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Abstract. This article focuses upon the stigmatisation of women in politics. The authors consider 
the processes of stigmatisation claimed by social and political practice. In particular, the low level 
of political participation of women can be explained by stigmas that have firmly entered the public 
consciousness. The authors consider stigma as a symbolic form of the status of a person and any 
political subject in interaction. Based on the analysis of gender, sex role behavior, and feminist 
theories, researchers point out that social inequality is objectively becoming a source of stigmati-
sation. The process of stigmatisation in politics has a number of stages: preparatory (analysis of the 
situation), initial (highlighting the object of attention and searching for stigmatization tools), the 
main one (the formation of prejudices, the lowering of status opportunities for the stigmatization 
object), and the finalisation (support solidarity and control). Stigmatisation in public policy can 
perform a number of functions, which include orienting (allowing to identify subjects of the political 
space), instrumental (stigmas as tools of suppression and punishment in tactics of interaction with 
rivals, opponents), and ordering (providing social control and order in society). The authors note 
that the stigmatisation of women’s formal political participation leads to the emergence of effective 
informal channels of influence: the dissemination of rumours and the formation of public opinion, 
the promotion/hindrance of the political career of men; marriage, etc. The researchers point to the 
social consequences of stigmatisation, to which they refer the violation of the principles of social 
and political interaction (humanism, tolerance, justice, and mutual benefit) and the strengthening 
of deviance in the behavioural style of political subjects.
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INTRODUCTION
It is possible to evaluate any society on such a criterion as the women’s status, 
attitude towards her. Striving for social well-being means ensuring women and 
men equal rights and the absence of discrimination, undeserved inconvenience, 
oppression, judgment.

Stigmatization affects different strata and categories of the population. The pe-
culiar labels, indicators that people use to denote certain social phenomena have  
entered the ordinary consciousness and culture of society.

Nowadays, stigma becomes a symbol of relations, a discriminator of the sta-
tus-hierarchical delimitation of society. It is frequently fixed in proverbs and folk 
sayings, especially in the field of gender relations. They acquire a touch of cen-
tury-old discrimination. The proverbs «баба с возу — кобыле легче» (It’s eas-
ier for the horse to start when the woman gets off the cart), «волос долог — ум 
короток» (hair is long—mind is short)—serve as an example of the low status 
of  women). Formally, having equal political rights with men, women remain 
under the pressure of social stereotypes that posit politics as a non-female en-
gagement. Stigmatization is largely the source of this attitude, the consequences 
of which are reflected in a low level of women’s involvement in political pro-
cesses.

Research on stigmatization is presented in the theories of symbolic interaction-
ism (E. Goffman, G. H. Mead), social exchange (P. Blau, B. F. Skinner), J. Baudril-
lard’s theses on simulacra, P. Sorokin’s developments on symbols and their role in 
interaction, social constructivism (P. L. Berger and T. Luckmann), the concept of 
J. Toshchenko on centaurism and the phantoms of political consciousness, etc.

It should be noted that the authoritative sociological journal The Sociological 
Review devoted one of its last issues to this topic [23]. The authors of the intro-
ductory article published in this issue note that for 50 years after the publication 
of E. Goffman’s book, which became a bestseller [7], this concept has fully proved 
its heuristics in research on social stigma and its effect for expanding public un-
derstanding of stigma. However, the conceptual understanding of stigma inher-
ited from E. Goffman, along with the use of microsociological and/or psycho-
logical research on stigma, often raises questions about where stigma is produced, 
by whom, and for what purpose [24, p. 721]. In particular, the negative effects 
of stigma are considered at the community level [2], as well as in other social 
contexts.

It is impossible to ignore one of the fundamental works on this topic, that de-
scribes and the latest research in one of the central topics about the study of gender 
and politics—women, gender and politics. In this case, emphasis is placed on the 
comparison of developed and developing countries [14].

Studies [18] show that quotas can affect the increase of the women’s participation 
in leadership positions, especially when they increase amount of female applicants 
for these positions. However, there are other data showing that quotas rather de-
crease the various aspects of self-assessment of women’s participation in local 
politics. Studies in Lesotho indicate a lack of consideration of differences in qual-
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ification or competence between the groups of counsellors [4]. Based on research 
conducted in 159 developing countries, the authors conclude that countries with a 
higher proportion of women in the national parliament more likely adopt and im-
plement gender-oriented laws [22].

