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LOST IN A MEN’S WORLD: 
WOMEN IN ROMANIAN LOCAL POLITICS 

 
 

Adriana Ştefănel27 
 
 

Abstract: The aim of this paper is to present, in a descriptive perspective, the 
women’s participation in Romanian politics, with a closer attention to local 
government.The starting point of this article is the low number of women politicians 
whichrepresents a feature of the post-communist Romanian political system.In this political 
system women are an exception rather than a rule. As an exception a woman can announce 
her intention to run for the Presidency of Romania, however, it is better not to carry out the 
plan and withdraw, leaving the place for a man. As an exception a woman can be president 
of the equality committee of Parliament, but as a rule she must be content with the less 
important role of witness and moral support of the great male enterprises.Using 
quantitative data we will emphasis the persistence of women’s discrimination in Romanian 
local politics, not as isolated cases but as features of Romanian politics.   
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The Universal Declaration of Democracy, adopted in September 1997, in Cairo, by 
the Inter-Parlamentary Union (IPU) states that: 
 

The achievement of democracy presupposes a genuine partnership between 
men and women in the conduct of the affairs of society in which they work in 
equality and complementarily, drawing mutual enrichment from their 
differences. 

 
Despite this worldwide adopted principle, the discrimination against women 

political participation persists, even if hidden by the guise of an egalitarian 
discourse; all over the world men outnumber women in parliaments28 and in 
governments; the progress of women’s representation in parliaments is stalling; and 
the parity between men and women in local politics remain only a northern 
European achievement29.  
                                                           
27 Faculty of Journalism and Communication Studies, University of Bucharest. 
28 With the exception of Rwanda where women represent 63,5% of the Lower House, but 
only 38,5% of the Upper  House (according to www.ipu.org, Women in National 
Parliaments Project, last update 24th November 2013); and Andorra where the balance is 
even 50% women, 50% men (out of 28 members of the Andorra Parliament) 
29 According with the final report of European Network: Sister Cities Going Gender (2005) 
supported by 5th Community Action Program for Equality between Men and Women of the 
European Union: In the City of Stockholm, for example, there is parity between male and 
female representatives in both the municipal government and municipal assembly (…).In 
comparison, the average proportion of women in municipal councils and assemblies in the 
Netherlands is 26,5%, in Germany 24,7% and in Italy 9.8% www.sister-cities-going-
gender.org, last update 24th November 2013. 
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Unless women and men are equally involved in politics, at all levels 
(national as well as local) and all fields (e.g. social protection as well as defense), 
democracy is just another big but meaningless word. If more than a half of the 
population is underrepresented, one cannot talk about democracy in the full sense 
of the word.  

The aim of this paper is to present, in a descriptive perspective, the 
participation of women in Romanian politics, with an emphasis on local 
government. We believe that local government is/ can be a breaking point for 
women’s entrance into politics, due to relative reduced competition, low campaign 
costs that are involved and, last but not least, because of the issues concerned. 
Moreover, local politics provides training grounds for women who want to prove 
themselves and to reach higher levels of elected or appointed office in national 
politics; also women’s participation in local politics will accustom citizens (both 
males and females) with the idea of women politicians and change the community 
perspective over the presence of women in politics. 
 
Women in post-communist Romanian politics 
 

After almost 25 years of democracy, based on the separation of powers and 
equal citizens participation (in spirit but not in fact), In Romania, politics is still a 
boy’s club.From the patriarchal communist system, Romanian society has only 
abolished communism, consistently maintaining the patriarchal component. 
Conservatism is masked by liberal democratic appearances resulting from a 
collision between political discourses and everyday practices. Any egalitarian 
discourse is viewed with reluctance and any action in this regard is labeled as 
nostalgic. The widespread misogyny in Romanian society has suppressed the 
presences of women in power spheres, which resulted in subsequent reduction of 
feminist claims. The changes brought about by the Romanian revolution acted in 
fact, not in spirit, against women’s political participation. The pro-women 
implication discourse was labeled as communist residue and any attempt of 
imposing some balance between women and men politicians became trite. 

