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Introduction

Of Pitkin’s seminal work on the concept of representation (1967), gender research mainly focused on descriptive, and, more recently, substantive representation. This paper focuses instead on the study of symbolic representation, and does so through the analysis of political discourses. We explore one of the functions that symbolic representation fulfils, which is identity construction, centring our attention on the construction of gender roles. 

Symbolic representation stands for the representation of a group, nation or state through an ‘object’, to which a certain representative meaning is attributed (Pitkin 1972). Or, put in the language of political representation: symbolic representation stands for the representation of the principal (the one who is represented) through an agent (the one who is representing), to which a certain representative meaning is attributed. Agents or ‘objects’ generating symbolic representation are, for instance, national flags or anthems (Cerulo 1993), public buildings and institutions (Edelman 1976), statues, and the design of public spaces and capitals (Parkinson 2009; Sonne 2003). Much the same as Marianne symbolically represents France, the Union Jack represents the United Kingdom, and the Stars and Stripes the United States.
According to the Oxford dictionary, a symbol is defined as an image or object that suggests or refers to something else, and symbolic representation is something visible that by association or convention represents something else that is invisible. Thus, the particularity of symbolic representation resides in the capacity of the symbol, the agent, to evoke or suggest a meaning, belief, feeling and value related and appropriate to the principal (Childs 2008; Northcutt 1991; Parel 1969). In that “(t)hey [symbols] make no allegations about what they symbolize, but rather suggest or express it.” (Pitkin 1972: 94). 

Who or what is the agent of symbolic representation? Objects and visual images such as statues or flags, and sounds such as national anthems, are commonly cited as agents.  However, symbolic representation can also be discursive and based on the use of language (Bondi 1997, drawing on Lacan; Bourdieu 1991), a possibility which has not been considered by Pitkin. In this paper we argue that the agent of symbolic representation can also be language and discourse, and that it is a very important one, particularly for the understanding of gendered symbols. 

Moreover, we maintain that the principal that is represented by this discursive agent is gender, that is women and men as socially constructed. Women and men are important symbols in politics, and important political symbols in public policies are to a large extent gendered. Political symbols suggest meanings, feelings, and values that are ‘appropriate’ to the principal, that is to female and male subjects. In the representation of the nation, for instance –argues Puwar (2004: 6) ‘Women feature as allegorical figures that signify the virtues of the nation. It is men who literally represent and defend the nation’. The symbolic association of women and men with specific characteristics and roles carries political consequences for women and men, mostly to the advantage of the male subjects. As Carol Pateman writes ‘the political lion skin has a large mane and belonged to a male lion; it is a costume for men. When women finally win the right to don the lion skin it is exceedingly ill-fitting and therefore unbecoming’ (Pateman 1995 quoted in Puwar 2004: 77). 

In matters of symbolic representation, the question that is generally asked is whether there is an adequate representation of the principal. In our discursive analysis of the gender principal the question is how women and men are represented through symbols. In particular, in our research we ask questions such as: how are women and men constructed in political discourses? By what symbols are they represented? What do these symbols tell? What meanings do women and men suggest or evoke in people’s mind? Subsequently, can we say that they are sufficiently or adequately represented? And to what extent and how do particular discursive constructions legitimize women as principals in politics? 
One of the functions that symbolic representation can fulfil within processes of political significance is to constitute identity (Bondi 1997; Parel 1969). In this paper we argue for the need to pay attention to a discursive dimension of symbolic representation in its identity constructing function. We are interested in a sociological concept of identity, and in particular on the socially constructed roles that are attributed to subjects. 
Discursive approaches to gender equality and other public policies underline the impact of specific constructions of men and women in such policies on the furthering of gender equality (Bacchi 1999), for instance, through the labelling of specific groups as having problems or as being problematic while other groups appear as setting the norm of the role to play or behaviour to follow (Lombardo, Meier and Verloo 2009). In line with such approaches, we argue that identity construction, as one of the key functions of symbolic representation, takes place within the setting of specific constructions of social roles for men and women. In particular a discursive analysis of the symbolic representation of women in public policies reveals the construction of categories of people who are unequally ranked, with women mostly associated with the private undervalued sphere, and men with the public overvalued domain. This symbolic representation of gender could affect the descriptive and substantive representation of women, furthering inequalities in the political sphere. 

In the paper, we firstly discuss how symbolic representation contains a a discursive dimension, to be found in underlying norms and values that are expressed in policy discourses, and we present our methodology. Secondly, we theorise the concept of identity and relate it to the construction of unequal gender roles in the public and private spheres. Thirdly, we analyze gender equality public policies on the organisation of labour and family life and other care issues in the European Union by focusing on the construction of gender roles
. Since a revised draft of this paper will be part of a book project that is work-in-progress, we will simply make a few concluding remarks and leave for future work the discussion of the implications of the discursive construction of gender roles for the symbolic representation of gender.
1. A discursive methodology for analysing the symbolic representation of gender

Symbolic representation addresses who or what is the agent of symbolic representation. Most of the examples cited in the literature on symbolic representation are visual or acoustic objects (statues, flags, national anthems), but symbolic representation can also be discursive and based on the use of language (Bondi 1997, drawing on Lacan; Bourdieu 1991), a possibility that Pitkin has not explored. 

