the avenues for future research.

5	 After a week of high school students protesting against rising subway fares, subway stations 
closed early to prevent a massive bypass protest. This led to the collapse of the capital’s bus 
system and many streets and avenues. Clashes between rioters and the police ensued, and 
people responded spontaneously with deafening cacerolazos (pot hammers), barricades, and 
arson of more than 20 train stations. Protests quickly spread to all major cities across the 
country (El Mostrador 2019).
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1.	 Women in Politics: Presence and Interests

Representation is a defining element in contemporary democracies (Urbinati 
2012). Amidst the crisis of representation (Manin 1997), the politics of ideas is 
not enough to meaningfully link citizenry with the political system.6 However, 
amidst contemporary discredit and citizen distrust of political parties, historically 
underrepresented groups started to demand the right to be present in democratic 
institutions (Phillips 1995). These claims for descriptive representation, in which 
“representatives are in their persons and lives in some sense typical of the larger 
class of persons whom they represent” (Mansbridge 1999, 629), are a way to make 
citizens visible when the politics of ideas do not convey their interests.

Descriptive representation, then, deals with the importance of the politics 
of presence (Phillips 1995). As argued by Phillips, “liberal democracy makes its 
neat equations between democracy and representation, democracy and universal 
suffrage, but asks us to consider as irrelevant the composition of our elected 
assemblies” (2003, 354). This situation needs to be corrected by including women 
and other underrepresented groups. Not only is descriptive representation a 
goal in any democratic society,7 but also because the literature has shown that it 
impacts the legitimacy of the political system and the representation of substan-
tive interests.8

The political system’s legitimacy increases when significant numbers of 
women participate in politics and when they are visible and competitive (Atkinson 
2003). More women in legislatures are associated with higher levels of trust in 
the political system declared by citizens regardless of gender (Schwindt-Bayer and 
Mishler 2005). In sum, democratic legitimacy benefits from institutions where 
women are not grossly underrepresented (Hill 2011; Norris 2002).

However, when political party agendas do not include substantive inter-
ests, such as most women’s issues, descriptive representation helps bring them 
to the floor. In fact, “particularly on issues that are uncrystallized or that many 

6	 The politics of ideas is associated with substantive representation, that is, as “acting in the 
interests of the represented in a manner responsive to them” (Pitkin 1967, 209).

7	 In Urbinati’s words, “when women vindicate their representative presence, they do not do so 
because they assume that political representation is purely instrumental or can be translated 
into tangible outcomes; they do so because they presume that representation has a value, even 
if it does not ‘give’ them anything specific in return. Representation is a means of defending or 
promoting interests, but it also has a value that is not reducible to the interests it may help to 
protect or voice, or fulfill” (2012, 475).

8	 Whether descriptive representation impacts substantive representation—that is, whether more 
women in elected assemblies account for public policies friendlier to women’s interests—is not 
settled in the specialized literature (Franceschet 2008). This disagreement is partly due to the 
challenges posed by operationalizing the concept of “women’s interests.”
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legislators have not fully thought through, the personal quality of being one-
self a member of an affected group gives a legislator a certain moral force in 
making an argument or asking for a favorable vote on an issue important to 
the group” (Mansbridge 1999, 648).9

Institutional designs to improve descriptive representation in politics fre-
quently deal with quotas, reserved seats, and parity laws in the specific case of 
gender.10 Since 1995, over one hundred and thirty countries around the world have 
adopted some gender quota system (Krook 2009; 2017), whose effectivity varies 
according to other institutional features of the electoral rules and the strength of 
quota laws (Caminotti and Freidenberg 2016; Dahlerup 2006; Jones et al. 2012). 
Latin American congresses first implemented mandatory legislative quotas and 
later parity laws (Archenti and Tula 2017). Features of design and informal 
institutions and practices affected the effectiveness of these quota systems, 
which have shown ample variance.11 However, quotas have indeed promoted 
the descriptive representation of women in political institutions (Jones 2009).12

Post-material issues, such as environmental and women’s rights, are usu-
ally considered part of a leftist agenda. Unsurprisingly, quota systems are typically 
associated with leftist political organizations (Beckwith and Cowell-Myers 2007). 
Lovenduski and Norris (1993) argue that right-wing parties extend market logic 
to the political market and are, therefore, against intervening to balance the 
historical underrepresentation of women. Caul (2001) shows that, for political 
organizations in advanced industrial societies, a leftist ideology significantly 
affects the likelihood that a party will voluntarily implement quotas.