The low number of women-politicians represents a feature of the post-
communist Romanian political system, labelled by both scientists and politicians as 
"the terrible Romanian phallocracy" or «the gender asymmetry of Romanian 
democracy»30: Only one woman (from 61 candidates) ran for the Presidency in 23 
years of democracy; no woman prime-minister in the same period; no vice-prime-
minister either; less than 10% women ministers (27 out of 367). Even if the 
situation is slowly improving (see the percentage of women in the 2012's 
Parliament, for the first time over 10%), women are still banned from political 
decision.  

These numbers, however small, do not represents entirely the low 
importance of women in Romanian politics. Women and men do not share the 
political power equally. Women politicians are employed in ‘soft areas' (health, 

                                                           
30 Liliana Popescu, 2004, p. 298. 
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education, etc.) and at the bottom of the political hierarchy. Women's position in 
society has practically remained the same nowadays. Only the settings and the 
political scene have changed from the private sector to the public one. 

Only after the elections in December 2012, the percentage of women in 
Parliament reached the symbolic threshold of 10%. It should be noted, however, 
that this situation is based on a substantial increase in the percentage of women in 
the lower house of parliament. In the Senate, the situation remains the same as in 
previous mandates: only 13 out of the 176 senators are women but none of them is 
in the leadership of their political group or the Permanent Bureau of the Senate. 
Only 3 out of the 18 standing committees of the Senate are headed by women and 7 
are true boys-club sites. In Romania in 2012, public administration, defense, 
finance and foreign affairs are still managed by male politicians. In the committee 
dealing with equal opportunities, there is only one woman, SilistruDoina (PSD31), a 
clear sign that, in Romania, equality is not for women.In the Chamber of Deputies 
the gender balance of power is also unbalanced. Only two women are committee 
chairs, and these are Health and Family and equality between men and women.  At 
the governmental level, in the last 10 years we note an improvement in the 
presence of women ministers and also an attempt to impose the idea that a woman 
can lead a ministry associate with masculinity values (ex. The ministry of 
Transport is led by Ramona Manescu, PNL32).  

In 23 years, only one woman, Daniela Popa, was, for a brief period, the 
formal leader of parliamentary political party (PC33). Since 2012, one 
parliamentary party has a woman leader34 but this entire party is built around a 
man, Dan Diaconescu, a popular and controversial television show-man. Only one 
party (the social-democrats) has more than 1 female vice-president (3 out of 15). 

In the majors parties (PSD, PNL and PD-L35) there are women's 
organizations whose agenda 
is "the Romanian women's 
agenda, so that we can solve 
inequalities in society and to 
meet the needs that women 
have" (Rovana Plumb, 
19.01.2013, at the National 
Executive Committee of the 
Social Democratic Women). 
In fact, these organizations 
have reduced power within 
the political parties repre-

                                                           
31 Social Democratic Party 
32 National Liberal Party 
33 Conservatory Party 
34 Simona Man, People’s Party-Dan Diaconescu 
35 Democrat-Liberal Party  

Picture 2: male speakers at a women's political 
meeting.www.pnl.ro, last update 24th November 
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senting a platform for male leaders. They organize 8th of March parties where the 
only men allowed are the top political male leaders; their virility is on display36  
been the center of the celebration. At the women's organization conference, the 
speakers are male, as in picture 1 beside. 
The website of the Social-democrats women's organization has been under 
construction since 2011, but the organization's Facebook page one can see a 
particular concern for celebrating the birthday of Mihai Eminescu (Romanian 
national poet, born 163 years), ignoring – as well as other similar organizations –
Gigi Becali's sexist statements about women's involvement in politics or the fact 
that Romania was rocked in early 2013 by a sexual harassment scandal involving a 
policewoman. 

There is an extensive literature about women in Romanian politics.The 
studies37 concludethat the poor representation of women at the top of politics as 
well as the fact that women and men are treated differently, and women are 
portrayed negatively and stereotypically.In this context, we try to find out if the 
glass-ceiling modelis reproduced in the deep layers of local politics.   
 
