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Abstract: From a political and economic point of view, women in rural settings in Spain 
have traditionally been in a clearly disadvantaged position compared to men. Given the 
predominant patriarchal structure, women have typically been limited to the private and 
family domains. In this article we analyse their participation in rural administrations in six 
high-mountain counties (comarques) in the Pyrenees, placing them in the Catalan and 
Spanish political context. Our research highlights a political reality in rural areas, where a 
clear gender gap in political appointments is especially manifest in small towns. In this 
sense, it is evident that high-mountain regions do not mirror trends in Catalonia. Remote 
areas present a significantly bigger gender gap and a clear division of political duties, both 
reflecting greater segregation of gender roles. While men dominate the appointments that 
hold more power (mayor/administration, infrastructure, urban planning, etc.), women are 
disproportionately concentrated in more socially oriented appointments (health, culture, 
cooperation, etc.). Results from this initial research support the need to reinforce policies 
empowering women in rural areas in order to achieve equal representation in the public 
sphere. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Over the past century, a broad range of thinkers from different disciplines 
have emphasized that, in modern as well as traditional societies, women have been 
subordinated to men (Malinowski, 1955; Mill, 1965; Mead, 1973; Wollstonecraft, 
1975; Engels, 1981). Although in recent decades women have improved their 
economic, political and social status in advanced societies, rural women in 
countries such as Spain remain disadvantaged in comparison to their urban 
counterparts due to the double constraint of being women and living in rural areas, 
which traditionally have a more patriarchal structure and lack the level of services 
and opportunities that cities offer to women (Benería, 1979; Binimelis, Bosh & 
Herrero, 2008).  

In Spain, rural women have a long tradition of participating in farming tasks. 
Studies have highlighted the importance of women’s contributions to the farms´ 
economic viability (García-Ramón, Cruz, Salamaña & Villarino, 1995; García-
Ramón & Baylina, 2000; Binimelis, Bosh & Herrero, 2008). In addition, Baylina & 
Garcia-Ramón (1998) analyzed women’s work in non-farming sectors in rural 
Spain and highlight the important role of the rural context “because the firms there 
[in rural areas] have an easily available pool of docile female workers with few if 
any job alternatives” (Baylina & Garcia-Ramón, 1998, p.62). Women’s 
entrepreneurial and work capabilities become evident when diversification of 
productivity occurs. For instance, with the introduction of agrotourism activities in 
rural Spain, women are identified as the entrepreneurs as well as the ones in charge 
of organizing and performing most of the mundane tasks and chores involved in 
this new type of economic activity (García-Ramón, Canoves & Valdovinos, 1995). 
In this sense, the experience of Spanish rural women in the tourism sector 
resembles closely the experiences of their counterparts in other countries. As 
Casellas & Holcomb (2001) point out in the case of Latin American countries, 
tourism activities often improve women’s economic position, but only marginally, 
while increasing workloads significantly.  

In the case of Catalonia, as in many other parts of the world, mountain areas 
are synonymous with conservative spaces where power structures and social 
customs change slowly over time. Women often must self-generate needed services 
(transportation, entertainment, care for the ill and elderly, childcare, etc.). As a 
result, they have been obliged to create a dense, solid network of connections 
capable of effectively mobilizing resources (Pallares-Barbera, Casellas, Dot & 
Pallarès-Blanch, 2005). What is more, based on their role as the pillar of the 
family, they have traditionally been the key pieces in transmitting cultural and 
social heritage in rural areas (Pallares-Barbera, Tulla & Pallarès-Blanch, 2003). 
Despite this important role, women’s contributions lack visibility and recognition, 
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and often their work in the reproductive as well as productive sphere has been 
undermined along with their access to political power. New analytical tools are 
needed to understand and interiorize these contributions at individual as well as 
collective levels, as described, for instance, in the social capital literature (Casellas 
& Pallares-Barbera, 2005). 