Conservative women are then between a rock and a hard place. On the 
one hand, conventional wisdom holds that the fulfillment of feminist interests 
measures women’s substantive representation. Yet “given that ‘women’ are not a 

9	 The importance of descriptive representation also lies in that it may transcend territorial 
barriers and become surrogate representation, a form of representation “by representative 
with whom one has no electoral relationship—that is, a representative in another district” 
(Mansbridge 2003, 522). In this sense, there are several reasons to favor the inclusion of 
underrepresented groups, such as women, in democratic institutions.

10	 Other affirmative action measures include, for instance, financial benefits for women candidates 
and elected.

11	 An infamous case was known as Las Juanitas in Mexico in 2009, when political parties forced 
elected women legislators to resign, and their seats were filled with their men alternates (Vidal 
Correa 2014). Nevertheless, informal institutions do not necessarily need to alter the mind 
of the law. Analyzing women’s representation in Mexico, Piscopo (2016) shows how women 
politicians and feminist activists were able to establish informal collaborative networks that 
eliminated loopholes, successfully judicialized the complaints, and enhanced women’s political 
prospects, which ended up in the adoption of the parity law in 2013.

12	 In some cases, even with a weak quota system design, women’s representation increases in 
comparison to no quota at all, such as in Colombia (Batlle 2017).
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homogeneous but a heterogeneous group … good representation is enhanced by 
‘the making present of ’ complementary, competing and conflicting views on what 
women, and their interests and needs, are” (Celis and Childs 2012, 214). On the 
other hand, studies on advanced industrial societies have shown that right-wing 
women and men hold different attitudes regarding gender equality issues and 
affirmative action, and in some cases, even traditional left-right matters, being con-
servative women more liberal than their male counterparts (Campbell and Childs 
2015; Lovenduski and Norris 2003; Broughton and Palmieri 1999).13

The gender gap within elites of the same organization is relevant because 
if right-wing (or left-wing) men and women politicians are indistinguishable in 
their positions on critical issues, the link between descriptive and substantive rep-
resentation is severely weakened. Previous research has shown that gender does 
matter, and congresswomen and congressmen do not always see eye to eye, even 
when they share party membership. Following Campbell and Childs, “we might 
question how a disproportionately male Conservative Party can substantively 
represent conservative women when their attitudes (perceived interests) appear 
to diverge significantly” (2015, 634). Thus, a discussion about gender legislative 
quotas is a subject in which we can contrast right-wing men’s and women’s 
stances. It is an issue that fulfills the criteria laid out by Wängnerud (2000) to 
define a shared interest of women because it (i) recognizes women as a social 
category, (ii) acknowledges the unequal balance of power between genders, and 
(iii) implies a policy to increase the autonomy of women.14

2.	 Women and Politics in Chile: Lagging in Legislative 
Representation

Chile is an interesting case regarding women and politics. Michelle Bachelet 
(from the Socialist Party) ruled the country for two presidential mandates 
(2006-2010 and 2014-2018) and was able to push for a women’s rights agenda,15 
to a certain extent, in one of the most conservative countries in the region 
(Reyes-Housholder 2018). However, the legislative representation of women was 

13	 However, Childs et al. (2009) have presented qualitative evidence that even though gender 
equality rhetoric was widely accepted among UK Conservative Party members, affirmative 
action mechanisms to achieve it were mostly resisted by both men and women at the time.

14	 It is important to acknowledge that gender quotas may have unintended consequences, such as 
backlash resulting in political violence against women (Krook 2015; Krook and Restrepo 2016).

15	 For instance, guaranteeing free access to emergency contraception and lifting restrictions 
on abortion when the life of the mother is at risk, the fetus is non-viable, and the pregnancy 
resulted from a rape.
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subpar and only reached 16 % until 2017, when the country finally implemented 
legislative gender quotas. Therefore, Chile is a case where a woman was the head 
of government on two occasions, but without a critical mass of women legislators.

The role of Chilean women in politics is not a recent phenomenon. 
Conservative Chilean women have been politically active well before women’s 
right to vote in 1949. In 1865, for instance, they created a newspaper, El Eco 
de las Señoras de Santiago (The Echo of Santiago’s Ladies), to defend religious 
rights. In the early twentieth century, they were vital in pushing for the exten-
sion of suffrage to women. Parties on the left were suspicious that women 
would vote for conservative options, mainly supporting Catholic values and 
candidates, and therefore reluctant to endorse progressive feminist movements. 
Meanwhile, conservative political parties upheld the fight for Catholic women 
(Errázuriz Tagle 2005).