Women in Romanian local politics 
 

The local politics deals with daily issues and influences daily lives. As Laura 
van Assendelft argues (in O’Connor K. eds, 2010, p.123), local politics develops 
policies and implements a wide range of programs and services influencing 
everything frompublic safety and schools, to recreation and environmental 
protection. Local politics isalso more accessible for participation than any other 
level of government. 

In Romania, the local government has a two-headed management: on the one 
hand there are prefectures, led by prefect and two sub-prefects, senior civil 
servants, and territorial government representatives appointed by the Prime 
Minister, on the other hand county council, whose members and chairman, are 
elected by the people through direct vote. In 2012, in 4 of the 42 counties 
(including Bucharest) the Government is represented by a woman, other 8 women 
are sub-prefects. Following the 2012’ elections, no woman has been elected to lead 
a county council and only 7 women (from 82, 2 in each county) were designated by 
the county councilors’ vote to fill the position of Vice President of the County 
Council. A stronger female presence is reflected in the county secretaries: 15 out of 
a total of 37. 
 
 

                                                           
36 After all, they have to face so many women! 
37 To name the most representatives: Laura Grunberg, Daniela Roventa-Frumusani Doina 
Pasca Harsanyi; Mihaela Miroiu, Alina Mungiu-Pippidi, Liliana Popescu, Irina Moroianu-
Zlatescu, Oana Baluta, Ionela Baluta, etc. 
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Table 1 
Women mayors and deputy mayors in Romania 

 

Tipe of political-
administrative 
structure, by 

size 

Mayors Women 
mayors 

% 
women 
mayors 

Deputy 
mayors 

Women  
deputy 
mayors 

% 
women 

vice-
mayors 

village 2593 112 4,14 1874 98 5,22 

Very small town, 
less than  10.000 
inhabitants 

77 2 2,5 43 5 11.62 

Small town, 
between 10.001 
and 50.000 
inhabitants 

107 2 1,83 72 3 4,16 

Medium town, 
between 50.001 
and 100.000 
inhabitants 

22 0 0 28 3 10,71 

Large town, 
between 100.001 
and  500.000 
inhabitants 

30 1 3,33 42 5 11,90 

Very large town, 
more than 
500.000 
inhabitants 

1 0 - 2 0 - 

 
Only 4% of elected mayors in Romania, in June 2012, are women, most of 

them in rural areas, as shown in the table above.In five counties and in Bucharest 
(there are 7 mayors in Bucharest) there is no woman mayor. Of the 1684 
localitiesfor which we have complete data (mayor, deputy mayor, secretary), 3 
(0.17%) are driven only by women, while 713 (42.33%) are run only by men. 
Other municipalities 828 (49.16%) are headed by a mayor and a deputy mayor man 
and a woman secretary, this being the most common pattern. In the case of very 
small cities (under 10,000 inhabitants) the dominant leadership model is the same: 
mayor- man, deputy mayor-man, secretary- woman (in 58.13% of cases).  

The situation is changing in large cities where the dominant model is strictly 
male (63.60% of cases). The reason for this shift lies in the attributes of the 
secretary: in a large city, the secretary of the town-hall has a great power (symbolic 
and economic as well), which is not the case in small cities or in the countryside.  
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If elected functions are dominated by men, in executive functions (civil 
servants, access is based on competition) there are mostly women, as shown in 
table 2 below: 

 
Table 2 

Women secretaries in Romanian local administration 
 

Tipe of political-administrative 
structure, by size 

Secretary Women 
secretary 

% women 
secretary 

village 2479 1307 52,72 

Very small town, less than  10.000 
inhabitants 

70 39 55,71 

Small town, between 10.001 and 
50.000 inhabitants 

104 52 50 

Medium town, between 50.001 and 
100.000 inhabitants 

23 8 34,78 

Large town, between 100.001 and  
500.000 inhabitants  

27 8 29,62 

Very large town, more than 500.000 
inhabitants 

1 0 - 

 
It is worth noting that, as the number of inhabitants in administrative-

territorial unit managed grows, the percentage of women employed in this position 
gets lower. 
 
