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ABSTRACT
In many places in the world, women struggle to be heard and, when it
comes to having a voice in the highest authority in the land, the difficul-
ties in some countries can be almost insurmountable. Women in Fiji are
confronting the problem of women’s representation in Parliament. With
only a small number of women (7.04 percent) in the House of Representa-
tives, what changes could the citizens of Fiji make to remedy this lack of
female representation? One answer that could be considered is for Fijian
lawmakers to make amendments to the alternative vote electoral system, a
variation on preferential voting. The alternative vote falls into the same
simple plurality category as first-past-the-post, a system notoriously un-
friendly to women candidates.

IN MANY places in the world, women struggle to be heard and, when it
comes to having a voice in the highest authority in the land, the difficul-
ties in some countries can be almost insurmountable. Women in Fiji are

confronting the problem of women’s representation in Parliament. With only
a small number of women (7.04 percent) in the House of Representatives,

It is vitally important that all structures of Government, including the
President, should understand fully that freedom cannot be achieved
unless women have been emancipated from all forms of oppression
(Nelson Mandela, 1994).1
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what changes could the citizens of Fiji undertake to remedy this lack of fe-
male representation? One answer that could be considered is for Fijian law-
makers to make amendments to the alternative vote electoral system, a varia-
tion on preferential voting. The alternative vote falls into the same simple
plurality category as first-past-the-post, a system notoriously unfriendly to
women candidates.

The position of women in Fijian society
Recent statistics show that Fiji has total population including men, women
and children of 825,478 , of which women make up exactly 49 percent2 and
that the female literacy rate is 91 percent (95 percent for men)3 yet women’s
role in decision-making at the highest level is minimal. One reason for this
lack of female visibility is the focus on racial divisions in Fiji, which has
resulted in the neglect of the gender gap. Political parties  and political scien-
tists have been so uninterested in women in politics in Fiji that it is only now,
at the beginning of the 21st century, that research is beginning to recover the
names and histories of the few women who have served in Parliament.4

Until recently, the same accusation could be made of political leaders,
who have not shown any obvious interest in encouraging the participation of
women in the running of the nation. For instance, in his autobiography, The
Pacific Way: A Memoir, the former Prime Minister and President, Ratu Sir
Kamisese Mara, noted in just one line that women had been given the vote
but made no mention of their contribution to the productivity of the country.5

It is only very recently that Fijian women have enjoyed a highly visible and
vocal advocate of their cause: Vice-President Ratu Joni Maidraiwiwi. Ratu
Joni has advocated strongly on behalf of women and is a firm believer in the
ability of women to take their place in Parliament and in the running of the
nation. Addressing a group of representatives from Fijian women’s organisa-
tions in 2004, he said:

Quite simply, you have a right to be heard. Enveloped in that right, is
the right to lead and participate in decisions. They affect you and yet
your voices are not sufficiently heard because there are not enough of
you to reflect your opinions. Tradition and religion too often abet poli-
tics in seeking to restrict you to a certain space and place. Engage them
in a gentle but a firm manner and only confront as a last resort. There
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will be times when there is little choice, but then profound and mean-
ingful change often requires conflict. Do not be afraid. Your cause is
just and your sisters who are unwilling or unable to participate, owing
to various constraints, repose their hopes and dreams in you.6

When the Government ratified the Convention on the Elimination of all Forms
of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) in 1995, the women of Fiji gained
the protection of international law. As well, the Bill of Rights, contained within
the 1997 Constitution of the Fiji Islands, promises that ‘every person has the
right to equality before the law’ and that ‘a person must not be unfairly dis-
criminated against, directly or indirectly, on the ground of his or her actual or
supposed personal characteristics or circumstances, including … gender’.7

Despite this guarantee, the Constitution has not been able to assist women to
gain an equal partnership in governing the country. For that purpose, we must
examine the alternative vote and gauge whether this electoral system is un-
fairly discriminating against women.

This article does not discuss the question of gender quotas or other forms
of affirmative action; neither does it consider other obstacles to the advance-
ment of women into the legislature such as the problem of incumbency.

