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The paper focuses on the role of women in the Polish Parliament and the ways in which 

women’s issues have been discussed since 1989. It is based on the post-election studies, 

analysis of documents, qualitative and quantitative studies on the functioning of Parliament in 

1992–1993, 2000, 2004, and 2005 with special focus on the assembly elected in 2001.
1
 

Research conducted between January and March 2004 incorporated the opinions of 14 female 

parliamentarians—members of the Sejm (Lower Chamber of Parliament)—and four male 

parliamentarians from various political parties represented in the lower chamber elected in 

2001. The majority of the women interviewed were active parliamentarians who held seats in 

a parliamentary committee. The men interviewed were heads or outspoken members of their 

parliamentary clubs. The questions asked during my interviews covered the problems that 

respondents had been asked in the earlier studies. However, a direct comparison of results of 

the studies was impossible because the study conducted in 2004 was a qualitative one, and the 

earlier studies were quantitative.  

This paper also includes data for the subsequent parliamentary election of September 

2005. When we take this election into account, the list of Parliament members being analyzed 

becomes longer, which allows for a better verification of the thesis of limited applicability of 

the concept of “critical mass” (representation of women) in the Parliament. Many of the 

members of parliament interviewed in 2004 were reelected in 2005, so their views are still 

represented in the legislative. 

Before we will characterise the position of women in the parliament we would like to 

stress that in our discussion on women’s participation in public life there are important  (1) 

number of potential candidates who are eager to be active in politics, (2) number of women 

who will be included to the list of candidates to the parliament by particular parties, and (3) 

number of women who will be eventually elected.  During period 1991-2005 one can observe 

a systematic growth in the number of women among candidates. In 1991 there were 902 

female candidates (constituting 12.9% of the total number of candidates), and the year 2005 

saw 2612 of them (24.5% of the total number of candidates). Howeover, as we show in the 

next parts of the paper the growth in the number of female candidates for members of the 

Sejm (lower chamber) does not translate into an equally fast growth in the number of female 

parliament deputies.    

 

The “Critical Mass Concept and the Effectiveness of Women’s Representation 
The notion of critical mass applied by feminists was first used to express the belief that an 

increase in the number of women in a legistature to a certain level would bring a new quality 

in the formulation of women's policy. This postulate has been justified many times by the 

need to implement the principle of social justice, to make sure that women become members 

of Parliament and influence the shape of the new legislation, and the need to enrich the 

diversity of perspectives through articulation and examination of the specific experiences of 

women, resulting from their social roles, which are partially different from those of men. In 

fact, it is not really clear what number should be considered the “critical mass”(see 
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Dahlerup
1
). It is also necessary to take into account the specific situation in a given country. 

In some countries, improvement means a higher percentage of women entering the 

Parliament; in others it is the opposite. Theories of “critical mass” and its effectiveness also 

frequently do not take into account the wider context of the representation of women in  

different parties in Parliament, or the changing line-up and advantage of leftist or rightist 

parties. Moreover, the party type and its discipline, and relations between the parties, which 

are based on rivalry, but can be cooperative or hostile, are important factors that influence the 

shaping of a women's lobby in the Parliament. The attitudes of men and women also change 

over time, and men and women within a single party often have very similar attitudes towards 

various issues. In many cases, their views do not reflect changes in male and female 

perceptions of the place of representatives of both genders in the society, but are much more 

conservative, especially among male parliamentarians.  

 

Women in Parliament 

A number of years have now passed since the end of communism in Poland. Several 

elections and five successive post-communist Parliaments allow us to analyze some patterns 

have in how women enter and operate within the political sphere, and the outcomes of their 

efforts. A perfunctory glance at the data shows that women’s representation in Parliament has 

steadily increased since 1989, although it is still far from the high levels that were evident 

under the authoritarian system. The underrepresentation of women in the 1990s and the 

pattern of their selection were very similar to those in other countries of the region.
2
 The 2001 

election brought a significant increase in the number of women in Parliament, which 

decreased again after the 2005 election. Nevertheless, it did not bring much change in the 

ways in which women’s issues have been discussed in the Parliament. The atmosphere 

surrounding these issues has become more traditional. 

Table 1: Women among Deputies to the Sejm (Lower Chamber of the Parliament) of the 

1st, 2nd and 3rd term (mandates) 
 1991 1993 1997 

Name of Party or 

Electoral Coalition 

To-

tal* 

% in 

total 

Wom

en 

% in 

par-

ty 

To-

tal** 

% in 

total 

Wom

en 

% in 

par-

ty 

To-

tal** 

% in 

total 

Wom

en 

% in 

par-ty 

Total 460  42 9.13 460    60  13.0 460   60 13.0 

Democratic Left 

Alliance (SLD) 

60 13.0   9 15 171 37.2 28 16.4 164 35.6  31 18.9 

Polish Peasant 

Party(PSL) 

50 11.0   1  132 28.7  8  6.1  27   5.9   --  

Freedom Union          60 13.0    9 15 

Democratic Union 

(UD)1 

62 13.8  12 28.5  74 16.1 16 21.6     

Confederation of Inde-

pendent Poland (KPN) 

2 

51 11.1   5 10.8  22  4.8  1  4.6     

Labor Union (UP)  4  0.9 -   41  8.9  7 17.1     

                                                
1
 Drude Dahlerup, The Theory of a Critical Mass” Revisited, paper presented on the Annual Meeting of the Am. Pol. Science 

Association ,Washington D.C. 2005, 
2
  Barbara Wejnert, Metta Spencer with Slobodan Drakulic (eds.),Women in Post-communism (eds.) in series:Research on Russia 

and Eastern Europe , vol.2 .(Greenwich- London : JAI Inc. Press. 1996) 63-92; Jane S.Jacquette, Sharon L.Wolchik (eds.) Women and 

Democracy. Latin America and Eastern Europe (Baltimore and London: The Johns Hopkins University Press., 1998)  125-152; Marilyn 

Rueschemeyer (ed.) Women in the Politics of Postcommunist Eastern Europe .Revised and Expanded Edition. (Armonk, NY: M.E. Sharpe), 

1998; Richard E. Matland and Kathleen A. Montgomery (eds.) Women’s Access to Political Power in Post-Communist Europe. (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 2003). 
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Non-party Block in 

Support of Reforms 

(BBWR)2 

     16  3.5  -  -     

Social and Cultural 

Society of the German 

Minority in Silesia 

  7  1.5     4  0.9  -  -   2  .4   

Social and Cultural 

Society of Germans in 

the Katowice Region  

       1   .2   -    -   2   .4  -  - 

Electoral Catholic 

Action (WAK) 2 

50 10.9   6          

Civic Center Alliance 

(PC) 2 

44  9.6   1          

Liberal-Democratic 

Congress (KLD) 1 

37  8.0   -          

Polish Peasant Party - 

Popular Agreement 

(PSL-PL) 2 

28   6.1   1          

Movement for the 

Reconstruction of 

Poland (ROP) 

           6    

Electoral Action “So-

lidarity” (AWS) 

        201 43.7 20 10 

Solidarity 2 27   5.9   3 11.1         

Polish Party of Beer-

Lovers 2 

16   3.4   -          

Party of Christian 

Democrats (PChD) 2 

  4   .9   1          

Polish Western Union   4   .9  2          

For Wielkopolska 

Region and Poland 

  1      1          

Women’s Alliance 

Against Life 

Difficulties 

  1   1          

* Only parties which received the highest number of seats and/or those which have women 

among their deputies. Twenty-nine parties or groups of various types had representatives in 

the Sejm. Source: Announcement of the State Election Commission, October 31,1991, 

published in Rzeczpospolita, November 4,1991. 

** Data of the State Election Commission. In the Sejm elected in 1997: 1 - the parties which 

were in Freedom Union; 2 -the parties , the trade union  etc which constituted (Electoral 

Action “Solidarity”). 
 