The discursive turn in the theory on symbolic representation that we suggest here implies the adoption of a perspective that pays attention to the meaning that the person represented, or principal, has for those being represented. It implies that this meaning is not fixed once and for all but is rather continuously constructed in political debates, assuming a variety of shapes. It also implies that the meaning of the person represented is contested and negotiated among a variety of political actors, from institutions, academia, or civil society, who are involved in conceptual disputes over the meaning of a particular idea, group, or object to be represented in policy discourses. Policies and laws are also discursive representations that fix the meaning of particular concepts and people for some time, thus promoting specific symbolic representations of women and men (Lombardo, Meier and Verloo 2009).

How to study symbolic representation from a discursive politics perspective? We suggest the adoption of the methodology of Critical Frame Analysis (CFA) as a tool that will enable us to grasp the different meanings of the symbolic representation of principals, by making explicit the ways in which policy issues are framed, the underlying norms and values that appear in policy discourses, and the roles that are attributed to political subjects. Critical frame analysis studies policy frames by grasping the different dimensions in which policy problems and solutions can be represented, and the actors who are included in policy discourses (Verloo 2007). Being indebted to social and political analysts’ works (Goffman 1974; Rein and Schön 1993; Bacchi 1999; Snow and Benford 1988), the CFA methodology was further developed within the European research projects on gender equality policies MAGEEQ (www.mageeq.net) and QUING (www.quing.eu). In the context of these projects, Verloo (2005: 20) defined the concept of ‘policy frame’ as: ‘an organizing principle that transforms fragmentary or incidental information into a structured and meaningful policy problem, in which a solution is implicitly or explicitly included’. A detailed list of questions for the codification of written policy documents was developed to identify the different representations that actors give of a particular policy problem and of the solutions to it, the roles that are attributed to policy actors (who faces the problem? who caused it? who should solve it?), the extent to which gender and its intersections with other inequalities (such as race, ethnicity, class, sexual orientation, ability) are related to the problem and its solution, or the underlying norms that support the perpetuation of particular policy problems and their related solutions (Verloo 2007; 2005). These questions, called ‘sensitising questions’, guide the analysis of policy texts along different aspects of what is the representation of the problem and what is the solution that emerges in a policy document about a specific policy issue, that in the case we are considering is gender equality. 
The result of the analysis is a coded text, which has been conventionally named ‘super-text’ (e.g. a text in which, unlike a sub-text, the analyst seeks to make the implicit meaning of the text explicit). The use of a tailor-made QUING software to code the texts along the different dimension or questions allows to search for occurrences of codes across the different texts, issues, and cases. For the study in this paper of the construction of gender roles in the EU policy documents on employment-related issues we performed an analysis of code occurrences in all EU coded texts, in the sensitising questions more concerned with actors’ roles in the diagnosis and solution to the problem. This enabled us to have a preliminary idea of who are the main actors in the policy texts that are constructed as responsible for causing the problem (active-actors), who are the main actors who suffer from the problem (passive-actors) and who are the main target groups of the general objectives and specific policy actions proposed to solve the problem. Subsequently a more in-depth analysis of codes and texts quotations for each of the supertexts in the considered policy issue provided us with a more complete idea of the way in which women and men are constructed in EU policy discourses on tax and benefits, reconciliation, and care and domestic work policies.