A good indication of progress is the degree of participation by women in 
public decision-making within this socio-cultural context. The aim of the present 
study is to analyze the changes in political participation by women that have 
occurred in 6 comarques (counties) of the Catalan Pyrenees from the end of the 
Franco dictatorship in the 1970s to the early 2000s. With respect to the political 
sphere, growing numbers of Spanish women have been appointed to political 
positions in recent years, to the extent that in 2007 the re-elected socialist 
government appointed a predominantly female cabinet. Since then, some of the 
female ministers on the 17-member team have occupied important and symbolic 
positions such as the Ministries of Defence and Economy. This could be 
understood as a radical turning point in the political empowerment of Spanish 
women that could translate to rural politics. Nevertheless, it cannot be claimed that 
this turning point has been established and resulted in gender equality. 

A key preliminary conclusion of our field research is that, despite many 
economic and social advances in recent years, including the economic, social and 
cultural advancement of women in mountain regions in Spain within a context of 
long-established gender disparities, the contributions of women in this region still 
lack both individual and social recognition. This study is related to other research 
we have conducted in the area (Tulla, 1991 & 1993; Pallares-Barbera, Tulla & 
Pallares-Blanch, 2003), and is relevant to local development projects, which should 
prioritize support for young people and women as two of the groups most likely to 
innovate and maintain social and human capital in peripheral areas (Pallares-
Blanch, 2009). 

In the following sections we first provide a contextual background to frame 
the importance of women´s political participation in rural areas. Next, we briefly 
present the physical, economic and social features of our case study area as well as 
the methodology and data sources employed in the study. Finally, we present the 
case, providing contextual data on women’s political participation and the features 
specific to the Catalan Pyrenees, and draw our conclusions. 

2. CONTEXTUAL FRAMEWORK 

In the Pyrenees, the double discrimination against women in terms of 
production and reproduction is accentuated by the geography, the lack of 
employment options and the lower capacity of local governments to provide 
services for women (Tulla, 1991). Mountain areas are less densely populated, and 
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therefore have a lower capacity to collect taxes and provide services. In addition, 
the isolation of mountain areas has certainly helped to preserve patriarchal 
structures. All these factors enhance the role of women as care providers (Tulla 
1991, Garcia-Ramon 1995; Pallares-Barbera et al., 2003).   

On the other hand, the absence of recognition or false recognition by the 
patriarchal society gives women a perception of themselves as inferior beings, 
reinforcing a low self-image and increasing the difficulty of taking advantage of 
opportunities (Taylor, 1993). There is a certain false recognition of women as 
domestic beings destined for care giving, which at the same time makes them 
invisible as citizens and as individuals with rights (Wolf, 1992). Muraro (2008) 
suggested that this kind of invisibility is due to an excess of visibility as women, 
based on gender role stereotypes related to care giving or publicity showing 
women as sexual objects. Furthermore, negative visibility is suffered by women 
who achieve positions of power and are then subjected to an unfair level of 
scrutiny.  

Therefore, the political debate could focus on reconciling traditional identities 
with equal rights and full citizenship (Okin, 1999; Eisenberg & Spinner-Halev, 
2005). ‘Difference feminism’ could pay more attention to affective connections 
and relationships, public assumption of domestic values, and an ethics of 
recognition based on a new hierarchy of values (Nash, 1996). All the same, this 
line of thinking runs the risk of supporting the same old values unless it is clear 
that this ethic of caring can be combined with an ethic of justice. In this sense, it is 
important to take into account the proposal for an interactive universalism 
(Benhabib & Cornell, 1987). That insists upon the need to recognize many ways of 
being human without renouncing the advantages of rights and justice, so as not to 
continue referring to idealized universal rights.  