A maternalistic perspective is helpful to understanding the inclusion of 
women in politics in Chilean history.16 According to Goldsmith-Weil (2020, 87): 
“In spite of some movements toward defamilialization and co-responsibility, 
there are little signs of demotherization of carework, and therefore, Chile can 
still be defined as a strong case of maternalism.” Maternalism rings particularly 
true with women on the right. Conservative women played a substantive role in 
bringing down the democratic government of Salvador Allende in 1973, rallying 
in a movement called Poder Femenino (Female Power), which supported strikers 
against the government and organized the distribution of anti-government propa-
ganda (Power 2008). Yet they did it without questioning their role as mothers 
and wives. In this sense, right-wing women managed to express demands  
of women from other social sectors as they appealed to elements common to 
most women, such as the defense of the family, the problem of food shortage, 
and the reinforcement of gender roles (Toro Céspedes 2015).

After democratization in 1989, women could not capture the center stage 
of politics until the election of Michelle Bachelet in 2006. Data from the UNDP 
shows that from 1989 to 2006, the political representation of women in Congress 
went up from 5.3 % to 15 %, a proportion that would remain unchanged for a 
decade.17 Legislative quotas seem to be the remedy for this situation. However, the 
inclusion of quotas in the new electoral law was met with resistance. In the first 

16	 Maternalism is understood as the policies and rhetoric that conflate women with mothers 
(Ladd-Taylor 1993).

17	 Data from Auditoría de la Democracia 2014, http://www.cl.undp.org

http://www.cl.undp.org
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decade of the twenty-first century, center-left and left representatives introduced 
several bills about gender quotas, but they never reached the floor.18

An ethnography of all conservative women politicians in 2003 concludes 
that they share an “absolute rejection of gender quotas, even though they 
acknowledge their practical utility” (Letelier Kramer 2006, 162). Conservative 
women politicians, in particular, were on record showing doubts about the desir-
ability of a quota law. Lily Pérez, at the moment the Secretary of the National 
Renovation Party (Renovación Nacional, RN), argued that “we believe that this 
generates a detrimental situation for women (...) to establish a quota law that sets 
a floor and a ceiling for women to enter elected office frankly, it seems to us that 
it is on the opposite line to what is to involve women in the public sphere, which 
ultimately leads to greater discrimination” (Rudnik 2006). Evelyn Matthei, from 
the other traditional party of the right, Independent Democratic Union (Unión 
Democrática Independiente, UDI), also expressed her reservations about a quota 
system because political parties “will run women in those districts or regions 
where they have no chance of winning” (Vargas 2012).

The second term of Michelle Bachelet (2014-18) opened a policy window 
to reform the two-member electoral system inherited from Pinochet’s dictator-
ship and include affirmative action measures to bolster women’s representation 
(Arce 2018).19 The two-member electoral system heavily discouraged women’s 
representation because it required established candidates to win the majority of 
votes, and women were usually seen as a gamble (Franceschet 2005). In 2015, the 
Congress passed a new electoral law establishing a multi-member proportional 
electoral system. It also included the requirement to nominate at most 60 % of can-
didates of the same gender, enacting a 40 % electoral quota for women in practice.

The Deputies Chamber passed the provision for gender quota with a vote 
of ninety against twenty-two (and five abstentions). All abstentions and almost 
all negative votes, except for one, were from men, all of them from right-wing 
parties.20 Out of six, five conservative women deputies supported the quota 
system in the Lower Chamber. In the Senate, however, the gender divide faded: 
the bill passed with a vote of twenty-eight against six (and four abstentions). The 

18	 Data from Comunidad Mujer 2012, http://www.comunidadmujer.cl/biblioteca-publicaciones/
wp-content/uploads/2012/03/BOLETIN-marzo-final-2012-VF.pdf

19	 This electoral system overrepresented underpopulated areas, consolidated a two-coalition 
competition, and cemented a strong incumbent advantage (Siavelis 2004; Navia 2005).

20	 Roll call data, Chilean National Congress, https://www.camara.cl/trabajamos/sala_votacion_
detalle.aspx?prmID=20552

http://www.comunidadmujer.cl/biblioteca-publicaciones/wp-content/uploads/2012/03/BOLETIN-marzo-final-2012-VF.pdf
http://www.comunidadmujer.cl/biblioteca-publicaciones/wp-content/uploads/2012/03/BOLETIN-marzo-final-2012-VF.pdf
https://www.camara.cl/trabajamos/sala_votacion_detalle.aspx?prmID=20552
https://www.camara.cl/trabajamos/sala_votacion_detalle.aspx?prmID=20552
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ten non-positive votes were from right-wing senators. Out of three conservative 
women senators, two voted explicitly against the bill.21

Therefore, conservative women in Chile have always been politically active, 
with a robust maternalistic perspective, and not always supporting democracy. 
After democratization, right-wing parties sponsored more women to local elected 
offices than their leftist counterparts (Hinojosa 2009), but they did so without 
questioning traditional gender roles. Indeed, the right has presented the role of 
the homemaker as highly compatible with local politics since the municipal gov-
ernment entails “the administration of a larger house” (Hinojosa 2009, 394). These 
women have shared the ubiquitous concern about the severe underrepresentation 
of women in democratic institutions. Yet, their most prominent figures did not 
univocally endorse affirmative action when discussing the 2015 electoral reform.