The parliamentary system
Fiji has a bicameral parliamentary system consisting of a House of Repre-
sentatives and a Senate. The 1997 Constitution allowed for the House of Rep-
resentatives to consist of 71 members representing single-member constitu-
encies.8 Of the 71 members, voters who are registered on one of four separate
communal rolls, depending on whether they are Fijians, Indians, Rotumans
or ‘others’, elect 46 members. People from Rotuma are ethnically, linguisti-
cally and culturally distinct from other people in the Pacific. Although their
island is part of Fiji, they are accorded special status in the Constitution and
have one reserved seat in Parliament. Voters registered as ‘others’ are citizens
of Fiji who belong to ethnic groups other than Fijian, Indian or Rotuman:
they could be European, Chinese or people originally from other Pacific Is-
lands. Finally, voters elect the remaining 25 members to the House of Rep-
resentatives from all communities registered on an open electoral roll.9 As of
November 2005, six women sit in the House of Representatives; although
only four won on the night of the election in August 2001, two have won by-
elections subsequently.10



 90  PACIFIC JOURNALISM REVIEW 12 (1) 2006

CONTEMPORARY GENDER ISSUES

The Senate consists of 32 members appointed by the President of Fiji on
the advice of the major political players within Fiji: the Bose Levu Vakaturaga
(Great Council of Chiefs), the Prime Minister, the Leader of the Opposition,
and the Council of Rotuma. The Senate carries out a review role, scrutinising
and revising Bills sent to it by the House of Representatives. It can pass a Bill
with or without amendment, reject it, or agree to it in an amended form but,
ultimately, it has no veto powers.

While the emphasis in this article is primarily on elected members, fol-
lowing the 2001 election, four women were appointed to sit in the Senate.
The number of women in the Senate has been higher in the past. In 1999,
eight women were appointed during the brief period that the Fiji Labour Party
was the Government. That Government was overthrown in a coup d’etat in
2000. Subsequently, an election was held in 2001, which was won by the
Soqosoqo Duavata Ni Lewenivanua (SDL) party. At that time, the number of
women appointed to the Senate reverted to four (Table 1) although the gov-
ernment subsequently added one more woman senator in November 2005,
taking the total to five.11

Women, the vote, and representation
Ian McAllister and Donley Studlar have identified three independent vari-
ables that provide a good explanation for the success, or otherwise, of wom-
en’s quest to enter Parliament. These variables are: the date at which women
received the vote, which indicates the political culture in the country con-
cerned; the introduction of gender quotas within political parties; and the
type of electoral system.12

By taking New Zealand, South Africa and Fiji as examples of countries
that achieved female enfranchisement at very different times, it is clear that
McAllister and Studlar’s assertion  that the date of female enfranchisement is
an important variable contributing to the number of women in legislatures
does not hold in every case. New Zealand became the first country in the
world to give women the right to vote in general elections on 19 September
1893, after suffragists had organised a long and strategic campaign. In 1919
women won the right to stand as candidates and the first woman was elected
to the New Zealand Parliament in 1933. After that time, women’s representa-
tion increased slowly until 1984, when progress accelerated. Following the
2005 elections, women constituted 32.2 percent of members in the House of
Representatives, the highest percentage ever.13
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A contrasting example of a country where citizens won the right to vote
and stand for Parliament only recently is South Africa. It was not until 1994,
when the apartheid era came to an end after a long struggle for freedom, that
the vast majority of people were finally enfranchised. Following the 1994
elections, the South African Parliament became—for the first time ever—
representative of people from all races and both genders. From the start, women
were well represented, achieving 26.3 percent in the 1994 election. The 2004
election resulted in women winning 32.8 percent of the seats in the National
Assembly, South Africa’s lower house.14 After 10 years of democracy, South
Africa now has a slightly higher percentage of women in its legislature than
does New Zealand, where women have had the vote for 112 years.