Another approach is to consider the supply and demand factors that affect 
women’s political participation (Norris, 1997). Some supply factors that are 
inherent to the selection process for candidates may be less characteristic of rural 
women, such as party affiliation, a sense of political efficacy, and disposable 
political capital (e.g., educational level, employment background); others are 
related to balancing a private (personal and family) life, work life (with limited 
opportunities in rural areas) and public life (i.e., politics). Secondly, women have 
to confront a series of demand factors related to access to public office. The first 
barrier is the dominant political culture in the centres of power, where the 
guidelines defining meritocracy and the qualities necessary to hold office carry a 
clearly masculine imprint and women may find themselves subjected to constant 
tests of competence. This is reinforced by an organisational culture with patriarchal 
roots that remain very strong in rural areas, and particularly in the mountains, 
which translates into the creation of informal networks of trust and power that are 
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strictly masculine, the “old boy networks” built over time or through 
stereotypically male leisure activities (Caul Kittilson, 1999 & 2006). Finally, the 
schedule of political life and party activities do not normally take into account the 
overlap with hours during which women tend to be more occupied with the care of 
children or other dependents. This has long been known as the “glass ceiling” that 
restricts women’s access to the highest positions in their field or area of interest 
(Valcárcel, 1997; Verge, 2006).  

3. CASE STUDY, METHODOLOGY AND DATA SOURCES 
 

Our area of study is a mountain region of Catalonia, a well-defined territory 
with a coherent economic, social and historical context. At the same time, we 
employ a framework of comparison with the rest of Catalonia, other Spanish 
regions, and Spain as a whole, since the primary aim is to study women’s 
participation in elected office (Fig. 1). 

 
Fig. 1. Study Area: The 6 High-Mountain Pyrenees Counties (HMPC). (Source: Adapted by 

the authors from Mapa de comarques, Generalitat de Catalunya, 2002). 

The study area (5,685.8 km2) includes 77 municipalities in the 6 counties of 
the Alt Pirineu i Aran region (76,287 inhabitants in 2008 census), which we will 
refer to as High Mountain Pyrenees Counties (HMPC), and is shown in Fig. 1. A 
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municipality is the basic unit of local government. Every 4 years, regidors (council 
members) are elected from lists determined by local political parties and these 
directly elected officials elect the mayor by simple majority. The municipal 
government is led by the mayor and the council members (i.e., party or parties) 
supporting that individual; the rest constitute the opposition. Municipalities have 
considerable local authority, but depend largely on funding from the central and 
autonomous governments. County councils are also part of the local government 
structure but are not elected by direct popular vote. Rather, these councils comprise 
elected municipal council members, half of them chosen by their peers and the 
other half chosen by party affiliation in accordance with the overall number of 
votes won by the various parties in municipal elections. The president of the 
county council is elected by simple majority of its members and, as in the case of 
municipal governments, forms an administration with those who provided 
supporting votes. The county council administers services that transcend municipal 
boundaries (public transportation, garbage collection and disposal, etc.) or the 
decentralized tasks of the Autonomous Community that involve most of the 
available resources (construction of infrastructure such as roads and utilities, 
economic development, social services, etc.). 

The present article works with data gathered from primary and secondary 
sources to establish the number of women elected or participating in governance of 
various Catalan, Spanish, and rural institutions, ranging from local to central 
positions. More specifically, we analyze the database of elected officials, “Women 
and men in Catalan democratic institutions” compiled by Corcoy Rius & Gómez 
(2009), to determine the formal participation of women in municipal and county 
government in the high mountain areas of the Catalan Pyrenees in comparison with 
Catalonia and Spain as a whole.  

4. WOMEN’S POLITICAL PARTICIPATION IN SPAIN 

To contextualize women’s political participation in the Catalan HPMC and 
analyze its evolution, we would first present female political participation in Spain. 
To this goal, we use the number of women in the legislative regional governments 
or Autonomous Communities of Spain (Table 1), which as a whole evolved from 
6.7% in 1987 to 41.1% in 2007. At the regional scale, there were major differences 
in 1987 between the low percentages of women legislators in Murcia (0 %), Galicia 
(1.4%) and Aragon (1.5%) and those in Madrid (16.7%) and the Basque Country 
(13.3%). Catalonia, one of the most affluent Autonomous Communities along with 
Madrid and the Basque Country, presented the lowest percentage of women of 
these three regions (8.9%), just 2 points above the Spanish average. Twenty years 
later, and as a result of new national legislation approved in 2007 that established a 
minimum presence of women in electoral lists, the average presence of women 
legislators in regional governments in Spain increased to a remarkable 41%. Within 
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this new context, Catalonia still posts a surprisingly low 36.3%, having lost ground 
with respect to the overall Spanish percentage. 