In 2019-2020, women deputies from RN were pivotal to a broad coalition of 
representatives for enacting a solid gender parity provision for the election of con-
stitutional delegates (Suárez-Cao 2023). Bravely facing the opposition of their own 
government, they allied with their women colleagues from the left and convinced 
their male counterparts to vote for gender parity.22 In sum, there has been a notable 
shift among right-wing women in Chile over the past few years. Without their sup-
port, gender parity in the Constitutional Assembly would not have been possible.23 
While they previously opposed affirmative action, they have since changed their 
views, now even advocating for gender parity. In doing so, they have set themselves 
apart from the male elites within their own political parties.

3.	 Conservative Party Elites in Chile: Attitudes on Gender 
Quotas

Conservative Chilean women were adamantly on record against legislative gender 
quotas; nevertheless, right-wing congresswomen voted in favor of the reform in 
the Chamber (against their own party line and conservative women senators who 
also opposed). This ambivalence may be a product of the electoral connection; 
conservative congresswomen could support quotas because their constituents 

21	 Roll call data, Chilean Senate, http://www.senado.cl/appsenado/index.php?mo=sesionessala 
&ac=detalleVotacion&votaid=5601

22	 With votes from almost all ideological sectors represented in Congress, except for all UDI and 
most EVOPOLI (Political Evolution) parliamentarians, on March 4, 2020, the Senate passed the 
constitutional reform that established gender parity for conventional delegate elections.

23	 It is challenging to determine whether the support for the descriptive representation of women 
arises from practical or strategic interests, as per Molyneux’s (1985) differentiation between 
those that perpetuate gender stereotypes and those that seek to challenge and change them. 
See Miranda et al. (2022) for an analysis of Chilean congresspersons along these lines.

http://www.senado.cl/appsenado/index.php?mo=sesionessala
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wanted them as well, even though their ideology “promotes individual freedom 
and refuses any state intervention in political participation” (Letelier Kramer 2006, 
162-163). But, taken as a whole, were right-wing party elites for or against quotas?

This question is assessed thanks to a survey of Chile Vamos party elites 
(UDI, RN, and the recently created EVOPOLI), applied right after the law was 
passed (between May 2015 and April 2016). This survey permits evaluating the 
determinants of conservative party elites’ support for quotas—a matter under-
studied outside advanced industrial democracies (Alenda et al. 2020, Campbell 
and Childs 2015; Childs et al. 2009; Webb and Childs 2012).

Several hypotheses are drawn to gauge support for quotas among right-
wing party authorities in Chile. The null hypothesis states that there is no 
gender gap among party elites. This hypothesis is supported by Barnes and 
Cassese’s (2017) reasoning. Party elites are engaged partisans, and individuals 
with strong partisan inclinations tend to share more agreement than those with 
weaker partisan affiliations.

The central hypothesis is related to a gender gap. It seeks to provide 
evidence to assess the importance of descriptive representation, given the dif-
ferent positions of men and women from the same political coalition. Therefore, 
hypothesis #1 states that support for legislative gender quotas can be explained 
by gender, with women more in favor than men. Hypothesis #2 postulates a pos-
itive relationship between left-leaning attitudes regarding the role of the State in 
the economy and support for gender quotas. Campbell and Childs (2015) found 
a gender gap among UK conservative elites in economic issues; if this is the case, 
gender alone may not account for variation in support for quotas. It may be the 
case that women hold less conservative attitudes than men. Finally, hypothesis 
#3 states that there may be a party effect within the right-wing coalition. If this 
is so, the expectation is that members of the new party EVOPOLI are more 
in favor of quotas than members of the traditional parties RN and UDI. If 
differences of opinion arise within the coalition, these would be assessed based 
on party affiliation rather than gender, as the organizations themselves are those 
who align their leadership with similar ideological positions.24

4.	 Data and Methods

Based on complete lists of party authorities provided by the organizations, UDI 
and RN elites were selected via a stratified random sample. In contrast, a census 