Table 2.   Women among Candidates and Deputies to the Sejm (Lower Chamber of the 

Parliament), 2001 

 Candidates ** Elected *** 

Name of Party or Electoral 

Coalition 

Number of districts in 

which women were on the 
lists of candidates 

% women in total 

number of 
candidates  

% women on 1-3 

positions on the lists of 
candidates 

Total % total Women %  

women  

Total  23.2  460  93 20.2 

Democratic Left Alliance 

(DLA)* 
41 36.3 18.7 200 43.6 50 25.0 
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Polish Peasant Party(PPP) 41 14.6 6.5 42 9.1 0 0 .0 

Labour Union (LU)* 41 36.3 18.7 16 3.4 5 31.3 

Civic Platform (CP) 41 16.8 15.4 65 14.1 13 20.0 

Self Defense of Polish 

Republic (SD) 

39 20.3 13.0 53 11.5 9 17.0 

Law and Justice (L and J) 40 17.9 12.2 44 9.6 6 13.6 

League of Polish Families 

(LPF) 

41 24.7 25 38 8.3 10 26.3 

Social and Cultural 

Society of the German 

Minority in Silesia (GM) 
 

  16.7 2 0.4 ---- ---- 

Note: Orientation of the political parties: DLA and LU –left, CP – center right, SD - populist, 

L&J, LPF– right, PPP - peasant party.  

*DLA and LU  ran in an electoral coalition. 

Source: www.ipu.org. 
 

As Tables 1 and 2 illustrate, the number of women elected to the Sejm has varied from of 

low of 9 percent in 1991 to a high of 20 percent in 2001. 93___ Women were elected in 2005, 

when comprised 20  percent of the members of the lower house (see Table 3). Women 

comprised from 8, 13 and  12 percent of members of the Senat (the higher chamber of 

Parliament established in 1989) in the period 1989 to 1997. The changed took place in 2001 . 

Women constituded 23 percent of Senate and again the figure became lower in election 2005 

– 13 percent. These figures are dramatically lower than they had been during the communist 

period, when 23 percent of the 1980-1985 Assembly members were women. However, 

women were ‘tokens,’ and had much less influence than their numbers might suggest. 

Moreover, women in the Assembly did not represent the overall interests of women because 

under a communist system, the Parliament performed a decorative function and was a rubber 

stamp for the decisions made by the bodies of the Communist Party (Polish United Workers’ 

Party). 

Conditions and Mechanisms of Increasing Women’s Presence 

in the Parliament Elected in 2001 
The rise in the proportion of women in the legislature in 2001 was due to a combination of 

factors that materialized between the parliamentary elections in years 1997 and 2001. One of 

the most important of these was a change in the electoral law. During the 1997 election, left-

wing parties were more likely than others to include women on their candidate lists. These 

patterns were consistent with election results observed in other post-communist countries and 

in most West European democratic countries, with the exception of Scandinavian countries.
3 

The 2001 parliamentary election was a turning point for women in Parliament due to the 

implementation of new electoral rules. This time, constituencies were larger and had a greater 

number of seats, which facilitated an increase in the number of women on the lists of 

candidates. The reduced number of constituencies coincided with the restructuring of the local 

administrative structure. As a result of these changes, a substantially greater number of 

women were elected to both the Sejm and the Senate. The number of women in the lower 

chamber of the Parliament increased to 20 percent and in the higher chamber to 23 percent. 

However, despite the increase in representation, only two women were appointed to high-

                                                
3  Joni Lovenduski, Joni and Jill Hills (eds.), The Politics of the Second Electorate: Women and Public Participation, (London: 

Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1981); Joni Lovenduski, Women in European Politics. Contemporary Feminism and Public Policy (Amherst: 

The University of Massachussets Press, 1986). 
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ranking government positions after the last election: the Minister of Justice and the Minister 

of National Education and Sports. The 2001 election resulted in the highest-ever number of 

women elected for the first time. In 1997, the number of women elected for the first time was 

44.1 percent, compared to 52.4 percent of men.
7
 In 2001, by contrast, the number of women 

elected for the first time was higher (61.3 percent), than that of men (55.3 percent).   

The number of women elected depended greatly upon the number of women listed as 

candidates on party lists and their positions on these lists. Some women were given high 

positions by the party gatekeepers, who listed them in the top three slots, thereby improving 

their chances considerably (see Table 2). This fact, along with the change in attitude of the 

general population, increased women’s presence in politics in the different districts. 

Attitudes towards women in politics are also changing. An increase in awareness among the 

political elites of the fact that women should participate in politics to a greater extent as 

expected by international organizations (UN, European Union), played a quite important role 

before the election of 2001. There was also an increase in social acceptance of female 

politicians. In 2001, 60 percent of women (compared with 50 percent in 1997) and 40 percent 

of men (compared with 28 percent in 1997) did not agree with the opinion that ‘men are better 

suited to politics that women.’
4
 In 2001, 46 percent of men in comparison with 31 percent of 

women voted exclusively for men, but 39 percent of men and 55 percent of women voted for 

men and women. Since the mid-nineties, the number of women and men believing women 

should play a greater role in public life has increased, although, this fact has not been 

translated to an equally dynamic increase in their presence in this sphere of life  (Fig.1 and 2) 

 

Fig.1  Percentage of women and men who do not agree with the statement “men are better 

suited to politics than women” in 1992-2005  N=1000           

Source: Siemieńska 2005, s. 40; Siemieńska 2006, s.711. 

 
 
 
 
 

                                                
4  Siemienska, Women in the Polish Sejm: Political Culture and Party Politics versus Electoral Rules, .239. 
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Fig. 2. “Some believe that women should play the same role in business, industry and politics 

as men. Others believe the woman’s place is at home” 1992-2005 (means) 

 

Note: Respondents identified their position using a 7-point scale, where „1” meant that women should 

play the same role in business, industry and politics as men, and „7” meant that women ‘s place was at 

home. Study carried out by „Pentor” for F. Ebert Foundation and Center for Interdisciplinary Gender 

Studies of the Institute for Social Studies, Warsaw University. N= 1000 

Source: Siemieńska 2005, p. 40, Renata Siemieńska, Zycie publiczne – podejmowanie decyzji (Public Life-  

Decision making).In: Krajowy System Monitorowania Równego Traktowania Kobiet i Mężczyzn. (Warszawa: 

Scholar, 2006,) p.712 

Younger people, especially better educated women, definitely more often disagreed with the 

opinion that men are more suited to politics and that the best place for a woman is her home. A similar 

distribution can be observed with regard to the levels of acceptance of the statement: “some believe 

that women should play the same role in business and politics as men. Others are of opinion that 

women should stay at home”
2
 Research conducted in December 2005 after the parliamentary election 

found similar results.  

Thus, a question arises whether we are dealing with a growing belief that women should 

find their place in politics because of their specific characteristics that they will bring into this 

sphere of life, or simply the view that women and men have largely similar traits and thus 

there are no biological or cultural deficiencies that would disqualify them from playing roles 
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that have been perceived as suitable only for men. Women and men also have very similar 

ideas of what a good politician should be. (Siemieńska 2005). 

A decisive majority of the women and men interviewed believed in 2005 that the 

desirable traits of a good politician were similiar to the same extent for representatives of both 

sexes. As time went by, the number of people attributing the desirable traits of a politician 

only to men decreased. The characteristics that are most often ascribed to women include 

honesty, frankness, intelligence, and a high degree of education  (Siemieńska 2005; 2006).  
 

Fig. 3. Desirable Traits of Politicians Attributed to Women and Men – May 2005 (%) 

(national random sample = 1000) 

 

Note: in total – percentage of all respondents who believe a given trait should be ascribed to both women and 

men;  women – a percentage of women who believe that a given trait should be ascribed both to women and 

men; men – a percentage of men who believe that a given trait should be ascribed to both women and men.  