We explore the social construction of gender roles through the frame analysis of EU policy documents on gender equality and employment-related issues, an area called 'non employment' in QUING, during the period going from 1995 to 2007. We analysed laws, governmental reports or plans, parliamentary debates and civil society texts. The 13 texts (and 21 coded documents or ‘supertexts’, considering that for parliamentary debates we coded each parliamentary voice in the debate) were selected on the basis of the reconstruction of an ‘issue history’ of the issue, that is a policy process analysis that enabled the analyst to grasp the chronological development of a policy issue in the political agenda, the role of policy actors in it and the main policy documents produced in this process
 (see Annex I for the list of EU documents analysed). 
Our analysis aims at grasping the roles that women and men are attributed as employed or ‘non employed’ subjects, that is when they are officially out of the labour market because they are, for instance, on parental leave, reconciling work and family life, retired, or working in the ‘informal’ economy (e.g. performing domestic or care work, often without a residence permit or visa). We analyze a variety of policies that, through their regulations of employment conditions, social benefits, parental leaves, and domestic work, construct categories of non-employed people in a gendered manner (QUING 2007). These policies construct categories of gendered subjects who are considered to be legitimately employed or ‘non-employed’ for particular reasons. This construction of roles within the organisation of labour has gender implications. Public policies tend to construct male subjects as more legitimately accepted to be employed (full-time), and female subjects as more legitimately accepted to be non-employed, or part-time employed, in order to care for people and households (Lombardo and Sangiuliano 2009). 
Circumstances such as an economic crisis and subsequent high(er) unemployment rates, but also neoliberal or conservative political discourses, might push states to adopt more traditional policies as concerns gender roles in the labour market and within families. Discursive approaches, then, underline that, as a consequence, public authorities might not only push women out of the labour market, but they might especially do so due to the normative construction of the gendered subjects that they promote, which associates women with the private sphere and men with the public. 
We operationatised ‘non-employment’ including three of the policy sub-issues studied in QUING: tax and benefit policies, care and domestic work, and reconciliation of work and family life
. Tax and benefits policies is a sub-issue that includes social protection, active labour market policies such as reintegration after unemployment, disablement/sickness benefits, pension policies. Care and domestic work policies include care for children, elderly or disabled including unpaid and paid domestic work, state or privately purchased care. Policies on reconciliation of work and family life include maternity, paternity and parental leaves, and provisions on flexible working hours and part-time work (see Krizsan et al 2010). 
The hottest policy debates in the EU (1995-2007) within the area of ‘non employment’ have been those on reconciliation of work and family life, concerning parental leave and part-time work, and those on tax and benefits, regarding goods and services, social security schemes, and pensions (F. de Vega and Rolandsen with contr. and sup. of Lombardo 2008). The main institutional actors involved in the debates are the European Commission, the European Parliament (through the EP Committee on Women’s Rights and Gender Equality), the Council, but also the European Trade Unions and Employers organisations, and the European Women’s Lobby from civil society. Through the frame analysis of the social construction of gender roles in EU policy documents on gender equality in the labour market we could grasp the discursive norms, values, and assumptions concerning the role of women and men in the organisation of labour.
2. Identity and the construction of gender roles

One of the main functions that symbolic representation fulfils within processes of political significance is that of constructing identity (Bondi 1997; Parel 1969). Following the discursive turn that we have discussed in the former section, we are interested in identity construction in the sense of socially constructed roles. Identity is the consciousness of subject individuality. Despite the variety of existing sociological interpretations of identity, three main features emerge (Parsons 1968; Berger and Luckman 1966; Berger, Berger, and Kellner 1973; Goffman 1961): a) identity is reflexive, that is individuals become aware of their self when they take some distance from the immediate experience and look at themselves from the outside (Mead 1934); b) identity is inter-subjective and relational, which means that it is impossible to conceive of the individual self without linking it to the existence of an alter; c) identity is constructed in the reciprocal interaction between individual and society, and the possibility of interaction lies in a symbolic communication that presupposes and periodically reconfirms a cluster of shared meanings. The latter means that the role of identity –as Parsons (1968) clarifies- is that of pattern-maintenance. Identity maintains the norms and values that have been interiorized during the socialization process, and defines, in terms of symbolic and cultural codes, the field of possibilities for individual action. Identity is then a sort of permanent and empty structure that is filled with meanings that vary according to the type of society that this identity in some way reproduces or reflects.  


The socially constructed aspect of identity has been developed in Berger and Luckman’s (1966) influential work on The Social Construction of Reality, in which they argue that individuals form their identity in the course of processes of social interaction, through the internalization of values and shared cultural codes that occurs in the different phases of socialization. Once identity is formed, it is maintained or changed by existing social relations and in turns it retroacts upon them. Identities and social roles, though, are not gender neutral but rather deeply gendered. This means that this sociological identity includes –argues Cerutti (1996: 11)- the identity resulting from the different gender and other roles we happen to play. During the different stages of socialization, first in the family and then in the larger society, individuals learn specific gender identities
, in which particular gender roles are shaped and legitimised according to prevalent social norms about what is deemed appropriate of male and female subjects (Badinter 1992). The differentiated and hierarchical gender roles learnt in primary and secondary socialization through the internalization of norms and discourses are translated –according to feminist theories- into gendered practices and behaviours that show assumptions about who will be the primary carer and breadwinner (Tuchman, Kaplan, Benet 1978; Badinter 1992). According to Butler (1997) gender identities are constituted and continuously rehearsed through performative acts which are subject to society’s approval or blame. Although norms about gender roles are not fixed once and for all bur rather open to change and contestation, the construction of gender roles takes place within predominantly patriarchal and heteronormative social contexts in which norms and social codes to interiorise in the process of socialization tend to give advantage to men and majority sexualities, while they put women and sexual minorities at disadvantage. 