24	 This is based on the party-sorting hypothesis evaluated by Barnes and Cassese (2017) in the 
case of the US.



37

Women Just Wanna Have Quotas: The Gender Divide on Affirmative Action in the Chilean Right
Julieta Suárez-Cao

was used for EVOPOLI authorities and congresspersons. The response rate for 
party leaders was 47.2 % for RN, 65.3 % for UDI, and 91.2 % for EVOPOLI; for 
congresspersons, it was 90 % for RN and 72.2 % for UDI (Le Foulon et al. 2020). 
Six hundred twenty party authorities and elected officials (303 in UDI, 213 in RN, 
and 104 in EVOPOLI) responded to the survey. The key demographics of the 
sample show center-right elites similarly divided by gender (76 % of men in UDI, 
77 % in RN, and 71 % in EVOPOLI) and education in all parties (the median is 
college educated). RN and UDI elites also share a similar age average (50 years of 
age for UDI and 52 years for RN) and a high percentage of religious people (87 % 
and 93 %, respectively). EVOPOLI, on the other hand, is notoriously younger (a 
mean of 36 years) and less religious (64 %).

The dependent variable is a dummy variable based on the question: “Do 
you agree or disagree with a reform that makes it mandatory for parties to 
run a fixed percentage of female candidates to Congress?” Party membership 
adopts the value reported (UDI, RN, EVOPOLI). For the measurement of 
left-leaning attitudes, I use a variable called political sensitivity25 that assesses 
the respondent’s perspective on the desirable role of the State in the economy 
(Alenda et al. 2020). Thus, this variable takes the value of libertarian,26 sub-
sidiary,27 and solidary,28 showing an increasing degree of agreement with  
the State’s involvement in economic affairs. This variable concentrates on the 
subsidiary sensitivity (55 %), then solidary (31 %), and lastly, libertarian (14 %). 
Interestingly, the distribution does not correlate with political parties (UDI 
is 12 % libertarian, 59 % subsidiary, and 29 % solidary; RN is 14 % libertarian, 
57 % subsidiary, and 36 % solidary; EVOPOLI is 17 % libertarian, 47 % subsid-
iary, and 31 % solidary).29

I include four variables measuring attitudes and perceptions of party leaders 
about their organization (selectorate, campaign, party discipline, and party doc-
trine) to evaluate whether women benefit from party-centralized nominations (as 
observed by Franceschet 2005; Hinojosa 2009). The selectorate variable indicates 

25	 This concept is coined by Rémond (2005) in his analysis of the French right.
26	 A libertarian political sensitivity is assigned to respondents who disagree with the following 

statement: “The government must implement redistributive policies for vulnerable groups.”
27	 A subsidiary political sensitivity is assigned to respondents who agree with the statement: “The 

government must implement redistributive policies for vulnerable groups” but disagree with 
the idea that “The government must increase personal taxes to finance social policies.”

28	 A solidary political sensitivity is assigned to respondents who agree with “The government 
must implement redistributive policies for vulnerable groups” and with the idea that “The 
government must increase personal taxes to finance social policies.”

29	 The only difference that is statistically (yet not substantively) significant at the 5 % level is the 
percentage of solidary between EVOPOLI and UDI (Alenda et al. 2020).
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whether candidates are selected via a primary election among party members, by 
the vote of party counsels, by a group of high-ranked party authorities, or by the 
highest-ranked party leader.

For the campaign variable, I use a question that asks whether a can-
didate’s election campaign is managed by the party, by the candidate, or 
coordinated by both. Party discipline is measured by a question that interrogates 
whether congresspersons should follow the party line or their position—if they 
are discordant. Party doctrine relies on the responses to whether the party’s 
electoral program should promote the party manifesto or adapt to the current 
political circumstances to appeal to more voters. Finally, control variables are the 
following: elected official (a dummy for whether the respondent is a congress-
person, mayor, regional or local councilperson), age (included as a continuous 
variable both as linear and as a squared term to capture non-linear relations), 
education (a dummy distinguishing those who report having a college degree), 
and religion (a dummy distinguishing those who state a religious affiliation 
from those who do not).30

Given that the universe of Chile Vamos elites is known and finite, I esti-
mate a series of multivariate logit regressions with finite-sample correction 
to maximize discriminating power and goodness-of-fit (see Table A1 in the 
Appendix). Since, in non-linear models, the coefficients do not have a direct 
interpretation, and the marginal effects of independent variables change 
according to the value that all explanatory variables take, the discussion will 
focus on the estimated marginal effects of variables anchored on the median 
and mode values.31 It is worth noting that marginal effects demonstrate the 
change in predicted probabilities concerning the critical variable of interest 
estimated at the median or mode of the other variables. Therefore, they 
allow for evaluating whether a change from one category to another has a 
statistically significant impact on the predicted probability. The presented 

30	 Individual characteristics, such as age, education, and religion, are associated with public 
support for affirmative action (Miura et al. 2022).