Source: Siemieńska 2006, p. 714  

In response to the series of questions aimed at figuring whether men or women are able to 

deal more efficiently with various social and political problems, more than half of all 

respondents stated there was no difference (Siemieńska 2005a). There are some fields, 

however, such as care for the elderly, providing good quality healthcare, equal rights for men 

and women, in which women are believed to be better by numerous respondents. On the other 

hand, political issues, such as privatization and decommunization, many people believe men 

are better suited to deal with them. There is a striking similarity in the opinions of men and 

women in this regard.     

     These changes in attitudes towards the roles of women in public and private life are 

generally taking place simultaneously among men and women. However, there is still a 

difference in the strength of such attitudes between the two sub-populations.    

The growing strength of the women’s lobby also contributed to increasing women’s 

representation in parliament. The women’s lobby exerted more influence on political parties 

and on public opinion as a whole. Fifty organizations joined the Pre-Electoral Coalition of 

Women (PECW), an open, non-partisan agreement between women’s organizations and 

groups created a few months before the election. The PECW, as well as other women’s 

groups and feminist organizations, stood somewhere between the center and the left wing and 

were supported by the Women’s Parliamentary Group (WPG). Women MPs organized a 
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campaign called ‘Women run, women vote’ to convince people to vote for women. The 

participating women belonged to all parliamentary parties.  

In addition, a gender quota was introduced by some political parties. The coalition of the 

Democratic Left Alliance (DLA, the post-communist party)-Labor Union (LU), as well as the 

Freedom Union (FU) (liberal-center), accepted the rule that neither of the sexes should be 

represented by less than 30 percent of all candidates and that lists presented for individual 

constituencies should comply with this condition. Even right-wing parties, such as the League 

of Polish Families (LPF), were influenced by these changes. The LPF, pointing to its 

connections with the Church, put a substantial number of women on its party lists for the 

Sejm. As for the election in 2001, the changes described above were observed despite the fact 

that women were rarely members of election committees (See Table 4). The selection of 

candidates was thus still made by men. 

Table 4: Composition of Election Committees in the Parliamentary Election in 2001 

 

 No. of 

people 

Incl. no. 

of women 

Democratic Left Alliance – Labor Union 84 16 

Election Action Solidarity* 41  0 

Freedom Union*  13  2 

Self Defense of Polish Republic 10  2 

Law and Justice 21  0 

PSL 16  0 

Civic Platform 46  7 

Alternative Social Movement*  4  0 

League of Polish Families 10  0 

* The parties did not get to the Sejm in the elections. 
Source: Author’s calculations based on  Slodkowska 2002 

Finally, changes in the electoral preferences of society also played a role in women’s 

success in 2001. In the Polish election of 2001, the coalition ADL-LU obtained the highest 

number of votes, which represents a shift from right to left. This shift was important for 

women, since for a long time this coalition has been willing to take women’s issues into 

consideration in its political plans and reforms. As a result, the number of women listed as 

candidates was much greater than before.  

The parliamentary election that took place in the autumn of 2005 occurred in a completely 

different political situation. The leftist parties, which had come to power earlier, lost their 

support. They were generally criticized for using their election success in 2001 to strengthen 

the financial position of their members and for creating strong, often corrupt bonds between 

representatives of politics and the business world. Additionally, the split of the DLA into the 

DLA and the Polish Social Democrats (SDPL), which separated itself to dissociate itself from 

the moral sins and flaws of its mother party, weakened its election potential. This situation 

was conducive to strengthening of the rightist parties, mainly the Law and Justice and the 

central-rightist Civic Platform, which achieved almost identical results in 2005. However, 

thanks to a slight advantage of the Law and Justice party, led by Jarosław Kaczyński, it was 

able to gain a majority in the Parliament, together with the populist Self-Defense and the 

nationalist League of Polish Families. The Civic Platform, the Democratic Left Alliance, and 

the Polish Peasant Party became the opposition, rarely undertaking any tasks in the Parliament 

together. The position of the L&J and its leader was strengthened when Lech Kaczyński, 

Jarosław’s twin brother, was elected the president of Poland, in autumn 2005.    

The number of women elected to the Sejm in 2005 (20.4 percent) did not change. In the 

Senate, women’s representation decreased from 24 percent to 13 percent. Women constituted 
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24.5 percent of all candidates. The percentage of female candidates on the first place of the 

lists of candidates was particularly low in the nationalist LPF (7.2 percent), the conservative 

L&J (12.2 percent), the leftist DLA and the peasant PPP (14.6 percent each). It was 

significantly higher in the central-rightist CP (22 percent) and the populist Self-Defense (25 

percent), which shows that in the 2005 election, there was no correlation between the 

ideology supported with regard to equality of women and men (being “for” or “against”) and 

the devising of lists of candidates. As a result of the 2005 election, the percentage of women 

among the parliamentarians of the rightist parties increased by 5.4 percent in  Law and Justice 

and by 5 percent in the Civic Platform, which got the most votes, and by 10 percent in the 

populist Self-Defense of the Republic of Poland in comparison with the election of 2001. On 

the other hand, these percentages decreased among parliamentarians in leftist parties by 5 

percent in the Democratic Left Alliance and by 11.3 percent in the national League of the 

Polish Families. The Polish Peasant Party brought one woman into the Parliament (3 percent 

of all parliamentarians).   Among  tthirteen women  the newly elected Senate in 2005, seven 

were from L&J, five from CP and one from Self-Defense.  

Table 3: Share of Women among Parliamentarians in the Sejm, 2005 
 

Name of the Committee 

Number of 

women 

Total number 

of mandates % of women 

Law & Justice EC  29 155 19% 

Civic Platform EC 33 133 25% 

Self-Defense EC 15 56 27% 

Democratic Left Alliance EC 11 55 20% 

League of Polish Families EC 5 34 15% 

Polish Peasant Party EC 1 27 3% 

German Minority EC   2 0% 

Total 94 460 20% 

Source: Gazeta Wyborcza, September 28
th

, 2005 

 

Women’s Issues in the 2001 Electoral Campaign Party Programs 

     The problems of the equal status of women and men, women’s political participation, or 

other women’s issues were rarely included in party programs for the 2001electoral campaign.
5
 

Only the DLA-LU coalition and FU mentioned the need for changing the situation of women 

in their programs. The DLA-LU program stressed the importance of establishing a firm legal 

basis for the equal treatment of men and women by legal provisions requiring equal treatment 

in the workplace, sanctions for gender-related discrimination, granting both parents equal 

rights with regard to childcare, and guaranteeing women options for planned parenthood.
6
 

     The FU’s party program advocated passing an act guaranteeing the equal status of women 

and men and establishing a Commission on the Equal Status of Women and Men in the Sejm, 

which would be responsible for eliminating gender-related discrimination from all Polish 

legislation.
7
 FU was also concerned about the fact that women are forced to retire at age 60 

compared to 65 for men. The party program stated that “this is particularly important for those 

women who are part of the new pension system, for whom taking away every year of work 

and every zloty means a lower pension.”
8
 The FU was less precise about the abortion issue, 

stating that “it is not an issue to which any party directives or programs apply. This issue is to 

                                                
5
  Inka Słodkowska, Wybory 2001. Partie i ich programy (Elections 2001. Parties and their programs) (Warsaw: ISP PAN, 2002) 

6
  Słodkowska, Wybory 2001, 25 

7  Słodkowska , Wybory 2001,74 
8
  Słodkowska, Wybory 2001, 64 
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be resolved according to one’s own conscience…FU, on the other hand, supports the idea of 

using national healthcare funds to refund contraceptive purchases.”
9
 

   Other parties either avoided women’s issues altogether or presented them in such a way as 

to make it easier for women to perform their traditional roles. The Civic Platform (CP), for 

instance, proposed improving the care of single mothers with handicapped children. The 

Alternative Social Movement (ASM) advocated state “remuneration for housework performed 

by one of the parents, at a level that would be enough not to force the mother to work outside 

the home, which is harmful for family life and especially for the education of children.”
10

 

 

Male and Female Members of Parliament 
The basic characteristics of the deputies elected in 2001 represent the greater variation in 

the age, education, professions and the class background of deputies than earlier. The average 

age of women in the Sejm is slightly higher than that of their male colleagues, but age varies 

more by party. Members of the DLA Parliamentary Club, for instance, tend to be older—half 

of all men and women are between 50 and 59 years of age—while in the Civic Platform or 

Self-Defense clubs, half of both men and women are between 40 and 49 years of age. In the 

LPF, women are clearly older than men. Women deputies are slightly less likely to be 

married, and they tend to have fewer children than men. In the Sejm, 27 percent of women 

and 15 percent of men have no children. Seventy percent women and 92 percent men are 

married. However, these figures have been relatively consistent since 1989. 