Table 1.   Women’s participation in regional legislatures in Spain.  
(Source: Compiled by the authors from data provided by the autonomous parliaments at 

http://www.inmujer.migualdad.es/ mujer/mujeres/cifras/poder/poder_ejecutivo.htm, 2010) 

1987 1997 2007 Regional 
Governments 

Total 
(N) 

Women % Total (N) Women % Total (N) Women % 

Andalusia 109 4.6 109 28.4 109 39.4 

Aragon 67 1.5 67 9 67 35.8 

Asturias 45 11.1 45 20 45 33.3 

Balearic Islands 59 6.8 59 30.5 59 49.2 

Canary Islands 60 1.7 60 13.3 60 40 

Cantabria 39 7.7 39 15.4 42 40.5 

Castilla-León 84 3.6 84 20.2 83 43.4 

Castilla-La 
Mancha 

42 9.5 47 23.4 47 53.2 

Catalonia 135 8.9 135 14.8 135 36.3 

Extremadura 64 3.1 65 16.9 65 40.0 

Galicia 71 1.4 78 16.7 75 33.3 

Madrid 96 16.7 103 27.2 120 42.5 

Murcia 45 0 45 15.6 46 39.1 

Navarre 50 8 50 18 50 38.0 

La Rioja 33 9.1 33 21.2 33 39.4 

Valencia 90 5.6 89 24.7 99 45.5 

Basque Country 75 13.3 75 24 75 52.0 

Ceuta   _ _ _ 25 40.0 

Melilla   _   _ 25 40.0 

Total (Average)   6.7   20.4   41.1 

Total (N) 1,164   1,183   1,260   

 

If we focus on the participation of women in executive regional governments, 
the overall result for Spain is also a dramatic increase, from 11% in 1996 to 40% 
by 2007. The largest percentages are found in Extremadura (62%) and Andalusia 
(60%), two southern regions with a strong traditional rural economic base; 
however, European Union funds have benefited the region since 1986 (European 
Regional Development Funds and Social Cohesion Funds), as well as regional 
transfers from wealthier regions such as Catalonia and Madrid.  
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These grants and funds transfers have helped to advance the infrastructure and 
social conditions of these traditionally backward regions. We cannot claim, 
however, that those transfers have affected the political sphere directly. A decade 
earlier, in 1996, Extremadura’s executive government was only 8% female, 
suggesting that the dramatic increase in women’s political participation could relate 
to the new legislation approved in 2007.  

Table 2. Women mayors and council members of municipalities by region (1983-2007). 
(Source: Ministerio de Igualdad 

http://www.inmujer.migualdad.es/mujer/mujeres/cifras/poder/poder_ejecutivo.htm, 2009) 

1983 1991 1995 1999 2007 

Mayors Mayors Mayors Councilors Mayors Councilors Mayors Councilors 

Region W1 % W % W % W % W % W % W % W % 

Andalusia 
16 2.1 14 1.8 30 3.9 1,520 19.3 60 7.8 2,210 25.9 123 16.0 3,378 37.80 

Aragon 
13 1.8 36 4.9 50 6.9 464 13.4 69 9.5 700 16.6 98 13.4 979 23.12 

Asturias 
3 3.8 3 3.8 3 3.8 194 21.2 5 6.4 260 26.7 11 14.1 355 37.45 

Balearic 
Islands 

1 1.5 5 7.5 7 10.4 161 20.9 6 9.0 205 24.3 6 9.0 321 35.91 
Canary 
Islands 

1 1.1 2 2.3 2 2.3 215 18.3 4 4.6 309 24.3 11 12.6 522 38.27 
Cantabria 

4 3.9 4 3.9 3 2.9 122 13.3 4 3.9 196 19.3 12 11.8 282 27.30 
Castilla-
León 52 2.3 123 5.5 170 7.6 1,339 12.3 242 10.8 2,007 15.9 305 13.6 2,835 22.86 
Castilla-
La 
Mancha 19 2.1 62 6.8 79 8.6 828 15.9 123 13.4 1,353 22.9 161 17.5 1,903 30.66 
Catalonia 