 The attribution of differentiated gender roles in the public and private spheres has had severe consequences on the generation of processes of exclusions and privileges (Elshtain 1981). In locating women in the private domestic sphere connected to reproductive work and men in the public political sphere related to production, and in the over-valuation of the latter and de-valuation of the former, the bases of an unequal social system were set. Political theory offered theoretical arguments that legitimated this inequality (think of Aristotle’s Politics defence of the separation between the  or the private area of needs attributed to women, and the  or the public area in which public speeches and political action of free male citizens took place), and social practices, routines, and norms that have been consolidated in ‘gender regimes’ have reinforced the gendered separation between public and private (Walby 2009). The construction of gender roles along the lines of the public/private dichotomy has thus set boundaries between citizens, defining the full inclusion of (heterosexual, white) men in the political community, and the partial inclusion of women (Marshall 1950; Walby 1994; Kuhar 2011).
In conclusion, identity has been discussed in the literature as capable of maintaining the norms and values that individuals have interiorized during the socialization process. Identity, as a social construction that emerges in the interplay between individuals and society, produces and differentiates particular types of gender roles in which women have played predominantly a private and men a public role. This division of roles has generated exclusions and privileges of gendered subjects, which often increased depending on their intersections with other inequalities. 
3. Gender roles in the EU: the construction of ‘non employed’ subjects
In this section we present the analysis of the construction of gender roles in the selected EU policy documents on ‘non employment’. The first step in our analysis has been an overview of code occurrences on the role of actors in the analysed documents on ‘non employment’ (tax and benefit policies, care and domestic work, and reconciliation). To collect information on gender roles, we considered in the diagnosis of the problem the dimensions of ‘active-actors’ (who has generated the problem?) and ‘passive-actors’ (who holds the problem, who suffers from it?), and in the prognosis or solution to the problem the dimensions of ‘responsible actors’ (who is held responsible to solve the problem?) and ‘target groups’ of the policy actions proposed to solve the problem. For interpreting how important is the presence of codes in the supertexts it is relevant to notice not only the number of code occurrences but also how spread codes are across the analysed documents. 


Table 1 below summarises the code occurrences on the role of actors in EU ‘non employment policies’. These data show that women are constructed in the EU policy discourse on ‘non employment’ as the main actors affected by the problem of inequality in the organisation of labour and intimacy
 (36 code occurrences in 19 supertexts) and the main target groups of the policy measures proposed to solve the problem (29/17). They share these roles with a variety of de-gendered subjects (18/17 code occurrences in diagnosis and 50/20 occurrences in prognosis) who in most of the cases are women and men whose gender intersects with some other axis of inequality (age, class, ethnicity) or who are often women (domestic workers, carers, single parents), though this is not made explicit in the text. Men appear less among the target groups (13 code occurrences in 10 supertexts), showing that most actions to reach equality such as reconciliation measures do not fully involve them in the solution of the problem. 

Table 1: code occurrences on the role of actors in EU policy texts on ‘non employment’

	Code 
	Code item
	Nº of code occurrence

	Active actor (Diagnosis)
	Member states 
	19/11

	
	EU institutions 
	9/6

	Passive actor (Diagnosis)
	Women
	36/19

	
	De-gendered actors (care workers, citizens, disabled, elderly, young people, students, single parents, migrant domestic workers, dependants, household workers).
	18/17

	Responsible actor (Prognosis)
	Member states
	70/16

	
	EU institutions
	34/21

	
	Social partners
	7/5

	Target groups
	De-gendered actors (elderly, migrants, parents, disabled people)
	50/20

	
	Women
	29/17

	
	Men
	13/10

	
	Children
	18/7


Detecting code occurrences can offer us a first general overview of who are the main actors mentioned in the analysed texts, but it has the limitations that codes need to be read in their discursive context and also that, despite the cross-reading of texts among researchers, the subjective way of coding of researchers can influence the result. Thus, the main part of our analysis has been a more in-depth consideration of specific codes and quotations from the analysed documents in each sub-issue, which has enabled us to obtain a more complete understanding of the construction of gender roles in the EU policy discourse on ‘non employment’
.
3.1 Gender roles in tax and benefits policies
In the EU policy documents analysed on tax and benefits, the target groups of the policies tend to be constructed as de-gendered. Texts talk of the ‘underrepresented sex’, ‘workers’, ‘employees’, ‘informal carers’ and ‘discriminated persons’ often without mentioning whether these people are women or men (especially texts 1.1 and 1.2 in the Annex). The reality is in fact that most of the ‘discriminated people’ in the labour market tend to be women
 and most of the ‘informal carers’ of 
children, elderly, and dependent people are also women
. 

EU policy documents such as the 2007 Joint Report of the Council on Social Protection and Social Inclusion (see 1.2) recognise that the current provision of public care is insufficient ‘to meet rising demand’ (1.2, p. 8). Yet, the need for ‘formalised care for the elderly and disabled’ is only associated with factors such as the ‘increased female labour market participation’ while men’s lack of care is neither mentioned nor discussed as a problem that requires public formalised care for dependents. In short, the subjects that are constructed in the policy document as implicit carers are women, not men.
The extension of pensionable age is discussed in policy documents on tax and benefits in relation to the sustainability of pension systems in view of the lengthening of life and lower birth-rate of Europeans (see especially 1.2. in the Annex). However, the gender consequences of extending the pensionable age in terms of the gender gap in pensions, due to women’s shorter average contributory period, are not discussed in the analysed policy documents. The lowest pensions perceived by women  due to their shorter and more discontinuous working life caused by care demands and by the fact that care leaves are usually not considered as part of the contributory period, are absent from the analysed discourses, as well as men’s privileged position as regards their pensions thanks to the more continuous contributory period they benefit from. 