 In terms of education, women and men are about equal, as 83 percent of women and 

80 percent of men have university education, and 12 percent women and 14 percent men have 

secondary vocational education. The educational levels of members of Self Defense are 

substantially lower than those of parliamentarians representing other clubs. Female and male 

parliamentarians differ substantially with regard to their educational specializations. Most 

female members of the Lower Chamber are graduates of the humanities (21 of 93) and 

medicine (ten MPs). Men are usually graduates of the faculties of law and administration, 

humanities, economics and technical studies.  

As a general rule, parties and social organizations still tend to nominate and elect women 

from “female” professions. The most frequently named professions among women were 

teaching and research (one-third of the women deputies), which is consistent with the pre-

1989 period. A relatively large group of women parliamentarians previously held high 

positions in state administration or were trade union leaders. They continue their work in 

parliamentary committees that reflect these values and interests, but are often not the most 

influential. Throughout the transition period, women have been greatly underrepresented in 

key parliamentary leadership posts. 

Research conducted in 2004 and earlier studies
11

 show that the female members of the 

Lower Chamber have better educated parents than men, that they were often involved in 

social or political work (in the communist party or in the political opposition during the 

previous regime), although usually at lower levels. They also often have earlier experiences in 

public work (e.g., as leaders of student councils, members of youth choirs, or as local 

government council members), which shows an early interest in civic life and demonstrates 

that, despite their assertions that they entered politics “accidentally,”
12

 women in Parliament 

have demonstrated leadership abilities. In some cases, the party leaders participating in the 

                                                
9
  Słodkowska, Wybory 2001, 69 

10  Słodkowska, Wybory 2001,193 
11  Renata Siemieńska, „Elites and Women in Democratising Post-Communist Societies”. International Review of Sociology . 

Vol.9/2.(1999) 197-219. 
12  Some female members of the Lower Chamber declare that the beginning of their careers in politics were accidental, and that they 

began to be politically active in order to solve a specific problem, and that only later did they find that they were interested in this kind of 

work.   
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election wanted to bring male or female professionals in specific fields, who had shown no 

political ambitions, into the Parliament.    

Women’s social and cultural potential, which was decisive for the initiation of a 

professional career and interest in social and political issues, also played a significant role in 

the subsequent stages of career of these people. Some female Parliament members underlined 

their patriotic upbringing (God – Honor – Homeland, as a LPF deputy said about the 

educational priorities of her parents). All female Parliament members emphasized the role of 

their husbands and children, their acceptance and support, sometimes saying it was their 

husband who came up with the idea that his wife should become an election candidate. The 

children – usually grown up – generally understood the aspirations of their mothers, but they 

rarely supported them actively, for instance, during the election campaign. A proposal from 

the party and support of their local environment were other factors that made the decision 

easier. Usually the offer to participate in the election was made by men. Parties, unlike 

relatives and friends, did not always follow with support during the election campaign. 

Sometimes – and this  is a behavior pattern emerging from the interviews conducted – while 

the parties were eager to look for some unknown, new people to place them on the lists and 

thus avoid being accused of their reluctance to field female candidates, or of maintaining 

relations with people, who are “close to the system” or have been entangled in various 

scandals, etc., - once they gained popularity, the party tended to push them down to a 

significantly lower position on the list during subsequent elections, making it much more 

difficult for them to enter the Parliament. A large number of our interlocutors managed to get 

into the Parliament despite occupying low positions on the lists (for instance, 4
th

 place or 6
th

 

place), outstripping or even eliminating activists of the local party structures. On the other 

hand, other women had occupied the leading positions on the lists.   

Ninety  four women  entered the newly elected Sejm  and thirteen women -  the newly 

elected Senate in 2005. Seven were from L&J, five from CP and one from Self-Defense. As in 

the previous election, female parliamentarians elected in 2005  are better educated than the 

men. Female members of all parties have a university education, except for Self-Defense, in 

which more than half are graduates of schools of a lower level (mainly vocational secondary 

schools) and Law and Justice, where 7 percent have secondary education. In the case of men, 

85.3 percent have a university education. However, in Self-Defense, half of the men are 

graduates only of vocational secondary schools. In the remaining parties, the number of men 

who do not have a university education is lower; these are  mainly graduates of vocational 

secondary schools. The structure of education among the Senate members is similar: all 

women have a university education, as well as 93 percent of the men. The remaining men 

from the L&J, CP and Self-Defense have vocational secondary education.      

 

Activity of Women MPs in the 2001 and 2005 Sejms 
    An MP’s participation in a parliamentary commission depends upon the outcome of post-

election negotiations between parliamentary clubs. As had been the case previously, after the 

2001 election few women occupy the position of chairperson or deputy chairperson of a 

commission. Currently, only three women serve as commission chairs: a DLA 

parliamentarian is the chair of the Commission for Social Policy and Family Affairs; an LU 

parliamentarian chairs the Commission of Healthcare; and a parliamentarian from Self 

Defense is the chair of the Commission for National and Ethnic Minorities. In addition, 15 

women serve as deputy chairs on various commissions. Not even one woman is a chairperson 

of a parliamentary club. In the Senate, in which 23 of the 100 senators are women, two are 

chairwomen and four are deputy chairs of Senate commissions.   (See Table 5 and 6) 
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Table 5. Membership of Women in the Sejm Commissions of the Sejm Elected in 2005   
Women  

Commission 

Number of 

Commission 

members 
 

total 

chairs Deputy chairs 

Permanent commissions 

Administration and the Interior 37 5 - - 

State Control 17 5 1* 
 

- 

Secret Services 9 - - - 

European Commission 43 9 - 1* 
 

Education, Science and Youth 39 13 1* 
 

2** 
 

Parliamentarian Ethics 6 1 - - 

Public Finances 43 14 1 
 

1* 
 

Economy 41 6 - 1 
 

Infrastructure 40 6 - - 

Physical Education and Sport 21 3 - - 

Culture and Mass Media 29 7 - 1* 
 

Communication with Poles Abroad 19 6 - 1* 
 

National and Ethnic Minorities 18 2 - - 

National Defense 26 2 - 1 
 

Environmental Protection, Natural Resources and 

Forestry    

 

27 

 

4 

 

- 

 

- 

Constitutional Responsibility 17 2 - - 

Social Policy 38 15 - 1 
 

Labour 17 4 - 1 
 

Regulations and Parliamentarian Affairs 16 2 - 1* 
 

Family and Women’s Affairs 26 16 1* 
 

1* 
 

Agriculture and Rural Development 41 1 - - 

Development of Entrepreneurship 24 3 - - 

Local Government and Regional Policy    30 8 - - 

State Treasury 27 4 1 
 

- 

Foreign Affairs 28 5 - - 

Justice and Human Rights 23 8 - 1 
 

Legislative 23 3 - - 

Healthcare 26 10 1* 2** 
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Extraordinary Commissions 

Codification amendments 25 3 - 1 
 

For examination of bills on amendment of the act 

on the National Remembrance Institute – the 

Commission for Prosecution of Crimes against 

the Polish Nation and the bill on disclosure of 

information on documents of the communist 

secret services    

 

 

 

 

 

17 

 

 

 

 

 

2 

 

 

 

 

 

- 

 

 

 

 

 

- 

For examination of bills presented by the 

President of the Republic of Poland, concerning 

the Military Counterintelligence Services and the 

Military Intelligence Services, as well as 

legislation introducing these acts    

 

 

 

 

17 

 

 

 

 

- 

 

 

 

 

- 

 

 

 

 

- 

Commission of Prosecution 

To examine the decisions concerning capital and 

ownership transformations in the banking sectors, 

as well as activity of the banking supervision 

bodies from June 4th, 1989 to March 19th, 2006    

 

 

 

 

10 

 

 

 

 

1 

 

 

 

 

- 

 

 

 

 

- 

* and ** - one or two persons serving their second term of office (or more) in the Parliament 

of the Republic of Poland.   