15 1.6 34 3.6 44 4.7 1,101 15.3 66 7.0 1,528 18.4 120 12.7 2,585 29.05 
Extrema-
dura 12 3.2 16 4.2 22 5.8 504 17.8 29 7.6 764 22.4 60 15.7 1,966 35.04 
Galicia 

6 1.9 11 3.5 14 4.5 408 11.3 10 3.2 585 15.4 25 8.0 1,064 31.83 
Madrid 

4 2.2 15 8.4 19 10.6 343 23.4 21 11.7 483 29.1 35 19.6 1,143 29.84 
Murcia 

4 8.9 2 4.4 3 6.7 140 21.7 3 6.7 178 26.7 6 13.3 850 38.76 
Navarre 

1 0.4 14 5.2 14 5.1 284 17.2 30 11.0 399 21.2 43 17.7 277 37.23 
La Rioja 

5 2.9 10 5.7 14 8.0 504 22 14 8.0 181 19.9 18 10.3 895 35.03 
Valencia 3 0.6 19 3.5 33 6.1 136 16.8 63 11.6 1,451 27.0 95 17.5 260 26.89 
Basque 
Country 6 2.6 23 9.3 22 8.8 1,037 21.4 30 12.0 630 26.6 50 19.9 531 27.80 

 Spain 
164 2.0 393 4.9 529 6.5 9,300 16.5 779 9.6 13.446 21.1

1.17
9 14.6 20.165 30.5

Total both 
sexes 8,051 8,086 8,096 56,537 8,105 63,731 8,075 66,115 

1. W: Women 

With respect to Catalonia, the region improves its performance with respect to 
its record of 36% women in its legislative body, reporting that women constitute 
58% of the executive government. In this respect, it is significantly above the 
Spanish average of 40%. Moving to the local scale, there were 164 women mayors 
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in 1983 in the whole of Spain, which represented about 2% of all mayors in more 
than 8,000 municipalities throughout the country (Table 2). In the year 2007, the 
proportion had increased to 14.6% or a total of 1,179 women mayors. As Table 2 
shows, there is a progressive increase throughout the period 1983 to 2007 in the 
election of women to top local political positions. With respect to council members 
in Spanish municipalities, data from 1995 to 2007 reveal an increase from 16.5% to 
30.5% women. Although Catalonia increased the number of women mayors, it 
remained consistently below the average for Spain, moving from the 1.6% of 1983 
with respect to the Spanish average of 2% to 12.7% in 2007, when the average for 
Spain was 14.6%. Data on council membership reveals that Catalonia has also 
consistently been below Spain’s average. 

In general, there are about twice as many women council members as there are 
women mayors in Spain. In the analysis of institutional representation of women in 
Catalonia, it is surprising that, even though this is a very urbanized region with a 
strong industrial tradition as well as a history of progressive social movements such 
as women’s rights, the presence of women in politics and in positions of 
responsibility is much lower than in other parts of Spain. 

5. WOMEN’S POLITICAL PARTICIPATION IN THE CATALAN 
PYRENEES 

The counties in Catalonia’s mountain areas, especially in the high Pyrenees, 
have a specific challenge that results primarily from geographical characteristics, 
which can be described succinctly as steep slopes and severe climate. Therefore, 
historically there was a near-subsistence system of agriculture, which later evolved 
toward progressive third-party production, with scant previous industrial 
development (Tulla, 1993). This largely explains the weak urban infrastructure of 
Pyrenean society, not only in terms of the size of the population centres, but also 
(and importantly) their deficiencies of urban services like public transport (Tulla & 
Pallares-Blanch, 2008). 