Some of the issues concerning the unequal situation of women and men as regards employment and social security which are overlooked in the aforementioned policy documents (1.1 and 1.2) are tackled in the European parliamentary debate on the Report on the Lisbon Strategy from a gender perspective. Speakers in this debate put forward a variety of discursive constructions of gender roles. A female MEP from the Verts/ALE Group, Hiltrud Breyer (see 1.3), highlights the fact that ‘social security and pension systems in the Member States (...) are biased in favour of the childless and discriminate against families with children’. Women are presented as discriminated workers who continue to earn less than men in Europe despite their higher educational attainments as compared to those of men
. Yet, the main group referred to in her speech are families, that are encouraged to have more children to overcome the current European demographic deficit. A pro-natalist approach is taken in this speech, so that the improvement of reconciliation measures is defended to tackle women’s discrimination in the labour market, supposedly leading to more children for Europe since women will have more time to perform their role of mothers. A similar construction of women as problem-solvers of European demographic and economic challenges is found in the speech of the female MEP Zita Gurmai from PSE (1.3), who advocates for increasing the participation of women in the labour market with the argument that ‘Higher participation rates for women will help tackle Europe’s demographic challenges, as well as increasing growth and productivity’. 

In the same parliamentary debate, a different approach is taken by another female MEP from the European United Left group (1.3 Ilda Figueiredo) who criticizes processes of liberalisation and flexibilisation of the job market that are promoted by the European Lisbon economic strategy for ‘fomenting discrimination against women especially in the workplace’. In her words: ‘in addition to increased unemployment among women affected by the restructuring and relocation of multinationals and by industrial sectors affected by the liberalisation of internal trade, (…)the new jobs being created are increasingly precarious, badly paid and discriminatory, and fail to respect the rights of female employees’. Opposite to Figueiredo is the speech by the male MEP Gerard Batten (1.3) from the Independence/Democracy group who defends neoliberal policies and implicitly assumes the male breadwinner model arguing that ‘to help those parents who wish to stay at home and look after children we should lessen the tax burden on the parents who work’. 

The civil society text from the Social Platform (1.4), a report on the Midterm review of the Lisbon Strategy from a Gender Perspective, discusses the need to recognize women’s unpaid work in national GDP and as a regular employment with entitlement to a pension. To enable women to access the labour market, argues the Social Platform, more efforts to improve the EU targets set on the provision of child and elderly care are needed. While the focus on the public provision of care services and recognition of women’s unpaid work of care contribute to make women’s work of care visible and to call for public responsibility in promoting gender equality, a similar trend to that found in the institutional policy documents is that references to the role of men for reversing the traditional public/private dichotomy are missing in the text. 

3.2 Gender roles in care and domestic work
A first issue that emerges from the analysis of the sampled EU policy documents on care and domestic work (see docs 2.1, 2.2, 2.3, and 2.4 in the Annex) is that a work that is predominantly performed by women, especially migrant, and which is increasingly demanded in European societies, is not exhaustively defined in European legislation, and it is mainly belonging to the informal economy. Most domestic and care workers, largely women, are then on the one hand treated as ‘non employed’ subjects, that is officially not legitimated to be employed, while on the other hand the social demand for their work of care and household services increases.
Making domestic work visible through an official definition is -according to the 2000 European Parliament Report (2.1)- a first step to recognise its value and to tackle the numerous discriminations that female migrant domestic workers experience. As the parliamentary report states: ‘In 1997, a study commissioned by the European Commission and carried out in various European towns revealed the scale of abuse to which female migrant workers employed in domestic service were exposed. In addition to the fact that domestic work is often undervalued and not regarded as real work, such women have to face racism and the dependency arising from their illegal status. Employers are often in a position of strength and openly exploit their employees (...).  Leaving an abusive employer often leads to immediate deportation’. (2.1: 16-17). The persisting inequalities that female migrant domestic workers face, which are reflected in the hierarchical employer-worker relations denounced in the EP report, are an extreme exemplification of the persistent unequal construction of gender roles in the organisation of labour, with specific intersections of ethnicity, migration, and class .

Other texts analysed in this issue in relation to family care do not make any reference to the roles of women and men in family activities. In the 1999 European Parliament Resolution on the protection of families and children (2.2), for instance, the main target groups are de-gendered families and children. The protection of children’s rights is at the centre of the report. Overall, the message of the report is that of preserving the traditional social functions of the family as provider of children’s education and caring of dependants. While there is a mention to the diversity of family models, it is not specified what this diversity means and what families are constructed as entitled to protection.  

The selected European Parliament debate on childcare presents three different perspectives on the issue: a more gender equal one, a more de-gendered one, and a more traditional one (see 2.3 in the Annex). The both gender equal and market oriented one is voiced by Vladimir Spidla. The (at the time) Commissioner on Employment and Social Affairs links in his speech the provision of adequate childcare services with incentives for women’s participation in the labour market and consequent growth in economic productivity and gender equality: ‘The provision of affordable, accessible and quality childcare is vital if Europe is to meet its agendas of growth, employment and gender equality’. The more gender equal elements in Spidla’s speech include his construction of both women and men as parents and workers, the recognition of the heavier burden of care placed on women, and the encouragement of men to share family responsibilities. The main goal of increasing the availability and affordability of childcare is ultimately that of enhancing the productivity of European labour market through the use of all labour force potential, and the possibility to address the EU ‘demographic challenge of a falling birth-rate’. 