In Russian sociology there is a number of papers [11-13, 15, 16, 19, 26, etc.] 
devoted to political stigmatization both in general and in its various manifestations 
in relation to women. As we can see, the analysis of various forms and manifes-
tations of stigmatization of women in the political sphere is one of the focuses of 
modern sociology. At the same time, there are some not well-developed aspects 
of this problem showing the process of political stigmatization of women in mod-
ern Russian society. Despite the high representation and activity of women in 
modern Russia both in different authorities and political structures (not only offi-
cial but also opposition), well-known problems remain in this area. In particular, 
we can talk about the widespread cult of machismo, the suppression of women in 
the family, the frequent cases of harassment in the performance of their duties, 
including in political organizations, etc. Examples of that can be: the dismissed 
accusations of a number of political journalists against a deputy of the State Duma 
of the Russian Federation in alleged harassment, or a failure of a female president 
candidate. Of course, it’s more difficult to analyze the phenomenon of a female 
deputy of the State Duma of the Russian Federation voting against her party dis-
cipline. All these and some other factors prove the stigmatization of women’s 
activities in contemporary Russian politics. Therefore, we see the goal of this 
article in a theoretical analysis of the stigmatization of women’s participation in 
politics in modern Russia.

PART 1
The social roots of stigma go to antiquity, when stigma warned the Others. Those 
who did not fit into the standard, into the dominant relationships and rules of co-
existence received warnings. Deviation from the norm made a person or a group, 
a category of people noticeable, “appointed” to the persecution.

As the daily existence of people was institutionalized, political, sociocultural, 
or basically religious regulators of relations appeared, so that stigmas became le-
galized by custom or through formal codification of positions, stigmatizers’ respon-
sibility and pressure on the object of stigmatization.

As Yu. Komlev rightly points out, the assessment of deviation from the prescribed 
rules of behavior is fixed in 

“the mass consciousness due to the emergence of the first institutionalization: 
the establishment of rules, prescriptions, the rigid fixation of rewards for a par-
ticular deviation” [12, 19].

The abuse of the body, the infliction of physical suffering have become common 
in Europe and in our Russian society since ancient times. Torture and marks were 
legalized as the suppression of retreat. There were branding of the body with stains, 
burning, other marks. The scorched word “thief” on the forehead, “lily” on the 
women’s shoulder, stripes, details of clothing, even locations among the Others 
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began to serve as person’s identifying signs. Social inequality, established not only 
in the division of labor, but also in the status-hierarchical construction of social 
relations, has created the sanctions against violators of institutions, secured people 
of high ranks. Speech piety became a communication tool of distinguishing the 
ranks and competencies of people.

According to the classical works by E. Goffman, who was one of the first to 
study the concept of stigma, the existence of which is a widespread phenomenon, 
and does not belong to narrow categories [21].

In our opinion, 
“the key of stigma is the sticking of sustainable labels based on discrimination 
(prejudice, xenophobia, striving for segregation like lowering social status and 
then isolation)” [1].

The historical modification of women’s stigmatization has led to several notable 
trends:

 � stigma turns into an instrument of humiliation of personal dignity, a symbol 
of “second class status”;

 � stigma becomes an identifying mark of a social position among people;
 � there is a technological arrangement of publicity procedures, the effect of an 
exemplary measure, prevention (so that others will not commit a similar 
wrongdoing).

Prominent women often received positive stigma nicknames, pointing out their 
exclusivity. Margaret Thatcher, British Prime Minister became the “Iron Lady” 
with a reputation as an unbreakable person who is capable to make tough decisions. 
For many years, she has managed to gain credibility, and with all her iron grip, she 
was able to prepare government decisions, coordinate positions, work out possible 
risks of decisions and their resource provision. Her proposals did not meet strong 
resistance either in the House of Commons or in the establishment.

Women such as the Spanish Dolores Ibarruri who was awarded stigma “La Pa-
sionaria” (the Passionflower), a furious fighter for justice, were made a symbol of 
sacrifice, leaderism.

Women’s participation in politics did not correlate with the prescribed social 
role of the mother of the household, and their low degree of politicization was 
explained by historical traditions or attribution of qualities which were unsuitable 
for political activity (emotionality, passivity, dependence, lack of a sense of sanity, 
etc.). The spread of feminism pushed researchers to analyze the problems of dis-
crimination of women in politics (related, among other things, to the lack of aspi-
rations to winning high official positions) [3, p. 62].

Over the past decades, in global public opinion (this concerns not only developed 
Western countries, but also a number of states in the East and Latin America), po-
litical stigmatization of women is largely a thing of the past: the names of women 
are widely known—active politicians and leaders of states and international organ-
izations. It is no coincidence, as we have already mentioned above, that global 
sociologists conduct research on political stigma basing on the materials from 
developing countries.
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A different social situation exists in modern Russia. Opinion polls show: 54% 
of respondents believe that, for example, gender does not matter in the Presidency 
vote, 38% of respondents consistently choose a male president, and only 5% will 
support a female president1.. An interesting fact is that the respondents argue that 
the explanation of the choice is not in favor of the woman by the same stable ste-
reotypes as the non-female engagement; female qualities (softness, emotionality, 
weakness, etc.; table 1).