31	 I use the median instead of the mean to account for the median individual when dealing 
with continuous variables. For dichotomous variables, I use the mode. However, it is worth 
mentioning that the results obtained through mean estimation are almost identical. For 
descriptive statistics, please refer to table A2 in the Appendix.
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results are from a full model. Results are robust and stable through different 
specifications.32

Figure 1 plots the marginal effects of the full model (see Table A3 in the 
Appendix for predicted probabilities).33 Among conservative Chilean party elites, 
the gender gap in the support for quotas is substantively and statistically signif-
icant. Men have a 28 % lower probability of favoring affirmative action measures 
compared to women. Furthermore, elites with a solidary sensitivity are 22 % more 
likely to support quotas than those with a subsidiary perspective. Interestingly, 
the difference in support for quotas between those with solidary and libertarian 
perspectives is not statistically significant.

The results indicate a party effect, given the statistically significant dif-
ferences between all parties. Leaders from the UDI have the lowest predicted 
probability of supporting quotas, at 34 % (see Table A3 in the Appendix). In 
comparison, an EVOPOLI party leader is 29 % more likely to support quotas 
than a UDI party leader, and an RN party leader is 16 % more likely than a 
UDI party leader. Additionally, the belief that candidate nominations are deter-
mined within parties and that party discipline is highly valuable has a positive 
marginal effect on quota support compared to those who prioritize individuals 
over organizations. On the other hand, leaders who report that parties do not 
manage political campaigns are more likely to disapprove of gender quotas.

Regarding the controls, age is also a significant factor; at the same time, 
having a college degree and reporting not having a religion have negative and sta-
tistically significant marginal effects on the predicted probabilities of supporting 
quotas among conservative Chilean elites. Please refer to the Appendix, Table A2 
for detailed descriptive statistics.

Since finite-sample correction does not support the assumption that 
cases are all independent of each other, traditional goodness-of-fit indicators 
are not appropriate. Therefore, alternative measures for logistic regression 
using complex survey data are employed, such as the area under the ROC 
curve and the Hosmer-Lemeshow test (Archer and Lemeshow 2006). The 
area under the ROC curve shows that the models have good discriminating 
power. However, the Hosmer-Lemeshow tests show that they do not have a 
good fit.

32	 I ran four models. Model 1 includes the main independent variables, party membership, 
political sensitivity, and gender, with individual controls. Model 2 consists of the main 
independent variables, party membership, political sensitivity, and gender, with elected official, 
and variables on attitudes and perceptions. Model 3 is the full model, while Model 4 is the full 
model excluding party doctrine.

33	 Table A1 presents results for these four models.
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Figure 1. Marginal effects of determinants for quota support with respect to base  
category,34 full sample

Source: own elaboration.

34	 The base categories are the following: Gender: female; Party: UDI; Political sensitivity: Subsidiary; 
Education: No college; Religion: Affiliated; Elected: Non-elected; Selectorate: Primary; Campaign: 
Party-run; Party discipline: Yes.
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Given the power of the gender variable in the logistic regression, a reason 
for this poor calibration could be that determinants for the support of gender 
quotas are different between men and women. To assess this, the models are 
estimated again for the two separate samples of men and women (see Table A4 
in the Appendix), which confirms that explanatory variables do not work homo-
geneously in right-wing men and women. The goodness-of-fit of the models 
substantially increases, showing a better calibration and power of discrimination 
than the models using the whole sample.

Figure 2 compares the marginal effects in the full model for separated 
samples of women and men (see Table A3 in the Appendix for predicted prob-
abilities). For women, several explanatory variables lose statistical significance. 
The marginal effect between EVOPOLI and UDI party membership, as well 
as RN and UDI, are still positive and statistically significant (with a predicted 
probability of 93 % for a woman EVOPOLI party leader to supporting quotas 
vs. 59 % for UDI at with a 95 % confidence interval), and a solidary sensitivity 
(78 % vs. 46 % libertarian). The marginal effect of non-affiliation to a religion 
is large and negative.

Attitudes and perceptions about parties lose their explanatory power 
among women.35 And the other individual characteristics are not significant 
either. In sum, Chilean women leaders in right-wing parties agree with gender 
legislative quotas, especially those who espouse a solidary sensitivity, belong to 
EVOPOLI and RN, and have a religion.