In the analysis of elected representatives in local governments in 1979-83, the 
first democratic legislative period after the end of the Franco dictatorship in 1975, 
we could argue that there are characteristics more appropriate to a despotic political 
system than a democratic one. In many cases, some of the legalized political parties 
asked the Francoist mayors to head their list for local government candidates. This 
situation was more common in rural than urban areas, and is related to slower 
adoption of the model of representative democracy for local government in rural 
mountain areas. This fact is not independent of the double discrimination against 
women in the Pyrenees.  

Changes in the number of women serving as council members at the municipal 
scale in each of the 6 counties of HMPC are shown in Table 3 for the 4 post-Franco 
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democratic legislative periods to date: 1979-83, 1991-95, 2003-07 and 2007-11. 
The data allows comparisons between the 6 counties, and between them and 
Catalonia. On average, these counties –Alt Urgell, Alta Ribagorca, Cerdanya, 
Pallars Jussà, Pallars Sobirà and Val d’Aran- show consistently lower participation 
by women for three legislative periods with respect to the Catalan average, with the 
exception of 1991-1995. On average, the HMPC governments have evolved from a 
very low female presence of 3.9% for the first period to almost 21.9% for the 
current period. In general terms, we could assert that female council members in 
the mountain counties followed a trend of improvement regarding their political 
appointments, although compared to Catalonia as a whole these counties have 
adapted to the new democratic society at a slower pace. There is also a significant 
difference between bigger towns (more than 750 inhabitants and with a pattern 
similar to the average for Catalonia) and more rural areas (Table 3). 

Table  3. Council members (1979-2011). (Source: “Women and men in Catalan democratic 
institutions,” a database compiled by Marta Corcoy Rius and Patricia Laura Gómez, Cities and 

People program, Political and Social Sciences Institute (ICPS), 2009). 

1st LP1 1979-83 4th LP 1991-95 7th LP 2003-07 8th LP 2007-11 Counties 

Wom
en N 

Wom
en % 

Total 
N 

W 
N 

W 
% 

T N W N W 
% 

T N W N W 
% 

T N 

Index2 
wome

n 
variati

on 
2011/
1979 

Alt Urgell 1 0.8 131 8 6.4 125 21 17.
5 

120 26 20.
6 

126 96.15 

Alta 
Ribagorça 

1 4.0 25 5 20.
0 

25 6 24.
0 

25 6 22.
2 

27 83.33 

Cerdanya 3 2.8 107 6 5.9 102 17 15.
6 

109 28 25.
9 

108  89.29 

Pallars 
Jussà 

5 5.2 97 10 10.
2 

98 17 17.
3 

98 20 20.
6 

97 75.00 

Pallars 
Sobirà 

2 2.1 97 11 12.
4 

89 21 23.
1 

91 21 21.
4 

98 90.48 

Val d'Aran 8 13.6 59 7 13.
7 

51 7 13.
7 

51 11 20.
0 

55 27.27 

Total 
HMPC 

20 3.9 516 47 9.6 490 89 18.
0 

494 112 21.
9 

511 82.14 

Town 
councils 
(n=9) 

9 6.2 146 18 12.
2 

148 29 20.
1 

144 47 30.
9 

152 80.85 

Rural 
councils  

11 3.0 370 29 8.5 342 60 17.
1 

350 65 18.
1 

359 83.08 

Catalonia 393 4.8 8,262 91
9 

11.
0 

8,32
1 

2,01
4 

23.
2 

8,682 2,651 29.
6 

8,95
3 

85.18 

1LP: Legislative Period 

² [(Women N 2007 - Women N 1979) / Women N 2007] x 100 

Towns are municipalities of at least 750 inhabitants and have 9 or more council members; Rural municipalities have fewer than 
750 inhabitants. 