It should be recognized that the leading factor in stigmatization (this fully applies 
to stigmatization of women in the political sphere) is the existence of social ine-
quality. It  also concerns contemporary Russian society. Most often, stigmatization 
refers to the worst thing of a person and becomes a tool to oust individuals from 
any relationship. Indeed, stigmatizers dissipate their personal space to approve their 
benefits. Hence compared with those who are labeled as excluded, stigmatizers 
raise both their status and their own self-esteem, blocking fears of being in the role 
of stigmatized.

There are the following effects of stigma on its carriers. Basically, this is a social 
exclusion. Breaking social ties and relationships gives a rise to an unconscious sense 
of guilt in a person, regular reminders of some inferiority (as a rule, existing only 
in the consciousness of the stigmatizer). Discriminatory forms of relations in which 
one finds himself lead stigmatized person to psychological depression, deviant forms 
of behavior and often cause both his unmotivated aggression and suicide.

Competitors and hostile supporters can stigmatize politicians and statesmen with 
defamation. Usually defamation refers to the truthful information that is not in-
tended for public. This method of public reprisal against a person does not apply 
for a crime. It’s all about hidden ideas and moral brakes.

One of the important functions of stigmatization is to ensure the orientation of 
the social individual in society, including  unfamiliar situations, which contributes 
to the formation of his attitude towards subjects whose appearance or behavior 
differs from generally accepted norms. It is important to note that often stigmati-
zation is carried out in a space closed from external public control.

We believe that 
“each spatial distribution of people is accompanied by diffuse stigmatization at 
different stages of the formation of the main tool of influence— stigma. Tension 
in relations before stigmatization, separation on political, social, economic or 
sociocultural grounds give rise to so-called stigmatoid forms of interaction. This 
is reflected in every space of the people’s private and public life” [21].

Family relationships also include the exchange of women. Since men are tradi-
tionally endowed with certain rights to women who belong to the circle of their 
relatives, G. Rubin believes that the “exchange of women” very concisely charac-
terizes the essence of the existing social system, which in many aspects deprives 
a woman of the opportunity to be independent [20].

1 Nationwide social survey by VCIOM-Sputnik on 17-18 September 2017, n = 1,200 re-
spondents [12]
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Table 1. The distribution of answers to the question “Why would you not support a 
woman candidate?” (open-ended question, no more than 2 answers, % of those who 
stated they would vote for a man-president under equal conditions)

Response options %

It is a non-female engagement 16

Women are weaker than men 12

Woman must look after a family and children 12

Women don’t have the kind of mind for politics 11

Women are more emotional and subjective 9

I don’t trust women 8

Women are softer than men 7

Women can’t handle it 6

Men always rule 5

We haven’t had women yet who are capable to rule the country 5

Men are more competent 3

It is a man’s code. 1

Women get a big head from the power 1

Other answers 4

Not sure 12

Source: nationwide social survey by VCIOM-Sputnik on 17-18 September 2017, n = 1,200 
respondents [12]
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The phenomenon of patriarchy from the perspective of feminist sociology oc-
cupies an important place in the study of gender inequality and its factors. K. Mil-
let specifies this concept, which has become paramount in understanding the ex-
isting gender inequality, in her work Sexual Politics, which she simply called “notes 
toward a theory of patriarchy” [17].

The author claims that women, like other minorities in patriarchal societies, 
are subjected to oppression [17]. Accordingly, elements of patriarchal conscious-
ness, that exist in the mass consciousness and are expressed in the social behav-
ior of people, contribute to political stigmatization of women in modern Russia. 
Moreover, such patriarchal ideas and attitudes do not only determine relations 
between men and women, parents and children, but also extend to other areas of 
public life, for example, the relationship between superiors and subordinates, the 
people and the authorities, in other words, they influence the political sphere of 
society. All this is due to the predominance of masculine stereotypes in our cul-
ture and mass consciousness. Patriarchal phenomena determine the Russian mass 
political consciousness, as well as the functioning of the institutions of political 
power. This logically leads to the exclusion of certain groups (including women 
as one of the most important social and demographic groups of society) out of 
politics and the labor market.

The peculiarity of political stigmatization is determined by its reference to the 
activities of people in the political sphere of society. Political stigma often has 
significant irrational components, since it is determined by the emotional perception 
of the population of a particular phenomenon of the political life, including specif-
ic politicians, political institutions, and organizations. For example, various labels, 
the formation of an image of a victim, etc. are widely used in the process of polit-
ical stigmatization.