The picture is more nuanced for men since additional factors are asso-
ciated with supporting legislative quotas. As we observe among women, both 
party and sensitivity matter. A male leader with a solidary sensitivity has a 21 % 
higher probability than one associated with a subsidiary sensitivity but exhibits 
no statistical difference with one with libertarian positions. If he belongs to 
EVOPOLI, his predicted probability of supporting quotas is 60 % (and 51 % for 
RN, difference that is only significant with a 90 % confidence interval). A party 
leader holding a popularly elected position has a 15 % higher probability (pos-
itive and statistically significant marginal effect) of favoring affirmative action 
for women in politics.

Interestingly, for a party leader with a college degree, the predicted prob-
ability plummets to 24 %. Perception variables also play a role for right-wing 
men. In contrast to women, a leader who believes that candidates are responsible 
for their own campaigns is 47 % less likely (or 46 % for mixed) to agree with 

35	 Although women leaders who uphold party discipline are also more likely to favor quotas, the 
marginal effect is statistically significant only at a 90 % confidence level.
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quotas than a party leader who believes that parties are in charge of their candi-
dates’ campaigns. Additionally, male party leaders who value party discipline are 
10 % more likely to support affirmative action or quotas than those who do not.

Figure 2. Marginal effects of determinants for quota support with respect to base 
category, separated samples

Source: own elaboration.
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In sum, support for quotas among right-wing party leaders in Chile shows 
a substantial gender gap. Belonging to the new party of the coalition and having a  
left-leaning view on economic affairs also increase the probability of endorsing 
affirmative action mechanisms.36 For men, however, support is also mediated 
by other factors that are not significant for women, such as holding an elected 
position and valuing party discipline, among others. Given the uneven number 
of observations between men and women, it is not possible to rule out that the 
statistical significance is a product of the larger size of the men sample. However, 
these findings align with previous research indicating that women within Chilean 
right-wing party elites tend to hold more progressive views than their male coun-
terparts, particularly on issues related to human rights, including but not limited 
to same-sex marriage (Suárez-Cao et al. 2019).

Conclusions

Despite having had a woman serve twice as head of government and an equal 
representation of men and women in its Constitutional Assembly, Chile con-
tinues to lag in women’s representation in Congress. Conservative women have 
long been active in politics, yet they have staunchly opposed affirmative action 
measures that have proven effective in increasing women’s presence in demo-
cratic institutions across Latin America. However, this situation was rectified in 
2015 with a new law that included gender quotas, following multiple attempts to 
introduce electoral reform legislation.

Surprisingly, conservative congresswomen in the Lower Chamber voted 
in favor of the bill, against their party lines. In the Senate, however, women from 
right-wing parties voted against the proposal. This article attempts to explain this 
contradiction by examining the position on gender quotas. Within Chilean right-
wing parties, gender does matter to understand the support for legislative quotas. 
Conservative women are more consistently in favor of affirmative action, mainly 
if they belong to EVOPOLI and have a solidary sensitivity; neither their educa-
tion nor age matters for this approval. Whereas for conservative Chilean male 
leaders, numerous factors increase the probability of a party authority approving 
quotas.

36	 Surprisingly, though, for women party elites who report not having religious beliefs, the 
likelihood of supporting quotas decreases. These are less than a dozen women of different 
parties, sensitivities, and age. Further research, probably of a qualitative kind, is needed to 
explain this.
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The findings for right-wing women in Chile echo the results from 
advanced democracies. Similar to those studies on right-wing women in indus-
trial democracies, conservative elites have a significant gender gap on issues 
related to affirmative action and gender equality (Campbell and Childs 2015; 
Norris and Lovenduski 2003). Interestingly, this gap seems to have developed 
over the past few years in Chile since conservative women politicians have 
always worked to reinforce traditional gender roles that relegate women to pri-
vate spaces. The final shift for conservative women occurred when prominent 
congresswomen from the right fought for gender parity rules for the election  
of constitutional delegates showing the power of a broad coalition with women 
from the left on women’s shared interests.

Further research should contribute with qualitative data that helps explain 
this stark change in right-wing women politicians in Chile regarding affirmative 
action. Similarly, it would be interesting to investigate attitude congruence with 
the conservative women electorate. Likewise, comparing women from the left 
would shed light on cross-cutting positions, such as the coalition that made 
gender parity possible in 2020.