The female MEP from PPE, Marie Panayotopoulos-Cassiotou defends childcare as the major political measure to achieve gender equality, and supports the need to equalise the rights of caregivers with those of employed people, and the need to enable parents to have as many children as they wish. A de-gendered language can be noticed in the fact that the texts talks of ‘people who wish to care for their children themselves’ without problematising the fact that these people who wish to stay at home and care for their children are mostly women.  

Other discursive positions defend as legitimate women’s traditional role as main child-carers. In the speech by MEP Kathy Sinnott from the IND/DEM Group biological motherhood is mystified to the extent that women (especially home mothers) are constructed as the only important actors in children’s development, while fathers are completely absent from children’s care and upbringing. Children come first in Sinnot’s speech: ‘Is this debate about children? My first grandchild was born this morning. If we could ask him, he would say that he would choose to be cared for by his mother.’ The traditional public/private dichotomy is explicitly reproduced in the construction of gender roles that is made in this speech in which the choice to work in paid employment or to care is only presented for women, not for men: ‘Is the debate about choice for women? If it is, we would, on the one hand, financially support childcare and flexible working conditions for mothers who choose to work and, on the other hand, financially support mothers who choose to work at home caring for children.’ In this discourse women are constructed as the actors legitimised to stay at home to perform their role of caring mothers, while men, totally absent from the discourse, are implicitly legitimised as actors who only have to work in the labour market. 

The analysed text from civil society offers an interesting contrast to the last parliamentary voice discussed. The European Women’s Lobby position paper on care issues (see 2.4 Annex) shows a gender equal discursive construction of women and men’s roles in care. The text denounces that in a situation of insufficient and inadequate public services to care for children, elderly, and dependents, ‘the responsibility of care is often left to the family and overall it is women who are responsible for this care.’ (p XX). It clearly connects the issue of care with gender equality: ‘The lack of affordable, accessible and high quality care services in most European Union countries and the fact that care work is not equally shared between women and men have a direct negative impact on women’s ability to participate in all aspects of social, economic, cultural and political life’ (p. 1). Public policies on reconciliation are criticised because they are ‘often directed towards women, thus perpetuating the caring role for women’ whereas in fact ‘policies to promote the role of men in care and family responsibilities and encouraging men to take parental leave are needed.’ (p. 12). 
A variety of concrete policy proposals are made, from public quality care services for children, elderly, and dependant people, to longer paid leaves for fathers and mothers, to the improvement of the status of domestic work. To promote the transformation of traditional gender roles by challenging symbolic gender norms the EWL also proposes policy interventions to address gender stereotypes at the levels of culture, media, and education.Overall, the EWL texts reflects a perspective that de-constructs traditional gender roles and suggests ways to promote more equal representations of women and men in society.

3.3 Gender roles in reconciliation of work and family life

In the analysed period the most important directive adopted on reconciliation has been the 96/34 Directive on parental leave, which grants parents an individual right to at least three month parental leave on grounds of child-birth or adoption to take care of the child until s/he is 8 years old that should in principle be granted on a non-transferable basis (see 3.1 in the Annex)
. Although the discourse constructs women and men as both workers and parents, the lack of a specific directive on paternity leave, while the EU has provided for 14 weeks maternity leave (92/85 EEC Directive) constructs only women, not men, as legitimated to be caregivers and thus ‘non employed’ for maternity reasons, while men do not share similar rights and duties of parenthood (Ciccia and Verloo 2011). Moreover, the directive protects employed people, thus women and men who are officially ‘non employed’ or out of the labour market such as housewives or informal workers are not entitled to the parental rights granted by the directive. 


The Roadmap for gender equality between women and men 2006-2010 (3.2 in the Annex) highlights the unequal division of gender roles in reconciliation that appears in the greater use among women of flexible working arrangements and the female heavier burden of care. Men are ’encouraged’ to take up family responsibilities, but no policy proposal of equal paternity leave or other concrete measures to make these rhetorical encouragements closer to reality are provided in the text. Thus,  the means offered appear rather weak to break with the traditional gendered division of roles. 


The 2007 European Parliament debate on the report by Marie Panayotopoulous-Cassiotou on measures enabling young women in the EU to combine family life with studies introduces the target group of young parents who study at the same time (see 3.3). The rapporteur from the PPE-DE political group, praises policy measures to combine ‘studies, training and family life’ as means to promote the EU economic development and solve the ‘demographic problem’. Also the representative of the European Commission, Charlie McCreevy, supports reconciliation measures so that people can combine their family life and studies/employment and enhance productivity and demography. Although the speaker refers to gender equality as an aim, both this and the former perspective reflect a rather instrumental construction of women and men as subjects who must be allowed to combine study, training, work, and family so that they can contribute to the EU market either with their knowledge or with their children.
Other voices call for the deconstruction of traditional gender roles. The representative from the Verts/ALE, Raul Romeda I Rueda, considers reconciliation as a social, not women’s responsibility, and demands economic and social reforms that will alter ‘the situation in which in the majority of cases, women by definition take on most, if not all, family and care responsibilities’. In his speech reconciliation measures are demanded to enable people, including same sex partners, to make personal decisions about creating a family. The gendered construction of roles is here intersected with sexual orientation to improve people’s rights. 