 

Table 6. Participation of Women in the  Senate Commissions of the Senate Elected in 2005 
Women  

Commission 

Number of 

commission 

members 
 

Total 

chairs Deputy chairs 

State Economy 23 2 - - 

Culture and Mass Media 12 3 1* 
 

- 

Science, Education and Sport  20 2 - - 

National Defense 9 - - - 

Human Rights and Lawfulness 8 1 - - 

Regulations, Ethics and Senate Affairs   8 - - - 

Family and Social Policy 7 2 - 1* 
 

Agriculture and Environmental Protection 11 1 - - 

Local Government and State Administration    

13 

 

1 

1 
 

 

- 

Emigration Affairs and Communication with 

Poles Abroad   

 

26 

 

5 

 

- 

1 
 

Affairs of the European Union 11 3 - - 

Foreign Affairs 12 - - - 

Legislative 6 - - - 

Healthcare 12 4 - 1 
 

* and ** - one or two persons serving their second term of office (or more) in the Parliament 

of the Republic of Poland.    

Women deputies elected in 2005 are members of all permanent commissions except for 

the Commission for the Secret Services, and they constitute about one third or more members 

of the following permanent commissions: State Control, Education, Science and Youth, 

Public Finances, Communication with Poles Abroad, Family and Women’s Right, Justice and 
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Human Rights and Health  (See Table 5 and 6). These are also the same commissions women 

usually are found.  Six women are chairs of permanent commissions (out of 28 such bodies), 

and thirteen are deputy chairs. Almost all female parliamentarians occupying these positions, 

are experienced in parliamentary work as they had been elected Parliament members for one 

or more terms previously.     

The Women’s Parliamentary Group and Its Initiatives 
      Almost immediately after 1989, there was an initiative to create a women’s bloc by 

women from the parliamentary club of the Democratic Left Alliance (ADL) and the 

Democratic Union (DU) consisting of former activists of the political opposition before 1989. 

The result of their efforts was the Women’s Parliamentary Group (WPG) established in 1991, 

which continues to exist today. Although it began as an interparty group, it later became a 

body consisting almost exclusively of members of ADL and LU, as center and right-wing 

parties became less eager to join. In the 2001-2005 term, 55 of 93 female deputies in the Sejm 

and 17 of 23 women in Senate belong to WPG, which is an increase.  

     According to its declaration, the WPG’s main goal is to put forward legislative initiatives 

intended to protect the interests of women and children. One such initiative was a proposal in 

the early 1990s to allow single parents to calculate their income together with one of their 

child’s, as married couples do, in order to qualify for tax deductions. This act was meant to 

protect single parents, most of whom are women. During the second term of office of the 

National Assembly in 1993, the WPG was involved in amending the Family and Guardian’s 

Code to accelerate the adoption process by withdrawing parental rights in certain situations. It 

had opposed the implementation of separation (sanctioning living apart but not having divorce 

which would allow for a new marriage), instead favoring a simplified divorce procedure by 

returning the right to grant divorces to regional courts. 

The WPG has been actively involved in the liberalization of the abortion law. After 1956, 

Poland had a liberal abortion act that permitted abortions in certain situations. After a long 

struggle in Parliament in the early 1990s, a much more restrictive law was passed in 1993. 

The debates continued due to the actions undertaken by newly created women’s 

organizations—some working for, others against the liberal law— and the law was liberalized 

in 1996, only to be reversed again in 1997. The more restrictive law remains in effect today.  

The DLA-LU coalition government is unwilling to change the law, as it does not want to 

provoke a conflict with the Catholic Church. The support of the Church was needed to assure 

the Polish public that joining of the European Union (EU) is in the interest of Poland and that 

the national culture, religion and economic situation would not be threatened as a result of 

accession. Church support was very important to help mobilize society to vote to join the EU 

in the spring 2004 referendum. Change in the restrictive abortion law was not necessary in 

order to join the EU, because decisions in this area are left to individual states and their 

Parliaments. Some women’s groups in Poland have tried to get the EU to side with their cause 

in liberalizing the abortion law, but to date they have not been able to pressure the European 

Parliament to discuss the issue again.   

Another WPG initiative is to pass a law concerning the equal status of men and women, 

which was unsuccessfully submitted a few times in the 1990s and at the beginning of 2000s 

and to allow homosexuals to legalize their relationship to be able to inherit properties. These 

laws have not yet been passed. The WPG has also attempted to integrate the work of various 

women’s organizations across the country and coordinate its work with researchers and 

journalists concerned with the women’s issues.  

     Opinions about the WPG vary. Women, who joined the Women’s Parliamentary Group 

during the first term of office (the Parliament elected in 1991), pointed out that the most 

important functions of the group included: the ability to bring up issues that are important for 

women (15 percent of all women in Parliament), eliminating discrimination in the Sejm (11 
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percent) and non-political integration (9 percent). Those female deputies who did not like the 

idea of the Women’s Parliamentary Group emphasized it was an artificial body, because 

gender should not serve as a basis for an organization (15 percent of all women deputies), 

their views differed from those of the liberal and leftist option, dominant in the Group (15 

percent), they did not like the leftist character of the group (13 percent) or the feminist ideas 

promoted by the group members (13 percent). They also stated they did not need to seek 

support in an organization like the Women’s Parliamentary Group since they experienced no 

discrimination from their male party colleagues (9 percent) (Siemieńska 1996). 

   The DLA and LU generally believe that the WPG plays an important role by proposing 

legal solutions consistent with the interests of women. However, not all female 

parliamentarians are members of the WPG, and even some DLA-LU MPs have not joined the 

bloc. Some female MPs from other parties believe that the WPG is absolutely useless and that 

the creation of an institutionalized platform of cooperation between women representing 

different parties is inconsistent with their individuality. Since the WPG is largely a DLA-LU 

initiative, members from other parties are reluctant to join because they do not wish to 

cooperate with the coalition. There are also arguments based on principle, rather than politics, 

such as “there is no point to create a ‘ghetto for women,’” “there are no common interests of 

women as such, since, in fact, different groups of women have different interests,” or “it is not 

justifiable to talk about specific interests of women, we should talk about interests and 

problems of people, and these are not gender-specific, they are the same for men and 

women.” The arguments for and against the existence of WPG have remained the same from 

the early 1990s. However, actual membership in the WPG until the last election in 2005 was 

now determined by DLA-LU party membership. After the last election the WPG is ledby a 

female parliamentary from the Civic Platform, and its members are now representativesof 

various political groups.  

The problems of women are not among those considered by the Polish Sejm elected in 

2005, except for issues associated with the family. As a result of connections of the L&J with 

the particularly conservative wing of the Catholic Church, as well as presence of the LPF in 

the governmental coalition, problems of the family from the conservative point of view, with 

emphasis on the role of women in child-bearing and the upbringing of children, have served 

as a basis for the act on the newborn allowance, which provides a one-time benefit payment 

for each woman who gives birth to a child. The allowance can be increased by the local 

authorities of the woman’s place of residence. A decision was made to extend maternity leave 

and to make sure employers would not dismiss women coming back to work after maternity 

leave. The opposition has protested against all of these proposals. The newborn allowance 

was considered to be a waste of resources, which could be used for a better purpose, for 

instance, to ensure institutional childcare. The concept of a guarantee of employment for 

women was considered yet another reason for reluctance to hire women in the first place and 

thus for their elimination from the labor market. Neither a more liberal act on abortion made it 

to the Sejm even as a discussion topic or the act on equal status for women and men. The 

parties that are members of the governmental coalition formed after the 2005 elections are 

leadership-based parties characterized by rigorous internal discipline. Initiatives to unite 

female parliamentarians from different parties, even those belonging to the coalition, have 

become unthinkable.   