The process of stigmatization in politics has a number of stages. In our opinion, 
they are preparatory, initial, main, and final.

Thus, stigmatization includes increasing social and psychological pressure on 
an individual or a social group, labeling the “victim”. All this leads to the devel-
opment of sustainable distrust, suspicion, which contributes to the emergence of 
depriving situations and can lead to social exclusion of a given social subject.

It is important to consider how the object of stigmatization perceives itself and 
its life; in this case, women seeking to participate in the political life of our coun-
try, but not always achieving the desired result in their activities. For example, 
stigma can be effectively used as a tool to achieve its political goal with the in-
volvement of certain mechanisms of social promotion, that have traditionally been 
used by some women to achieve any of their goals, including gaining formal pow-
er. In addition, the presence of stigma can justify any failures and difficulties that 
are not directly related to it; thus, it also performs a kind of psychotherapeutic 
function (according to E. Goffman, “secondary gains”). Being involved in politics 
women, often inadequately perceive the attitude towards them; stigma plays the 
role a psychological prism or “trick mirror” that makes it difficult for the stigma-
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tized subject to communicate with other people. In modern home political life, we 
can find a lot of similar examples. 

However, we must draw attention to the positive moments that stigmatization of 
women brings. In particular, women have the authority and a certain freedom of 
action in the context of their specific social functions without open levers of power. 

The scientific literature uses the concept of women’s power, which has become 
very widespread. It is used to characterize mainly the informal influence of wom-
en on making serious political and economic decisions. The search for ways and 
mechanisms of this influence is in the analysis of power relations. A reframing of 
new social practices of women’s participation in public politics and government 
decision-making is required. From the point of view of sociological theory, we 
consider it promising to study the theoretical issues of stigmatization of women’s 
participation in politics in modern Russia using a number of theories known in 
modern sociology, starting with the approaches of E. Goffman (which, as we know, 
are often called “dramaturgical perspective in sociology”). We are also talking 
about the concepts of social exclusion, social deprivation, theories of social ine-
quality, social anomie, etc. In fact, stigmatization is one of the most significant 
forms of social exclusion and discrimination, therefore we believe that it is possi-
ble to involve the authors who for more than one and a half hundred years have 
been analyzing the phenomenon of alienation: starting from K. Marx and his fol-
lowers (G. Simmel, E. Durkheim and M. Weber) to representatives of the Frankfurt 
School and many other scientists, including those who analyze this phenomenon 
through the prism of different terminology).

CONCLUSION
Thus, the phenomenon of stigma continues to exist in modern Russian society. It 
forms in people the behavior corresponding to their label in the context of the qua-
si-role imposed on them. To a large extent, this also applies to stigmatization of 
women’s participation in political life.

Based on the analysis of literature and socio-political practice, we presented a 
theoretical basis for the processes of stigmatization and stigmatization in relation 
to women’s participation in politics. We believe that it is wrong to consider stig-
matization as a negative process. In particular, in public politics, it can perform a 
number of functions. Stigma makes possible to identify the subjects of the political 
space, it is an important indicator for bonding the attitude to a specific subject, the 
owner of the label “victim”, and performs an orienting function. Stigma is a way 
to overthrow opponents, in general, any unacceptable people for any reason—this 
is its instrumental function. Yet, at the same time stigma can provide social control 
and order, fulfilling the ordering function.

However, the problem of stigmatization of women’s political participation is not 
an applied issue, it has serious social consequences. Firstly, the principles of social 
and political interaction are violated, to which we refer humanism, tolerance, jus-
tice, and mutual benefit. Secondly, research shows that stigma creates and reinforc-
es deviance. 
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We must notice the increased attention of the public and scientists to such an 
important aspect of the political stigmatization of women, such as the problem 
of sexual harassment, which significantly makes difficult their promotion and 
political participation. In this context, the topic of the existence and functioning 
of the political (as well as administrative) mechanisms of women’s promotion 
under the dominance of patriarchal attitudes in modern Russia remains practi-
cally unexplored, obviously, due to its “taboo” in the mass consciousness. It is 
possible to make the assumption that as a result of this, women, who belong to 
a certain socio-psychological type, often occupy high-ranking executive positions. 
Sociologists require closer attention to issues not directly related to the political 
participation of women, but generated by the same processes of stigmatization 
in our society: the problem of domestic violence, the conscious creation of dif-
ficulties for men-road users for women drivers and many other issues. Practical-
ly unexplored by sociologists is the political stigmatization of women of the 
so-called “obvious minorities”, for example, migrants, the indigenous small-num-
bered people, etc. As you can see, the problem of the stigmatization of the par-
ticipation of modern Russian women in politics has many unexplored aspects to 
be analyzed by sociologists.
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