Civil society’s voice is more critical with men’s role in reconciliation. The European Women’s Lobby, in its 2000 document on ‘Maternity, Paternity and Reconciliation of Professional and Family Life’ (3.4 in the Annex), shows the interrelated character of gender by pointing at male privileges: ‘It is very rarely recognised that men’s autonomy is equally linked to issues of care – but reverse in the sense that their privileged position in the labour market often rests upon their freedom from care responsibilities’ (3.4, p. XX). The text exposes the poor protection of homosexuals that often ‘limits and denies their rights in relation to maternity and paternity’ (3.4, p. XX). Policy measures that the EWL proposes to improve existing parental leave by making it longer and fully paid, to target men’s caring responsibilities, to cover homosexual parenthood, and protect one-parent families, show a more progressive construction of the roles of women and men in European societies.
Concluding remarks
A discursive approach to the analysis of symbolic representation enables us to explore the meaning that the person represented, or principal, has for those being represented. Since our principal is gender, we have analysed how the meaning of gender is constructed and contested in political debates on employment and other related policy issues. In particular, we have analysed the construction of gender roles as part of the analysis of the function of symbolic representation which is that of constituting identity. What does the EU policy discourse on ‘non employment’ say about gender? 
Firstly, it reminds us of the persistence of gender inequality. Even gender equality policy discourses maintain traditional gender roles that attribute to women the main care and domestic role in the private sphere and to men the main productive role in the public sphere of labour. The analysis of code occurrences shows that women are the main target groups of policy measures to reconcile work and family life, while men are not sufficiently addressed as actors who must be more involved in the private sphere of care and domestic work. The in-depth analysis of codes and quotations that we have conducted in the EU sub-issues of tax and benefits policies, reconciliation measures, and care and domestic work reflects the gendered construction of roles in more articulated ways. While on the one hand women are presented as discriminated subjects at work and main carers, references to men as carers whose role is needed for reversing the traditional public/private dichotomy are weak. Even in the best of cases when both women and men are constructed as workers and parents, or when men are ‘encouraged’ to take up their family responsibilities, men are de facto not granted equal paternity rights and duties as women so to make these encouragements a reality. By contrast, women’s participation in the labour market through reconciliation measures is often presented as the miraculous solution to all EU problems: an answer to the demographic challenge, a means to make the EU economy more productive, and a way to achieve gender equality too. Women are constructed as the EU ‘factotum’ or ‘problem-solvers’, implicitly continuing the exploitation of female work. 
Secondly, which women and men are the EU policy texts talking about? Institutional discourse, as criticised by civil society and isolated parliamentary voices, does not construct homosexual partners and parents as legitimated to the same rights as heterosexuals. Female migrant domestic work, despite the recognition of its unequal status, has not been regulated by the EU so to overcome such inequality as compared to other works. Moreover, the EU analysed policy documents tend to de-gender the language usually when gender intersects other inequalities, talking of older, young, disabled people or of informal carers, forgetting to mention that the gender of these people is significant, as, for instance, older or younger women have a different situation and different needs from that of older or younger men. 
Thirdly, the construction of gender roles is contested in the EU policy discourse analysed. There are different voices in the debates, some more progressive and other more traditional, but the analysis shows that, despite the persistent hegemony of some norms that tend to maintain a traditional division of gender roles, norms and values are in a process of ongoing contestation and this opens up the possibility for advocates of more progressive gender roles of displacing tomorrow the hegemonic norms of today. This contestation is particularly evident in European parliamentary debates on care and reconciliation in which women and men can be constructed either as ‘combining parents’, or home-mothers and men-workers, or as subjects whose traditional gender roles need deconstruction. 
In conclusion, political representation includes a construction of actors that goes ‘beyond the electoral game of legitimation’ (Stoffel 2008: 144) and in which symbolic gender norms reproduced in policy discourses (de)legitimise particular roles for women and men. This symbolic production suggests meanings that are ‘appropriate’ to the principal (women and men) and affects classical issues of political representation such as authorisation and accountability. In the analysed EU policy discourses, although the gendered division of labour is contested, women still tend to be constructed as symbols of the private (domestic, reproductive) sphere and men as symbols of the public (labour, productive) sphere. This symbolic construction, rehearsed in discourses, routines, and daily practices, can have an impact both on the representatives and on what people expect from female and male political actors, and could ultimately affect the descriptive and substantive representation of women, furthering inequalities in the political sphere. But this is a matter that will require future empirical testing and further analysis in our work-in-progress study.
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ANNEX I: EU ‘non employment’ documents analysed
 

1. Tax-benefit policies

1.1) Law: Directive of the European Parliament and of the Council of 5 July 2006 on the implementation of the principle of equal opportunities and equal treatment of men and women in matters of employment and occupation (2006/54/EC -recast). 