Clearly, the date at which women in Fiji received the vote has had no
bearing on their representation in Parliament. Unlike women in New Zealand
and South Africa, women in Fiji did not fight for the vote or for the right to
stand in elections. Rather, all Fiji citizens were given both these rights in
1963.15 Nearly 40 years had passed at the time of the 2001 elections, yet only
four women (5.6 percent) were elected to the House of Representatives,16

although, as the result of by-elections, this number had risen to six (8.45
percent) by November 2005.

The second variable mentioned by McAllister and Studlar—the use of
gender quotas by political parties —has not been attempted in Fiji as yet and
consequently cannot be discussed here. The third variable, the voting system,
needs to be examined closely as the evidence suggests that the alternative
vote system will inevitably fail to assist women enter the political arena.

Majoritarian systems
Cross-national investigations have shown consistently that the electoral sys-
tem is the most important variable when it comes to assessing the level of
representation of women in legislatures.17 Two main electoral systems exist,

Table 1:  Fiji: Women appointed to the Senate—1994-2001
Election date Total of Senators No. of women %  Women in

appointed Senate
02 1994 34 3 8.8
05 1999 32 8 25.0
08 2001 32 4 12.5
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plurality systems and proportional representation systems, although varia-
tions exist within both methods.

Prior to the change to the alternative vote in 1999, Fiji used the simple
plurality or majoritarian system known as first-past-the-post in countries that
adopted the Westminster system of government or winner-takes-all in the
United States. The appeal of first-past-the-post lies in its simplicity. A coun-
try is divided into single-member constituencies also known as electorates or
districts. Each elector has one vote and the candidate who receives the most
votes in each constituency at a general election is elected a Member of Parlia-
ment.18 First-past-the-post produces two major parties that often alternate in
power, resulting in strong and stable governments. Both the United States
and the United Kingdom continue to use first-past-the-post. Drawbacks oc-
cur in the system when more than two parties are competing to become the
Government. For instance, in a situation where there are multiple candidates
standing in an electorate, a candidate receiving far less than a majority of the
votes may be elected. Former Fijian Prime Minister Sitiveni Rabuka com-
mented that:

One of the observations we made in looking at [the Review of the Con-
stitution of 1990] was that amongst ourselves in Parliament there were
members who were elected into Parliament by less than 20 percent of
the voters in their constituency. And we asked ourselves whether they
really could stand up and say that they were speaking on behalf of the
people in their constituency.19

This problem may be compounded nationwide, resulting in a party becoming
Government because it has won the majority of seats but it may have re-
ceived fewer votes nationally than the opposition party. For the reasons men-
tioned, first-past-the-post also makes it extremely difficult for small parties
to gain seats, resulting in a Parliament that does not represent the diversity of
people living in the state.

Another major problem with first-past-the-post is that it is not fair to
women as it can have a negative effect on the selection of female candidates.
A well-documented phenomenon of electoral systems with single member
districts or constituencies is the ‘tyranny of small decisions’.20 Andrew Reeve
and Alan Ware found that the task of selecting a candidate for a particular
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constituency usually fell on party elites within an electorate who were ‘obliged
to make choices covering a range or a time span too small to take all relevant
factors into account’. It was their sole responsibility to decide on one candi-
date—they had no influence over candidate selections in other districts. Faced
with choosing one candidate, the selectors tended to pick the one who they
believed would be the best overall candidate for their particular seat. This
tended to be a middle-class male. The result was that the ‘tyranny of small
decisions’ was incremental and resulted in a non-representative legislature.19

Political scientist Wilma Rule concurred with this finding—she noted that it
is too risky for political elites to back a woman candidate in districts where
only one person is elected.22

Alternative vote system
In 1997, a new Constitution was introduced in the Fiji Islands, bringing about
considerable change, including the reconfiguration of the electoral rolls and
the provision of reserved seats in Parliament for Fijians, Indians, Rotumans
and ‘others’, the group of people who make up the residue of Fiji citizenry.
First-past-the-post was replaced by a preferential voting system called the
alternative vote, which is used in the Australian House of Representatives.23