Perceptions of Women’s Roles in the Sejm 
Membership in specific parties determines the frames of activities of men and women 

parliamentarians. Leaders of clubs are in a different situation. They often enforce their 

opinions, sometimes very strictly, and they do not tolerate any deviations or individual 

initiatives. Nevertheless, when speaking about women’s roles in Parliament, both male and 

female parliamentarians often refer to culturally-determined images of women, thus 
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diminishing women’s input into parliamentary work. Perceptions about womens’ roles and 

their views of how men perceive them are partially dependent on political orientations. In 

almost all cases, we can also trace some elements of the stereotypical view that women are 

more sensitive to social issues and less aggressive in interactions with other people. 

Statements by the female parliamentarians also give us an image of women known from 

observation of highly qualified women in other spheres of public life, who – irrespective of 

the political orientation of their parliamentary group – are perceived as people, who are 

usually asked to do tedious tasks, who are eager to undertake such tasks on their own, and 

who usually perform them well. However, their work in Parliament seldom leads to higher 

positions within the organizational structure of the Sejm or to greater political influence. The 

argument that women do not want to accept managerial positions, which has been offered 

many times, cannot be accepted here, given the experience and life histories of both male and 

female parliamentarians.     

     Construction in the public sphere of relationships between men and women based on 

submission of the latter, which is typical for the private sphere, as Bourdieu (Bourdieu 2004) 

states, determines a limited role for women in which they are legally equal. The quotes shown 

below reflect the way of thinking about women. Table 7 illustrates the beliefs of female and 

male deputies about the situation of women in the Parliament are often common across party 

lines. (See Table 7) 

Table 7:  Perception of gender inequality by parliamentarians in 2004 
Men are in top positions  

because: 

strongly  

agree 

       agree                   not agree 

 not disagree 

disagree  strongly 

disagree 

(1) women prefer  men  

 in top position 

 2F-DLA 

F-L&J 

M-L&J 

F-LU 

F-LPF  

F-PPB; F-L&J;  

F-LU 

M-DLA 

F-DLA 

 

(2) women lack specific 

 training 

M-DLA F-DLA  2F-L&J 

F-LU 

F-LPF 

F- PPB 

M-L&J 

F-LU 

3F-DLA 

(3)women are isolated in 

 mainly  male environment 

 F-PPB; F-LU 

3F-DLA; M-DLA 

 2F-L&J 

F-LU 

F-LPF 

M-L&J 

(4)women are prevented 

 from reaching top 

 F-PPB; F-LU 

F-L&J; M-DLA 

F-DLA 

F-DLA 

F-LPF 

F-L&J 

F-LU 

F-DLA 

M-L&J 

(5) due to how women  

are reared 

F-PPB 

F-LU 

F-DLA 

2F-DLA 

M-DLA 

F-LU 2F-L&J 

F-LPF 

M-L&J 

(6) women lack informal 

 contacts 

F-DLA 

 

F-PPB F-LPF; 

2F-LU 

M-DLA 

F-DLA 

2F-L&J 

F-DLA 

M-L&J 

(7) women are  accepted  

in leadership  positions in 

 e.g. committees 

M-L&J 

F-LU 

2F-DLA 

F-L&J;F-LU 

M-DLA 

F-DLA 

F-L&J 

F-LPF 

F-PPB  

(8) men & women treated 

 equally  in the Parliament 

M-L&J 

F-LU 

F-DLA 

F-L&J 

F-DLA 

M-DLA 

F-L&J F-LU;F-DLA 

F-PPB 

F- LPF 

 

 

(9) women have  to achieve 

 more than men to receive 

 recognition in the Parliament 

F-LU 

2F-DLA 

F-PPB;F-DLA 

M-DLA 

F-L&J F-L&J;F-LU 

F-LPF 

M-L&J 
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(10) when jobs are scare men  

should  have more rights  

 F-DLA 

F-LPF 

 F-LU 

F-L&J 

F-DLA 

F-PPB 

M-L&J 

F-LU 

F-DLA 

M-DLA 

(11) family suffer when women 

 work full time 

 F-L&J 

F-LPF 

F-L&J 

F-LU 

 

F-PPB;F-LU 

F-DLA 

M-L&J 

2F-DLA 

M-DLA 

(12) paid job best for women’s 

 independence 

F-PPB 

F-LU,F-

DLA 

2F-L&J 

F-DLA 

 F-DLA 

F-LPF 

M-DLA 

Leftist parties: DLA, LU; rightist parties: L&J, LPF, PPB; populist  party: SD; M- male, F- 

female 

Attention: The items 1-9 originally used in Mino Vianello and Gwen Moore (eds.)- 

Gendering Elites. Economic and Political Leadership in 27 Industrialised Societies.(London- 

New York: MacmillanPress LTD, St. Martin’s Press LLC 

The parliamentarians interviewed reflect these views: a male DLA deputy asked about the 

role of women noted: “Same as men, women are sometimes more intelligent...If a woman is 

pretty, if she is sexually attractive, she is perceived as someone who arouses interest of men, 

because the Parliament is a combination of barracks and a dorm, it is a bit like a dorm. If a 

woman is attractive, then men are interested and vice versa, if a man is attractive, women are 

interested. Perhaps... they are less ambitious and softer. Among the deputies, there are women 

who are active; they are not only interested in the “kitchen, church and children.” Even those 

from the LPF or the National-Catholic Movement, who say women should stay at home, are 

not eager to stay at home or go to church;  if they were, they would not have joined the 

Parliament. A deputy’s life is opposed to family life, both in case of males and female, we 

need to travel a lot, we live away from home.” 

   A male deputy from the populist conservative Self Defense party asked about the role of 

women in the Sejm stated: “I think the role of women should be much more significant. 

Women not only so the the savage breast. They are really more sensitive. I believe that the 

number of women is too low, both in our party and in other parties. It is not because no one 

wants them to be placed on the lists. Simply, they engage in less political activity, and that is 

natural. “ 

A male deputy from conservative LPF, when asked how women deputies are perceived 

stated: “I look at the work of each female and male parliamentarian from the perspective of 

the quality of their presentations, their inventiveness when it comes to legislation initiatives, 

and to me there is no division between women and men. For me, it is a personal division... the 

role of women in the Sejm is the same as that of men! They act in accordance with the 

legislation on mandates of Sejm and Senate members... but there are some character traits... 

women have... a different mentality, they often are able to relieve stress during a discussion, 

they bring in their womanhood, and if they are able to maintain these traits as Parliament 

members, if they are able to maintain it with dignity, with culture, I think, their role is great.” 

A male deputy from the Law and Justice party reflected the view noted above when asked 

whether there was an informal “division of work” in his party according to gender: “No, there 

are no divisions according to gender, there is only the factor of competency and diligence. I 

definitely more often seek opinions of women or delegate them to deal with certain acts or 

tasks in the name of our party, because they are competent and hard-working.” 

Women parliamentarians’ views about their role in the legislature and how they are 

perceived by men also differ. A woman deputy from the LPF noted: “Women at the 

Parliament... they do a good job, they are very hard-working, very responsible, they are... 
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punctual, which is very important. I can see that women are much more patient, they show 

less emotion. I think that ambitions of the men do not really allow them to accept the idea of 

women occupying the highest positions and offices... it is part of the male ambition. 

Nevertheless, when a woman gets to occupy a position like that, she tends to do really well.” 

A woman deputy from the PBL, however, stated that “in various ways….sometimes 

women are perceived like decorative items.” 