To analyze the improved participation of women, we can also focus on the 
number of council members who are re-elected. Table 4 indicates for each 
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legislative period whether a council member was elected for that term and at least 
one other, either before or after. Catalonia as a whole moves from 3.5% women re-
elected council members in 1979-83 to 21.7% in 2007-11. On the other hand, in the 
HMPC the percentage increased from 2.7% to just 14.3% in the same period. This 
difference shows that women have more sporadic political representation than do 
men in the Pyrenees, if we compare it to the whole of Catalonia. In the two final 
columns in Table 4 we calculate the percentage of women first, and then that of 
men, for repeated service in the 2007-2011 legislative period. We can see that in 
Catalonia 38.9% of women and 58.6% of men were re-elected in 2007-11.  This 
corresponds with the minimum and maximum values established by the 2007 law, 
which sets up a minimum of 40% and a maximum of 60% by gender.  In the 
Pyrenees, fewer women (34.8%) served repeated legislative terms than the Catalan 
average (38.9%), and considerably fewer than Pyrenean men (58.6%, compared to 
58.9% for all of Catalonia). This can be explained by the fact that the 2007 gender 
parity law has to be implemented only in municipalities with more than 5,000 
inhabitants. 

Table 4. Reelected council members (1979-2011). (Source: “Women and men in Catalan 
democratic institutions,” a database compiled by Marta Corcoy Rius and Patricia Laura Gómez, 

Cities and People programme, Political and Social Sciences Institute (ICPS), 2009). 

1st LP1 1979-83 4th LP 1991-95 7th LP 2003-07 8th LP 2007-11  
 
 
 

Counties 

Women 
N 

Wo
me
n 
% 

Total 
N 

W 
N 

W 
% 

T 
N 

W 
N 

W 
% 

T 
N 

W
 

N 

W 
% 

T 
N 

% W 
reelect
ed LP 
2007-

112 

% M 
reelec

ted 
LP 

2007-
113 

Alt Urgell 1 1.4 73 6 5.8 10
3 

16 16.
5 

97 1
2 

16.
0 

75 46.2 63.0 

Alta 
Ribagorça 

1 12.
5 

8 3 17.
6 

17 5 31.
3 

16 2 18.
2 

11 33.3 42.9 

Cerdanya 0 0.0 53 3 3.6 83 10 11.
5 

87 7 12.
1 

58 25.0 63.8 

Pallars Jussà 2 4.5 44 6 7.6 79 5 10.
6 

47 5 9.6 52 25.0 61.0 

Pallars Sobirà 0 0.0 56 5 7.1 70 13 19.
4 

67 8 17.
4 

46 38.1 49.4 

Val d'Aran 3 12.
0 

25 3 7.3 41 7 15.
6 

45 5 16.
1 

31 45.5 59.1 

HMPC 7 2.7 259 26 6.6 39
3 

56 15.
6 

35
9 

3
9 

14.
3 

27
3 

34.8 58.6 

Catalonia 124 3.5 3,57 58
6 

9.2 6,3
7 

1,3
6 

20.
7 

6,6 1 21.
7 

4,7 38.9 58.9 

1LP: Legislative Períod 

² Women elected in LP 2007-11 and also in at least one previous LP. 
3 Men elected in LP 2007-11 and also in at least one previous LP. 
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To complete our knowledge of the actual political power of women in local 
government, we analyzed the various responsibilities grouped into 8 areas (Table 
5) for the 8th legislative period (2007-2011).  

Table 5. Type of responsibility of women council members (2007-11). (Source: “Women and 
men in Catalan democratic institutions.” a database compiled by Marta Corcoy Rius and Patricia Laura Gómez. 

Cities and People program, Political and Social Sciences Institute (ICPS), 2009). 