The alternative vote is a majoritarian system very similar to first-past-
the-post in that it is based on single-member electorates. Unlike first-past-
the-post, the alternative vote gives electors the choice of ranking candidates
in order of preference. Alternatively, they may accept preferences already
chosen by their preferred politician or political party. If voters decide to ac-
cept their party’s preferences, they tick their ballot paper ‘above the line’. If
they do not agree with the pre-selected preferences, then they must vote ‘be-
low the line’, being very careful to accurately number their preferences as
votes will be declared invalid if they make a mistake in the numbering. Voters
in Fiji receive two voting papers—one vote for their communal seat constitu-
ency and one vote for their open seat constituency, which are usually filled
out in identical fashion, that is, either ‘above’ or ‘below the line’.24

Clearly, the alternative vote does very little to give a voice to those who
have been traditionally under-represented in Parliament,25 such as women.
As Andrew Reynolds noted, the ‘tyranny of small decisions’ continues under
the alternative vote system:
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Plurality-majority single-member district systems, whether of the Anglo-
American first-past-the-post variety, the Australian preference ballot
alternative vote, or the French two-round system, are deemed to be
particularly unfavourable to women’s chances of being elected to of-
fice. Each of these systems creates an incentive for party bosses to stand
lowest-common denominator candidates in geographical districts; these
rarely turn out to be women or minorities.26

It is possible that women in Fiji were persuaded that the new system would
bring more women into Parliament. When the alternative vote was first intro-
duced, there was a considerable increase in female candidates, from 12 in
1994 to 27 in 1999, but this momentum was not maintained, there being only
a slight increase to 31 in 2001 (Table 2).

In addition to the increase in candidates in 1999, the first election under
the alternative vote system more than doubled the number of women in the
legislature from three to eight. Unfortunately, this increase proved to be short
lived and, following the 2001 election, the position of women in the House of
Representatives halved from eight to four, a number similar to that achieved
under first-past-the-post (Table 3).

The 2006 general election will take place during the week May 6-13,
again using the alternative vote electoral system. Although some political
parties, including the ruling SDL, stated publicly that the number of women
candidates would increase at this election, as yet there is no evidence that this
eventuated.

Besides being unfair to women, the alternative vote has other major flaws.
According to the United Kingdom’s Electoral Reform Society, ‘research by
Democratic Audit in 1997 showed that the results [from the alternative vote]

Table 2:  Fiji: Women candidates—1992-2001 27

Election No. of women No. elected Total no. of
candidates to House of Reps elected seats

1994 12 3 70
1999 27 8 71
2001 31 5 71

Source: Dharma Chandra, D.  and Lewai, V. (2005). Women and men of Fiji Islands: Gender statistics and
trends. Suva: Population Studies Programme, University of the South Pacific, p. 124.
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could actually be even more distorting than under first-past-the-post’.29 This
distortion was explained by Fiji Islands academic Wadan Narsey:

If you have 71 constituencies and in each of these 71 constituencies
one party, A, manages to get 51 percent of the votes either by first-past-
the-post or by the alternative vote method, that party A will win all 71
seats. And the party which has got 49 percent of the votes in the entire
country will have no seats whatsoever in Parliament.30

Proportional representation
Proportional representation is an electoral system that ensures the number of
seats a party gains is more or less equivalent to the number of votes it re-
ceives nationwide. Two major types of proportional representation are in use
around the world. These are party list systems (used in South Africa) and the
single transferable vote (STV). There are also mixed systems using both sin-
gle-member constituencies and party lists: New Zealand’s Mixed-Member
Proportional system (MMP) falls into this category.

Rule has noted that the differences between party-list proportional repre-
sentation and single-member district systems are the most important factors
affecting women’s share of legislative seats.31 The reasons for these differ-
ences are not fully understood although a number of theories have been sug-
gested. One answer could be that the structural features of the electoral sys-
tem may help women.32 For instance, in proportional representation systems,
parties tend to balance their tickets by including viable female candidates on
the party list in order to appeal to a broad segment of the electorate.33 Vernon
Bogdanor suggested:

For whereas under a single-member constituency system it is the pres-
ence of a candidate who deviates from the identikit norm (whether fe-

Table 3:  Fiji: Number of women in House of Reps—1992-2001 28

Date of Position in Voting Total no. Women in % Women
election the world system of MPs in House of