A LU woman deputy argued that “there is great diversity, usually we do not feel any 

worse, although at first, as the presidium is being elected, the chairpersons or deputy chairs of 

commissions are being appointed, it seems that men want to get more and they only see each 

other. Men support men, and if a woman wants to be a chairperson, she has to get 

support…there has to be a strong lobby supporting women. In our case, there were no 

problems.”  
However, this female Parliamentarian also pointed out problems women faced at the Sejm: “If the 

number of gentlemen is small, and I am talking about a problem that concerns women, they always 

talk very positively about the ladies. If we are dealing with ... 97 percent men, and there are some 

circles like that... I know there will be no acceptance for women’s issues, because, when we are 

dealing with many men, they are not interested in these topics or in promotion of women... I approach 

men and women differently when it comes to the same issues.” A woman deputy from Law and 

Justice noted, “Once I thought that the fact that we are women would decrease the aggression 

of men. But the longer I am here, the less I think so. If you are a tough woman, if you want to 

get what you want, sooner or later they start to treat a woman like... without any difference.” 

Thus, the interests of female parliamentarians vary greatly. They deal with finances, 

agriculture, education, healthcare, tourism, adjusting of the Polish legislation to the acquis 

communautaire. These emphases are largely due to their professional backgrounds and 

experiences in a given field, but not only that. Other reasons include the division of tasks 

within political parties or personal interests. The female parliamentarians interviewed did not 

complain, as women in an earlier survey, of being offered membership in commissions 

dealing with issues that were of no interest to them, or of being prevented from participation 

in works of those bodies which they found interesting. There is relatively small diversity of 

professions among the female parliamentarians, and the fact that they usually represent 

heavily feminized fields, may make it difficult for women to deal competently with a more 

extensive scope of issues; it also predetermines their perspectives. Some female 

parliamentarians admit they have learned about problems associated with the unequal status 

of women, family violence and the existence of the glass ceiling only recently, and mainly 

from the media. In fact, some of them justify their lack of sensitivity to women’s problems as 

being something they learned by working in heavily feminized fields and mainly among 

women. Therefore, they were unable to perceive the potential differences in treatment of 

women and men. 

 However, women deputies are often convinced that their present scope of work as 

parliamentarians is fully consistent with their interests. Some of them believe getting 

involved in works of a given commission would not make sense because of its 

composition as they believe firmly they would get outvoted all the time. Often the 

parliamentary groups “assign” female and male party members to specific commissions 

on the basis of their qualifications, or due to the fact that the number of parliamentarians 

delegated to certain commissions is too low. Of course, in this case, we cannot talk of 

specific conditioning of activity of women in the Parliament, but of general rules of 

effective functioning in this environment. We can only wonder if women can choose as 

freely men, and whether they are able to convince their male colleagues to admit that a 

given issue is important and to get support of other party members and outside their 

group. 
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According to female parliamentarians from DLA  way how women are treated in the 

Parliament depends rather on one’s position, which is based on their experience, knowledge. 

However as one of them pointed out “I can see there are some situations, where, for some 

positions and functions, when there is competition, men have greater chances, because there is 

more of them everywhere..”.. They stress also that women are appointed to positions 

demanding a lot of work. „ women, are often chairs of the sub-commissions. ... It is because 

the sub-commissions are responsible for all the backbreaking work, not to mention long hours 

spent in meetings, the expert opinions, time needed for clarification of the changes made, step 

by step. This work is definitely not translated into bonuses, I am not even talking about the 

finances, but in general...”  Another female deputy, from Self Defense, considers that gender 

parity in parliament is important because of  women’s broad experience gather at home and in 

the work places. . 

On Which Issues Do Women in the Sejm Work? 

Membership in specific parties determines the activities of parliamentarians. Nevertheless, 

personal preference also plays a role in determining the issues with which they become 

involved as well as their beliefs regarding tolerance within their party clubs. The justification 

for their involvement with certain issues often has religious, ideological, pragmatic or even 

personal roots. 

Rightist parties (LPF, L & J) are very concerned with family-related problems and the 

protection of the fetus. One woman summed it up by declaring that she is in opposition to “all 

deviations, which are coming into force and being enforced in the society as a norm, 

....homosexual relationships, ... euthanasia.” She also stressed that for her party (LPF), all 

issues that are not in the scope of the Charter of the Rights of the Family, issued by the Pope, 

are unacceptable. This female parliamentarian also supports the idea of providing women with 

salaries for bringing up children: “Of course, it is for those mothers, who want to be 

responsible for bringing up their children, I am not talking here about women who want to 

fulfill their career ambitions. If they want to pursue careers, I have nothing against that. The 

problem is, then they want to have children, let’s say, when they turn 40, and as we know, 

from the point of view of medicine, this age is not always... safe for having children...”  

Another female parliamentarian from this party, taking a more general programme („God – 

Honor – Homeland”) as her starting point, states she is concerned mainly about economic 

problems (counteracting privatization, eliminating unemployment, protection of the national 

tradition). She has a negative attitude towards liberalization of the act on abortion, the 

legislative solutions proposed by the DLA and the LU with regard to the rights of 

homosexuals, the right of a terminally ill person to decide to end his or her life.  

Female parliamentarians from L&J point out a number of problems that they deal with. 

The scope of these issues depends mainly on the drafts presented by the government. One of 

the topics that a female parliamentarian has dealt with was a protest against the act that would 

liquidate the alimony fund, proposed by the government. A woman parliamentarian from the 

Civic Platform emphasized the variety of interests of its female members. “Women deal with 

such issues as public finances... healthcare issues.... agricultural affairs.... the act on 

cosmetics.” She believes that many of problems should have been approved before the 

enlargement of the European Union: “We are now joining the EU, and we are like fish trying 

to breathe on the shore, one more thing, one more thing. Now we will defend the 

homosexuals, now we will talk about abortion, now this or that. Some matters need to be 

regulated and dealt with, but not now, when the whole state is collapsing... Or this act on 

equal status of women and men. It is identical in 90 percent with the content of the labor 

code... On the other hand, a critic of women’s organizations could say, (It is) a method to get 

money from the state budget, money for women’s organizations, NGOs, as a special favor...” 
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A woman deputy from the LU noted: “I am mostly interested in the issues of education, 

because I am a teacher... the other commission, in which I work, is also a regulation 

commission associated with our activity and the scope of our mandates, functioning of the 

offices, the highest positions, financial affairs of the Sejm Office, as well as civil services... I 

am now in my second term of office in the presidium of the Women’s Parliamentary Group.”  

Another deputy from the DLA stated: “Of course, I am involved in the legislation devised 

by the Commission on Social Policy and Family, that is, legal regulations pertaining to social 

assistance, benefits, act on public benefit organizations and volunteer organizations, all of the 

pro-social (initiatives). I am also a member of the Commission on Education..., I have 

managed to establish a permanent sub-commission for the affairs of children and youth within 

the Commission on  Social Policy and Family... I work for the commission established to 

examine the civic legal bill on counteracting violence in the media.”     

Her colleague, also from the DLA, noted: “I am a chair of the sub-commission for the act 

on equal status of women and men.. the other one is the law on the bar, a very difficult one... I 

have completed works on the act of the sub-commission, dealing with freedom of conscience 

and religion... and I find working on the act on access to information and media very 

difficult... I also prepare reports concerning the bill on the punishment of detention and its co-

ordination with the penal code.”  

Sense of representation of interests of specific groups 
Female parliamentarians often identify themselves with their own professional group (e.g. 

teachers). However, a different group or part of society can serve as a basis for identification. 