1.2) Policy plan: Joint Report of the Council of 23 February 2007 on Social Protection and Social Inclusion, including specific sections on health care and long-term care. 

1.3) Debate in Parliament: EP debate on the future of the Lisbon strategy from a gender perspective, 19 January 2006. 



VOICE 1: Hiltrud Breyer (Verts/ALE)



VOICE 2: Ilda Figueiredo (GUE/NGL)



VOICE 3: Gerard Batten (IND/DEM)  

VOICE 4: Zita Gurmai (PSE)
1.4) Civil society text: Social Platform report of 25 January 2005 on Mid term review of the Lisbon Strategy from a Gender Perspective. 

2. Care-work

2.1) Policy plan: EP Women’s Rights Committee Report of 17 October 2000 on regulating domestic help in the informal sector 2000(2021) INI. 

2.2) Policy plan additional: European Parliament Resolution of January 1999 on the protection of families and children (A4-0004/1999).

2.3) Debate in Parliament: European Parliament debate on Childcare of Tuesday 13 March 2007.



VOICE 1: Vladimír Špidla, Member of the Commission

VOICE 2: Marie Panayotopoulos-Cassiotou, on behalf of the PPE




VOICE 3: Kathy Sinnott, on behalf of the IND/DEM Group
2.4) Civil society text: EWL Position Paper of 31 May 2006 on Care Issues. European Women’s Lobby Campaign “Who Cares?”.

3. Reconciliation of work and family life in employment

3.1) Law: Council Directive of 3 June 1996 on the framework agreement on parental leave concluded by UNICE, CEEP and the ETUC (96/34/EC).
3.2) Policy plan: A Roadmap for equality between women and men 2006-2010 [SEC (2006)275] (Part 2: Enhancing reconciliation of work, private and family life, p.14-16).

3.3) Debate in Parliament: European Parliament debate on Family life and Study, 19 June 2007. 

VOICE 1: Μarie Panayotopoulos-Cassiotou (PPE-DE), rapporteur. on behalf of the Committee on Women’s Rights and Gender Equality



VOICE 2: Charlie McCreevy, Member of the Commission


VOICE 3: Raül Romeva i Rueda (Verts/ALE)
3.4) Civil society text: EWL Statement of 2000 on the European Conference on Maternity, Paternity and reconciliation of work and family life held in Portugal in May 2000.

� Our empirical data are drawn from the QUING European research project (Quality in Gender Equality Policies, �HYPERLINK "http://www.quing.eu"�www.quing.eu�) whose researchers and director we wish to thank. Special thanks to Ana F. de Vega and Lise Rolandsen who have worked at the EU report from which we draw in this study (see F. de Vega and Rolandsen with contribution and supervision of Lombardo 2008). We also thank David Paternotte for useful comments. 


� Three main rules were followed in the document selection (Krizsan and Verloo 2007): importance of the documents and the frames articulated in these; voice of the main actors participating in the debates; texts capturing major changes within the chosen period 1995-2007.





� We did not consider a fourth subissue analysed in QUING, gender pay gap, since the other subissues already included similar information on the roles of women and men in ‘non employment’. 


� Our concept of gender identities differs from the common use of gender identity in sexuality studies. 


� The problems identified are those of inequality in employment, lack of childcare, gendered division of labour, women as main carers, and the influence of stereotypes in perpetuating inequalities.


� The analysis draws from the QUING research report by F. de Vega and Rolandsen with contribution and supervision of Lombardo 2008.


� Women in Europe currently earn on average 17.5% less than men, and in 2008 the share of women employees working part-time was 31.1% in the EU-27 while the corresponding figure for men was 7.9% (EC 2009).


� As the aforementioned 2009 EC report states ‘Parenthood has traditionally a significant long-term impact on women's participation in the labour market. This reflects women's predominant role in the care of children, elderly or disabled persons. In 2008, the employment rate for women aged 25-49 was 67% when they had children under 12, compared to 78.5% when they did not, a negative difference of 11.5 p.p. Interestingly, men with children under 12 had a significantly higher employment rate than those without, 91.6% vs. 84.8%, a positive difference of 6.8 p.p.’ (EC 2009: 4).


� Women represent 59% of university graduates in the EU (EC 2009). Also MEPs Gurmai (PSE) and Figueiredo (European United Left) highlight in their speeches discrimination women face at work in terms of occupational segregation, pregnancy discrimination, and gender pay gap. Gurmai further mentions older, ethnic minorities and disabled women as the most vulnerable groups of workers. 


� The 2010/18/EU parental leave directive extends the months of leave to at least four and obliges member states to provide one of the four months on a non-transferable basis to encourage a more equal take up of the leave among parents. 


� Source: F. de Vega and Rolandsen with contr. and sup. of Lombardo 2008.





�here we need a data on number of w informal carers in Europe
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