House Reps
02 1994 84 FPTP * 70 3 4.3
05 1999 ? AV ** 71 8 11.3
08 2001 105 AV 71 4 5.7
* First-past-the-post
** Alternative vote
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male or minority) that is noticed, in a party list system it is the absence
of a woman or a minority candidate, the failure to present a balanced
ticket, that will be commented upon and resented.35

Obviously, this method of ticket balancing is impossible in single-member
constituencies where only one person carries the party banner.33

Speeding up the process
Besides achieving higher proportions of women legislators, research by
Matland and Studlar shows another interesting phenomenon when countries
change to proportional representation systems. The increase in the propor-
tion of women MPs has been, and continues to be, much faster under propor-
tional systems than under single-member district systems (see Table 4).36

While a moderate gap existed between the two electoral systems from
post-World War II until 1970, after that date there has been a substantial and
significant increase in the gender gap. In 1945, the difference between the
two systems was only 0.1 percent, but this gap widened to 3.8 percent in 1970
and to 8.4 percent in 1980. By 1993, the difference between the two systems
had reached 10.7 percent. In just over 20 years, female representation jumped
in the countries with proportional representation from 6.0 percent in 1970 to
20.2 percent in 1993, an increase of 14.1 percent. During the same period, the
proportion of women MPs in countries with first-past-the-post moved from

Table 4:  Percent of women MPs across 23 legislatures—1945-1993
System 1945 1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 1993
Single-member district 3.1 2.1 2.5 2.2 3.4 8.2 9.5
systems *
Proportional 3.2 5.1 5.9 6.0 11.8 18.4 20.2
representation **
* Single member district systems: Australia, Canada, France (1960 and beyond), Japan, New Zealand,
United Kingdom, and United States.
** Proportional representation systems: Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Finland, France (1945 and 1950),
Greece, Iceland, Ireland, Israel, Italy, Netherlands, Norway, Portugal, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland and
West Germany.

Source: Matland, R. E. and Studlar, D. T. (1996).  The contagion of women candidates in single-member district
and proportional representation electoral systems: Canada and Norway. In The Journal of Politics, Vol. 58, No.
3, August, p. 710.



 PACIFIC JOURNALISM REVIEW 12 (1) 2006  97

CONTEMPORARY GENDER ISSUES

just 2.2 percent in 1970 to only 9.47 percent by 1993, an increase of 7.24
percent, or almost half the increase enjoyed by women under proportional
systems.

The party list system
Under proportional representation systems, a good percentage of women may
be chosen to appear on the list but problems frequently arise at the stage
when the list is ordered or ranked. The Nordic women were the first to under-
stand the significance of the list-ranking or rank-ordering system. Theorists
such as Ingunn Norderval, Torild Skard and Elina Haavio-Mannila were con-
cerned about proportional representation systems because they realised that
‘the basic impact of proportional representation systems upon female repre-
sentation is complicated by the presence of rank-ordering arrangements’.37

Fewer women candidates were selected when the chance for electoral suc-
cess was high, a finding that holds true for all electoral systems. In general,
party elites try to balance their list by choosing candidates to represent all
major geographical areas, trade unions (in the case of socialist parties), youth,
women and various occupational groupings. In the ensuing juggling act, many
good candidates may be dropped from consideration because they do not
meet the various balancing criteria.38

Countries using list systems opt for either open or closed lists. Each par-
ty’s list is presented to the voters as either ‘closed’ or ‘open’. Under the open
list system, electors can vote for individuals and are able to change the posi-
tion of candidates on lists. Finland uses a variation of this system. Closed
systems mean that voters are restricted to voting for the whole list of candi-
dates who have already been ranked in order and whose names may, or may
not, appear on the ballot paper. Voters in closed systems are not able to change
the order in which the candidates have been ranked.39 New Zealand and South
Africa use closed lists, as do Norway and Sweden.40