Descriptive representation matters because it fulfills the definition of a 
shared interest of women, regardless of ideological differences. Quotas increase 
women’s autonomy and acknowledge that women constitute a historically disad-
vantaged group. Suppose right-wing men and women elites show stark differences 
regarding supporting a woman’s shared interest. In that case, the politics of ideas is 
not enough to guarantee the substantive representation of women. The findings of 
this article endorse the importance of descriptive representation of women because 
right-wing men and women politicians’ attitudes significantly diverge on issues that 
are close to women’s interests.
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Appendix

Table A1. Logit regressions on support for gender quotas, full sample

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4
Political sensitivity 

(Ref. Subsidiary)
Libertarian -0.360 -0.346 -0.320 -0.312

(-1.61) (-1.51) (-1.39) (-1.35)
Solidary 0.845*** 0.868*** 0.906*** 0.903***

(5.27) (5.41) (5.49) (5.47)
Party (Ref. UDI)

RN 0.441* 0.608** 0.682*** 0.681***

(2.48) (3.18) (3.47) (3.46)
EVOPOLI 0.770*** 0.789** 1.166*** 1.184***

(4.86) (4.29) (5.73) (6.00)
Gender (Ref. Women) -1.102*** -1.213*** -1.144*** -1.144***

(-6.39) (-6.92) (-6.33) (-6.33)
Age 0.192*** 0.165** 0.165**

(5.32) (4.50) (4.50)
Age squared -0.001*** -0.001** -0.001**

(-5.14) (-4.49) (-4.49)
Education (Ref. No 

college) -0.500* -0.472* -0.461*

(-3.00) (-2.79) (-2.77)
Religion (Ref. None) -0.457* -0.553** -0.556**

(-2.31) (-2.73) (-2.74)
Elected official (Ref. 

Non-elected) 0.714*** 0.611*** 0.608**

(4.18) (3.49) (3.47)

Selectorate (Ref. 
Primary elections)

Council 0.347 0.334 0.341
(1.85) (1.74) (1.78)

Group of high officials 0.601** 0.633** 0.631**

(2.89) (3.00) (2.98)

Highest authority 0.722** 0.790** 0.784*

(2.45) (2.59) (2.58)
Campaign  

(Ref. Party-run)
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Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Mixed -1.506*** -1.545*** -1.549***

(-3.82) (-3.86) (-3.88)

Candidate run -1.526*** -1.493*** -1.496***

(-3.95) (-3.79) (-3.81)

Party discipline  
(Ref. Yes) 0.486** 0.495** 0.495**

(3.19) (3.18) (3.17)

Party doctrine  
(Ref. Yes)

0.019
(0.12)

0.061
(0.38)

Constant -4.022*** 0.766 -2.899** -2.866**

(-4.65) (1.61) (-2.89) (-2.89)

N 584 584 584 584

Area under ROC 
curve 0.7072 0.7267 0.7461 0.7462

Hosmer-Lemeshow 
test 0.0139 0.4871 0.0231 0.0082

Note: t statistics in parentheses

* p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001

Table A2. Descriptive statistics

Variable Obs. Mean SD Min. Max.
Quota support 584 0.470 0.499 0 1

Political sensitivity 587 0.758  0.897 0 2
Party 587  1.681 0.752 1 3

Gender 587 0.235 0.424 0 1
Age 587 48.076 13.206 21 82

Education 587 0.243 0.429 0 1

Religion 587 0.139 0.346 0 1

Elected official 587 0.403 0.491 0 1

Selectorate 587 1.093 0.949 0 3

Campaign 587 1.562 0.587 0 2

Party discipline 587 0.618 0.486 0 1

Party doctrine 587 0.568 0.495 0 1
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Table A3. Predicted probabilities for Model 4, full and separated samples

Predicted probabilities

Variable Category Full sample Women Men

Gender Women 0.613

Men 0.336

Party UDI 0.336 0.586 0.358
RN 0.500 0.824 0.508

EVOPOLI 0.623 0.931 0.607

Political sensitivity Subsidiary 0.336 0.586 0.358

Libertarian 0.270 0.465 0.316

Solidary 0.555 0.781 0.571
Education No college 0.336 0.586 0.358

College 0.242 0.554 0.242
Religion Affiliated 0.336 0.586 0.358

None 0.225 0.144 0.304
Elected official Non-elected 0.336 0.586 0.358

Elected 0.481 0.733 0.509
Selectorate Primary 0.264 0.608 0.254

Council 0.336 0.586 0.358

Group of high officials 0.403 0.767 0.382

Highest authority 0.440 0.576 0.458

Campaign Party-run 0.693 0.528 0.830

Mixed 0.324 0.371 0.372

Candidate run 0.336 0.586 0.358

Party discipline No 0.236 0.412 0.257

Yes 0.336 0.586 0.358

Age 20 0.266 0.550 0.185

30 0.413 0.640 0.342

40 0.507 0.691 0.452

50 0.531 0.711 0.480

60 0.484 0.700 0.420

70 0.370 0.659 0.285

80 0.216 0.581 0.131
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