Possible explanations of women’s exclusion from local politics 
 

Feminist literature identifies a number of weak points that maintain this 
disparity of representation of women in the public sphere: 

1. Willingness and ability to enter the political game is lower among women 
than among men. Many women underestimate their potential or are too 
preoccupied with the daily struggle to be willing to engage in politics. The gender 
discrimination in terms of time available (woman's double burden don`t to give 
them time for political actionand violence of Romanian public space are barriers to 
women’s access.  

2. To this, one must add the quasi- absence of female models. The most 
known woman politician in Romania is Elena Udrea, with a hyper-sexualised 
public image, a model of politician which become dominant in Romanian politics, 
at any level, crossing parties’ boundaries.  In order to remain in public eyes, 
women politicians resort to cancan which leads to a quasi-exclusion of women 
from serious political debate or (perverse effect) causes women to resort to 
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alternative strategies to capture attention (pseudo events focused on femininity and 
not on competence, glossy photographical presence). This distorted pattern of the 
woman politician but compatible with the collective mind tend to generalize and 
cannibalize the other models, which rule out the women who do not fit into the 
model and reinforce the gender stereotypes. 

Using some confidential date and participative observation procedures, we 
found out that women do not miss from political life, but from the political 
decision sphere. At the bottom of the political party structure, women exceed men; 
at the top, the situation is reversed, as in table 3 below: 

 
Table 3 

Women in party structures 
 

Party 

Vice-
presidents 

Secretary 
Other national 

liders 
Local liders 

total women total women total women total women 

PSD  15 3 9 2 99 13 35 1 

PNL  13 1 10 2 17 4 46 0 

PDL  4 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 

PC  12 1 1 0 1 1 43 1 

 
Overcoming filters preceding application of candidature, especially in the 

absence of regulations on egalitarian representation based on percentages. The 
main barrier that women have to overcome previous to the announcement of the 
candidature is the persistence of traditional social roles and attitudes of 
discouraging women leadership skills. Also, the competence to succeed as woman 
among a political class with rules established in time to a world fundamentally 
male machismo and violence marked the symbolic represent a possible hindrance. 
Women do not get often on the electoral list; when it happens, they are placed at 
the bottom, where the elections chances are close to none. Using 2012 election 
data, we found out that only a low percentage of women were designated by their 
party to run for a county or town council mandate, as can be seen in table 4 below. 

3. Supporting voters and their reluctance to vote for women running for 
management positions. According to gender barometer 2000, for 45% of voters, 
candidates’ gender is important when have to vote a member of the Parliament. 
The percentage rises to 55% for mayor and 73% for the president. Moreover, 54% 
of respondents believe that men are better political leaders than women. 
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Table 4 
Overall candidatures for county and local councils, in 2012 

 

People designated by different 
parties to run for: men women % women 

County council  15669 1202 7,12 

Local council  11975 3656 23,39 

 
 
Conclusions of the study 

 
The changes brought about by the Romanian revolution acted in fact, not in 

spirit, against women’s political participation. The pro-women implication 
discourse was labeled as communist residue and any attempt at imposing some 
balance between women and men politicians become trite. The patriarchal 
discourse, natural for the majority, has imposed over the modern one; the latest was 
left for official meetings at European level and did not produce any real, important, 
effect. 

In Romanian politics, women are an exception rather than the rule. As an 
exception a woman can announce her intention to run for the Presidency of 
Romania, however, is better not to carry out the mind and withdraw, leaving the 
place for a man. As an exception a woman can be a mayor or a prefect or a member 
of the equality committee of Parliament. As a rule, she can be secretary of the 
commission, the municipality or county council. This scarce representation of 
women in the areas of decision reduces the chances of fair representation of 
women (who represent nearly 52%of the electorate) and reinforces the 
stereotypical image of second-class citizens with fewer rights but more obligations.  
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