HMPC Catalonia Type of responsibility 

Women 
N 

Women % Total N Women 
N 

Women % Total N 

Administration and taxation 10 13.3 75 146 15.0 975 

Maintenance, infrastructure and 
municipal services 

1 12.5 8 29 11.9 244 

Citizen participation, support, 
cooperation and equality  

0 0.0 4 38 31.4 121 

Social services 16 29.1 55 724 43.0    1,682 

Territory and environment 2 4.9 41 101 11.3 891 

Communication and new 
technologies 

0 - 0 5 25.0 20 

Economic development and 
activity 

3 17.6 17 83 20.0 415 

Without responsibilities 80 25.7 311 1,525 33.1    4,605 

% with responsibilities/ Total 28.6 -   
39.1 

  42.5 - 48.6 

Total 112 21.9 511 2,651 29.6   8,953 

1LP: Legislative Period 

² [(women % HMPC - women % Catalonia) : women % Catalonia] x 100 

In the first place, we see that 28.6% of women council members hold a 
defined portfolio of responsibilities, compared to 42.5% in Catalonia. Furthermore, 
men control a group of portfolios that are considered more important politically: 
Economic Development and Activities (20.0% women in Catalonia and 17.6% in 
the HMPC), Administration and Taxation (15.0% and 13.3%, respectively); 
Maintenance, Infrastructures and Municipal Services (11.9% and 12.5%) or 
Territory and Environment (11.3% and 4.9%), including urban development. We 
find the most women in Human Services, which includes Education, Culture and 
Health (43.0% women in Catalonia and 29.1% in HMPC); and Citizen 
Participation, Solidarity, Cooperation and Equality involves 31.4% in Catalonia but 
no women in HMPC. Feminine participation in Communications and New 
Technologies is a minority in Catalonia, 25% women, but nonexistent in HMPC, 
where there is no evidence that they even assign a portfolio to this responsibility. It 
is clear that 29.6% of council members in Catalonia are women, and only 21.9% in 
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HMPC. Therefore, it is evident that, in general, women are marginalized from 
actual power and that, when they hold a portfolio in local politics, it is concentrated 
in Human Services (HMPC, Catalonia) and Citizen Participation (in Catalonia, 
excluding HMPC). 

6. CONCLUSION 

The representation of women in local government in Catalonia as a whole has 
increased meaningfully between the end of the Franco dictatorship and the present, 
from less than 5% to 25%. Nevertheless, within the context of Spain, and contrary 
to its economic importance, Catalonia is not a leader in women’s political 
participation. This situation should be analyzed more carefully, as it could result 
from the structure of inheritance or deeply rooted role differences in Catalonia that 
lead to male political and economic decision-making, and female economic and 
social management. This is one of the lines of inquiry we must pursue in greater 
depth. 

With respect to the study area, we must point out that, in general, there is a 
difference between high mountain Catalan counties and the rest of Catalonia. The 
mountain counties have seen an increase in women´s political involvement, 
although a smaller one, from 4% representation at the end of the 1970s to 22% in 
the late 2000s. At the same time, the most pertinent detail is revealed if we exclude 
the 14 largest towns in the high Pyrenees from the analysis. In that case, the most 
rural municipalities saw women’s participation increase from 3% to 18%. If we 
compare these data with Catalonia as a whole, we can affirm that the presence of 
women elected to local government is significantly less in the more rural, less 
populated and less economically and socially advanced parts of the territory.  

Another important aspect is that in Catalonia as well as in the Pyrenees we can 
detect a segregation of political responsibilities by gender. In this sense, men have 
a greater presence in positions that control more resources and have a larger impact 
on the economy and development, such as economic development, administration 
and taxation, and infrastructure. However, women have a greater presence in those 
areas that involve tasks that are traditionally considered more feminine, such as 
human services. 

Finally, it is important to point out that this analysis is limited to women in 
power structures. Further studies are required to determine to what extent the 
increasing presence of women in the world of politics results in policies of equality 
and, at the same time, how this political representation correlates with women’s 
presence in voluntary associations and other types of social capital indicators. This 
relates to the need for a politics of presence that ensures the possibility of having a 
voice at the table and being able to set the topics and priorities of the political 
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agendas, but also those of businesses or places where the power resides to make 
decisions and influence the lives of citizens.  

Gender quotas in political positions have been demonstrated to be a useful 
temporary solution to achieve the necessary critical mass of women in relevant 
places and responsible positions. We could argue that this may change when the 
presence and visibility of women in the public sphere, as well as the involvement 
of men in the private sphere, are the rule and not the exception. For this reason, the 
visibility of women in all spheres of the local community is especially relevant. 
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