The identification can have also ideological character.  For example female deputy from LPF 

said: „ I represent people, whose opinions and backgrounds have been disregarded... who are 

absolutely honest, with Catholic background. .. To me a woman is a person who achieves her 

objectives in the family. I do not see, like feminists, a special world only for women.” Some 

female deputies (also from leflist parties) become interested in women’s issues because of 

their family experiences  ” I am not  a struggling feminist or a person perceived in this way, a 

revolutionary... As my child is reaching adulthood, and I look at myself and everything that is 

going on in Poland, I think that the issues of women, starting from politics and ending with 

various relations at work, with abortion... I am convinced they should be dealt with.” . Belief 

that there are no problems that would concern only women is shared by several female 

parliamentarians from different parties. Therefore, some female deputies of the L&J and DLA 

stress interests of the regions , constituancies which they represent. Female parliamentarian of 

the L&J says: „I represent the people of my constituency – farmers, craftsmen, small 

merchants, the unemployed, many people, who have been harmed by various institutions, 

people, who feel lost...” . Female members of the DLA admits her interests in social activities 

“I definitely represent a group of social activists in the literal sense, those, who are involved 

in public work, ...I feel very closely associated with NGOs, I identify myself with them”. 

Some female deputies are engaged in an implementation of promises given to women  in the 

programmes of their parties before the election e.g. providing  mammography for ladies, 

encouraging them to undergo medical examinations in the period of menopause, to consult 

good gynecologists, oncologists... young girls came from small villages to undergo such 

tests”, Another female deputy stress in the same context  the work of her party on the labor 

code to take into account the issues of protection of women during pregnancy, maternity 

leaves, prohibition of shift work, as well as issues of mobbing, sexual abuse.  

 
Reasons for Lack of Cooperation of Women in the Lower Chamber of Parliament 

There are various reasons: the party discipline, differences in political orientations, 

accompanied by dislike for persons, who represent them, rooted in the past. These reasons are 

not reserved for women.   
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Summing up, the interests of the female parliamentarians are very diverse and some of 

them demonstrate strong emotional commitment to the issues mentioned. They deal with 

finances, agriculture, education, healthcare, tourism and harmonization of the Polish and EU 

law. These interests seem determined mostly by the professional background, experience of 

each parliamentarian, but also by delegation to individual commissions as seen fit by the 

management of the parliamentary club. The female parliamentarians interviewed did not  

complain that they were offered positions in commissions in which they were not interested or 

that they were not allowed to participate in certain commissions. It is also interesting that 

some of the female parliamentarians found out quite recently, already being elected to the 

Parliament,  and mainly from the media (for instance, woman, rightist party PBL) of such 

problems as the unequal status of women and men, domestic violence and the glass ceiling. In 

fact, one parliamentarian explains that her lack of sensitiveness to women’s problems is due 

to her work experience. As a teacher, she always worked among women. Therefore, she was 

unable to notice the differences in treatment between women and men. We may conclude that 

this type of experience makes it difficult for women to deal competently with a broader range 

of matters, and it enforces a point of view determined by the experiences gathered in the 

“ghetto of women.”  

Conclusion 

In recent years, the number of women in the Polish Parliament has increased. However, 

the case of the Polish Parliament shows clearly that an increase of the number of women in 

the Parliament in itself does not automatically lead to an increase in the frequency of or 

improvement in the methods of dealing with problems that are important to women. 

According to parliamentarians, the lack of cooperation among women in the Sejm is caused 

by party discipline, differences in political orientation and even personal animosities.  

During the 2001-2005 term of the Parliament, women’s issues were not discussed 

frequently in Sejm debates. They were not often subject to legislative initiatives, and even less 

often were such initiatives successful. 

These trends reflect conditions that are both external to the Parliament and internal. The 

post-communist government, which aimed at leading Poland into the EU, needed the support 

of the church to achieve this goal. Therefore the government avoided dealing with problems 

that would not be accepted by this institution. The church has been influential in Polish 

politics for a long time, and it has been particularly successful at mobilizing rural voters in the 

referendum on EU accession. 

On the other hand, an increase in the representation of the right-wing, populist and centrist 

parties in the Sejm, which strongly opposed liberalization of the abortion law, made it 

difficult to pass the act on the equal status of women and men (which included the creation of 

a ministry for these issues) in the Lower Chamber. It is also necessary to remember that even 

within the ruling coalition, there was no unanimity in these matters.  

Analysis of behaviors and debates during the parliamentary in office from 2001 to 2005, 

as well as the one initiated in 2005, shows that consideration of certain issues by the Sejm is 

not correlated (or is only weakly correlated) with the number of female parliamentarians. It 

would be too simple to expect such correlation. Much more important is the context: the types 

of parties in the Parliament and relations between them. If the parties impose strict discipline 

upon their members, speaking of certain issues or methods of solving problems becomes 

difficult or even impossible if the views of the party leaders with regard to a given matter or 

their political priorities are totally different. Relations between parties also influence the 

possibilities of cooperation between women from various parliamentary groups. If these 

relations are hostile and any attempt to reach understanding is treated as betrayal, it is very 

difficult to propose initiatives that would require the support of representatives of various 

groups.  
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The value of the concept of "critical mass” is based on pointing out the significance of 

bringing more women into legislatures. If their number is greater, they may play an important 

role in consideration of problems that are important for women; however, it depends on the 

existence of permanent, stable, and democratic relations, based on cooperation between 

parties, simultaneously with any rivalry among them.             

Is the increase of the number of women in the Sejm a sign of success, even though their 

views range from radical rightist and clerical to radical leftist? I believe that the answer is 

definitely yes. Studies on attitudes towards the presence of women in public life from 1992 

(when Hanna Suchocka was the Prime Minister) as well as in 2002 (after the increase of 

number of women in the Parliament elected in 2001) have shown that the presence of women 

in politics leads to a higher level of acceptance of women as actors in public life.
13

  

Most parliamentarians are aware of the fact that Poland’s accession to the European Union 

will change the perception of the situation and the role of women. Although legal 

harmonization lies in the hands of individual member states, the frequency of economic, 

political and cultural contacts will accelerate changes in attitudes with regard to the position 

and rights of women in society. But they differ in their responses to this change – some see it 

as a reason to be happy while others believe that it is a cause for concern.  

                                                
1 Renata Siemieńska, Kobiety: nowe wyzwania. Starcie przeszłości z 

teraźniejszością.(Women: New Challenges. Clash of the Past and the Present). (Warszawa: 

Instytut Socjologii- Uniwersytet Warszawski, 1996); Renata Siemienska,  Women’s Political 

Participation in Central and Eastern Europe: A Cross-cultural Perspective, in Barbara 

Wejnert, Metta Spencer with Slobodan Drakulic,: Women in Post-communism   in 

series:Research on Russia and Eastern Europe , vol.2 .(Greenwich- London : JAI Inc. Press, 

1996),. 63-92.; Renata Siemienska, Consequences of Economic and Political Changes for 

Women in Poland”. In: Jane S. Jaquette and Sharon L. Wolchik (eds.), Women and 

Democracy. Latin America and Eastern Europe.( Baltimore and London: The Johns Hopkins 

University Press, 1998),  125-152; Renata Siemienska, Nie mogą, nie chcą czy nie potrafią? 

O postawach i uczestnictwie politycznym kobiet w Polsce (They Have No Opportunities, They 

Do Not Want, They Are Unable, Do They? About Attitudes and Women’s Political 

Participation in Poland), (Warsaw: ISS UW and F.Ebert Foundation, UNESCO Chair 

“Women, Society and Development” UW. Warsaw: „Scholar”, 2000), Renata Siemienska, 

Women in the Polish Sejm: Political Culture and Party Politics versus Electoral Rules. In: 

Richard E. Matland and Kathellen A. Montgomery (eds.) Women’s Access to Political Power 

in Post-Communist Europe . (Oxford:  Oxford University Press, 2003). 217-244. See also 

  Siemienska,  Kobiety: nowe wyzwania and Danuta Suska – “Kobiety w parlamencie” 

(Women in parliament), in: Siemienska, R. (ed.) Płeć, wybory, władza (Gender, Elections, 

Power). (Warsaw: Scholar: 2005) 
 
2 (www// monitoring.rownystatus.gov.pl). 

                                                
13

  Siemienska,  Kobiety: nowe wyzwania. 