When we consider Fiji, South Africa and New Zealand, it is clear that the
two countries which changed from first-past-the-post to proportional repre-
sentation have achieved considerable success for their women while Fiji, which
replaced one majoritarian system with another, has not made similar head-
way (Table 5).
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Single transferable vote (STV)
STV is another form of proportional representation. The system is based on
multi-member electorates, which vary in size. This system allows voters to
rank their preferences within each electorate resulting in a parliament that is
proportionate to the wishes of the voters. Research conflicts about whether
STV is good for female representation and also whether or not the size of
each multi-member electorate—the district magnitude—is significant. For
instance, Malta has used STV since 1920 and has 13 multi-member constitu-
encies, each constituency having a uniform number of five available seats.
Even so, Malta has always had a poor record for electing women. On the
other hand, district magnitudes in Ireland vary from three to five seats.42  When
researching the election of women to the Irish Dail, Richard Engstrom dis-
covered that more women are nominated and elected to districts with a mag-
nitude of four or five rather than to those electing only three members. He
suggested that those interested in improving the electoral opportunities for
women, both in Ireland and elsewhere, should give serious consideration to
increasing the size of district magnitudes.43

District magnitude and proportional representation
When studying 23 parliamentary democracies using proportional representa-
tion, Rule found that list systems, in particular those with large district

Table 5:  Voting system across three states41

Date Date Date of % of women Voting
women women the last elected in system
received could stand election last election used
the vote for - Lower

Parliament House
New 1893 1919 2005 32.2% Proport.
Zealand represent.

- mixed
member

Fiji 1963 1963 2001 7.04% Alternative
South 1994 1994 2004 32.8% Proport.
Africa represent.

- closed

Source: Inter-Parliamentary Union, Women in National Parliaments.
www,.ipu.org/wmn-e/arc/classif040202.htm (21 November 2005).
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magnitudes, were an important factor in explaining women’s representation.44

Even countries with small district magnitudes, ranging from three to six mem-
bers, were more successful in electing women legislators than states with
single-member districts. The Nordic countries, which are the most successful
at electing women, had a wide range of district magnitudes. For instance,
Finland had an average of 13 candidates per district; Sweden an average of
12; Denmark an average of 10; and Norway had district magnitude ranges
from two to 16 seats, giving an average of seven.45 Finally, the list component
of New Zealand’s MMP system is 60 and is nationwide.

District magnitude and first-past-the-post
In elections in the states of the United States where first-past-the-post is the
voting system, the research into whether women are more likely to run and be
elected in multi-member districts rather than in single-member districts is
inconclusive.46 A comprehensive study by R. Darcy, Susan Welch and Janet
Clark in 1989 into 14  American state legislatures that used first-past-the-post
found conclusive evidence that more women run and get elected in multi-
member districts than in single-member districts.47 In 1990, Welch and Studlar
reported evidence to the contrary. Their research showed that multi-member
districts ‘make up a small and inconsistent difference to the electability of
women in state elections in the United States’ and that the minor differences
that were detected may have been caused by other factors such as the effects
of urbanisation.48 Adding to these conflicting views, a United Nations report
in 1992 claimed that research showed ‘a positive relationship between dis-
trict size and the number of women elected. The larger the district, the more
women elected.’49

Guam, women and districting
If women in Fiji are looking for a model where a Pacific island has achieved
a high female presence in the legislature, they should look at Guam. Guam is
an unincorporated territory of the United States and operates under the same
two-party (Democrats and Republicans) simple plurality or first-past-the-post
voting system that is used in many American states. Members are elected
every two years to the 15-seat Guam Legislature from multi-member lists:
electors are given as many votes as there are seats to fill.50 Between the years
1982 and 1996, election results for women in Guam were consistently higher
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than might be expected under first-past-the-post, reaching 28.6 percent in
1996. After that date, the numbers of women started to drop when the size of
the legislature was reduced from 21 to 15 members in 1998. The number of
women recovered in 2002, when five women were elected (33.3 percent)

As no research had been undertaken on the effect of district magnitude
on the electoral success of women in Guam, I have applied the model used in
the United States by Darcy, Welch and Clark to the Guam situation. The au-
thors looked at whether ‘multi-member-district plurality systems encouraged
the election of women in the United States in the same way that multi-mem-
ber list proportional representation systems appear to have done in continen-
tal Europe’.51

