two MPs with completely different points of view, how can they
speak with one voice on behalf of their constituents? Having one
Labour and one Conservative MP would be like having two Prime
Ministers; no one would know where they stood.

Now to my second point. The Government claims to be fighting
sexism with its proposal. However, its proposal is in fact itself
deeply sexist. Why? It is the political equivalent of men holding
open doors for women; of men giving up seats on trains to able
bodied women; of men insisting on paying for dinner on a date with
a woman. These customs, now rightly seen as anachronistic and
patronising, are predicated on the notion that women are somehow
‘weaker’ than men, and that they need help and support from men.
The Government’s proposal does the same thing. It implies that
women can only reach positions of power if they are given a helping
hand. In doing so, it paradoxically disempowers them, as it sends a
message to young women seeking a career in politics that (despite
the evidence of the two women Prime Ministers already elected) they
can only reach the top with ‘help’; moreover, women MPs elected
in this way will never shake off the perception that ‘they only got
the job because they were a woman'.” Better by far to have a level
playing field; then whatever goals women achieve will be due to
their own talent and determination. The Deputy Prime Minister cites
the achievement of the England women’s football team; would that
achievement not have been diminished if the game had been made
easier for them by making the opposition’s goal larger and theirs
smalier?

Finally, this measure claims to address the lack of representation
of women in politics. But why should the underrepresentation of
women take priority? What about the underrepresentation of black
and ethnic minorities in Parliament? Or the underrepresentation
of working class people? Although this measure would have the
outcome that 50% of MPs would be women, it is highly likely that
those women would be predominantly white and middle class.
Already it is the case that more women than men go to university, but
that black and ethnic minority people and people from economically
disadvantaged backgrounds are greatly underrepresented at
university, a far more serious problem. The Government’s measure
would replicate this problem in Parliament; black and ethnic minority
and working class people would feel even more excluded seeing
one group given special treatment while their needs are ignored.
Inequality in society must be tackled it in all its aspects if we are to
have a truly representative parliament.
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MEMBER OF THE GOVERNMENT

On a point of information.

DEPUTY LEADER OF THE OPPOSITION
Yes please.

(CHAIR gives the knock for four minutes.)

MEMBER OF THE GOVERNMENT

We agree wholeheartedly that black and ethnic minority and working
class people are underrepresented in politics, and would support
measures to give them more access. However this debate is not
about those groups; it is about equal representation for women
and that is what we are discussing. That said, a side benefit of ou;

measure is that it would make it easier to introduce similar measures
for those groups.

DEPUTY LEADER OF THE OPPOSITION

My point. was that equal representation for women in Parliament is
not the highest priority; other groups are more disadvantaged.

So, to sum up my arguments. The Government’s measure is a
bad idea for three reasons. It will fracture the valuable connection
between MPs and their constituents; it is patronising and demeaning
to women; and it is addressing the wrong problem. For all these

reasons, it is ill advised, would do more harm than good, and should
be opposed.

CHAIR

| thank the Deputy Leader of the Opposition for her fine speech and
call on the Member of the Government to make her speech.

MEMBER OF THE GOVERNMENT
Thank you, Madam Chair.

My colleagues, the Prime Minister and the Deputy Prime Minister,
have outlined the practicalities and the benefits of making 50% om"
MPs female very eloquently and clearly, and have shown how this
measure will make Parliament both more representative and more
effective. | will be explaining in more detail the benefits that this

Irnealsure will bring in practice at a local, national and international
eve

First, though, | would like to respond to the Deputy Leader of the

> UIC

ire will bring.