Darcy, Welch and Clark’s research confirmed that women did benefit
from multi-member districts and the authors suggested that women’s success
was based on four main findings. First, they found that, because women were
seen as a significant and legitimate political group, parties were under pres-
sure to include them as candidates.52  Second, they thought that in districts
where women were under-represented, voters applied their own form of af-
firmative action in favour of female candidates. Third, a woman running on a
predominantly male team of candidates may attract attention because of her
novelty value. This, in turn, could lead to greater name recognition by voters
and enhance her chances of winning election. Finally, women may be more

Table 6:  Guam: General election results—1988-2004

Year of Total no. of Women % of
Election seats women
1988 21 7 33.3
1990 21 6 28.8
1992 21 6 28.8
1994 21 6 23.8
1996 21 5 23.8
1998 15 2 13.3
(No. of seats
reduced to 15)
2000 15 3 20.0
2002 15 5 33.3
2004 15 3 20.0

Source: Guam Election Commission, www.guamelection.org and Kuam Com, Pacific Telestations, Guam.
www.kuam.com/decision2002/generalelection/results.asp
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willing to put themselves forward for election in multi-member districts rather
than single-member districts. This could be because many women prefer to
campaign on their own behalf, supported by their qualifications, achieve-
ments and programmes, and dislike an adversarial contest where they must
oppose a particular candidate. Women may feel more comfortable in a multi-
member-district election in which there is no specific opponent, the authors
argued.53

During my research in Guam in 1995, women politicians confirmed all
the points made by Darcy, Welch and Clark, except for the last suggestion,
that women prefer to stand on a multi-member platform because of their dis-
like of confrontation. Interviewees mentioned the pressure that political par-
ties found themselves under to attract credible female candidates; and they
stressed their need for name recognition. When asked whether they preferred
at-large or multi-member districts, the women politicians overwhelmingly
endorsed at-large elections. 54

The question of the optimum district magnitude for women in first-past-
the-post systems remains unresolved. Darcy, Welch and Clark noted that the
size of the multi-member district appeared to bear no relation to the propor-
tion of women elected, although they did suggest that political parties were
under greater pressure to run viable women candidates in districts of more
than three members compared to single-member districts.55 (The researchers
did not reveal the specific district magnitudes involved in their research.)
Another study by Welch and Studlar involved district magnitudes ranging
from one to 12 but, as with the previous research, they found no evidence that
any particular district magnitude was a threshold or ‘the best’ for women’s
electability.56

Summary
In summary, two points have been discussed relating to the efficacy—or oth-
erwise—of different electoral systems in enhancing women’s legislative rep-
resentation. First, the number of women elected to legislatures under first-
past-the-post systems has lagged far behind the number of women elected
under proportional systems. Second, there has been a much slower increase
in women legislators in countries with first-past-the-post even though similar
social pressures have been applied across all democracies since the mid-1960s
to increase women’s legislative representation.57 The evidence is conclusive
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that women perform better under proportional representation, especially list
systems, and that single-member constituency systems are the worst for
women.

Where majoritarian and first-past-the-post voting systems are used, there
is one slight hope for improving women’s electoral success. The example
here is Guam where, instead of the more usual single-member electorates, the
island has a multi-member district comprising the 15 seats that make up the
Guam Legislature. Even where first-past-the-post prevails, an electorate that
has multi-members can achieve considerable electoral success for women.

When the Fiji Islands changed its voting system from first-past-the-post
to the preferential system known as the alternative vote, the nation did women
no favours. One form of single-district system has been exchanged for an-
other single-district system. Women in Fiji cannot look to the alternative vote
to help them achieve their political ambitions. On the other hand, if lawmak-
ers are serious about placing more women in decision-making, they could
consider changing the voting system and replacing single-member districts
with multiple-member districts. In that way, the ‘tyranny of small decisions’
might be avoided and political parties compelled to construct party lists that
reflect more fairly both genders in the Fiji Islands.
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