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				Abstract

				Themainaim ofthisarticle isto analyze whether women and men differ inperforming therole ofvillage representative – do they express differences inleadership style, have different ideasfor local initiatives, and different ways ofcooperating with other local actors? Ifyes, thequestionishow these gender differences could be adequately explained. Thetheoretical framework draws from theliterature onthesubstantive representationofwomen inpolitics aswell asfindings about gender differences inleadership style. Theanalysisofempirical data presented inthearticle indicates that thedifferences inthemodes ofworking ofwomen and men village representatives are minor and that social role theory isthemost adequate explanation. It isalso argued that contextual factors such asthepresence or absence ofother women inthelocal public sphere play acrucial role. 
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				Introduction

				Thefunctionofavillage representative (sołtys) inPoland isasliaisonbetween thevillage residents and higher levels oflocal authorities. Inthelast few decades thenumber ofrural women serving asvillage representatives hasincreased significantly. In1958, thepercentage offemale village representatives inPoland amounted only to 0.8 % (Główny Urząd Statystyczny 1968), whereasin2015, thispercentage reached 39 %.2 Thisincrease provokes questions about thepossible consequences ofthisprocess. 

				Themainaim ofthisarticle isto analyze whether women and men differ inperforming therole ofavillage representative – do they express differences inleadership style, have different ideasfor local initiatives, and different ways ofcooperating with other local actors? Ifyes, thequestionisthen how these gender differences could be adequately explained– by theinfluence ofgender roles, or individual strategies of“doing gender” invarious local settings? Thefunctionofavillage representative isaspart ofthelocal government system inPoland and requires some elements ofpolitical leadership inorder to represent residents’ interests and negotiate them with local authorities and cooperate effectively with other local actors. Therefore, theliterature onthesubstantive representationofwomen inpolitics, aswell asgender differences inleadership style, isespecially inspiring for thisanalysis. Inaddition, thecharacteristics ofthelocal context, interms ofdifferent levels ofwomen’sparticipationinlocal politics, will be ofspecial interest. It isclaimed that people construct their beliefs about thesexes onthebasisofobservations oftherole performances ofwomen and men (Eagly etal. 2012: 124).

				Theanalysispresented inthisarticle contributes greatly to on-going theoretical debates about gender differences invarious aspects oflife – their manifestations and adequate explanations, taking into account often confusing research results, insome cases indicating clear or minor differences, and no differences inothers. Thearticle contributes also to discussions onthepolitical representationofwomen inrural areasinpost-communist countries which are peripheral inrelationto Western countries. Thepredominance oftraditional gendered norms and values seems to be particularly strong inthese places. However, social changes often take place there spontaneously, inamanner which isnot motivated or required by official pro-equality programmes or public policies (Bock 2014). 

				Thisarticle isbased onaqualitative empirical study that covered ten municipalities located indifferent regions ofPoland that are differentiated according to thepresence ofwomen inthelocal politics. First, details about thefunctionofvillage representatives and rural women’sparticipationinlocal government at thevillage level will be provided. Thefollowing sections discuss thestudy’stheoretical inspirations and present theresearch problem aswell asthemethodology ofanalysis. Thesubsequent sections are devoted to thepresentationoftheempirical data.

				Village representatives inthelocal government

				Theinstitutionofthevillage representative (sołtys) hasalong and well-established traditioninPoland. It isrooted intheprocesses ofsettlement under German law intheMedieval Age. Inthefollowing historical periods, theobligations ofvillage representatives and thenature oftheir role changed depending onpolitical and economic conditions.

				Poland isdivided into sixteen provinces, several hundred districts and almost two and ahalf thousand municipalities. Thelatter are thestrongest entities inthesystem interms ofthescope ofresponsibilities and financial independence. Municipalities located inrural areas(rural and urban-rural municipalities) are further divided into rural sub-municipal auxiliary units (sołectwo) operating at thelevel ofavillage.3 According to theprinciple ofdecentralization, there are separate executive and legislative bodies at each level. 

				Village representatives are theexecutive officers ofrural sub-municipal auxiliary units. Theother institutions ofthese units include thevillage assembly (zebranie wiejskie) – thelegislative body – and avillage council (rada sołecka) – theadvisory body to thevillage representative. It hasto be emphasized that, interms ofthestructure ofpower, rural sub-municipal auxiliary units are dependent both financially and institutionally onmunicipal authorities – they have neither their own full legal identity nor an independent budget.4 

				Village representatives and members ofthevillage council are elected by theresidents ofthevillage. Theelectioninvolves asecret, direct voting method, which mostly takes place at thevillage assembly. All residents can present themselves asacandidate for village representative or village council member.5 Theterm ofoffice for thevillage representative isusually four years. It hasto be noted that village representatives can participate inmunicipal council meetings, but they do not retaintheright to vote. Four times ayear, many village representatives collect local taxes from theresidents ofthevillage onbehalf ofthemunicipal authorities and receive theequivalent ofasmall percentage ofthecollected sum asagratuity for their efforts (Matysiak 2014). 

				Basically, village representatives embody theinterests oftheresidents and are expected to manage thedaily problems ofagiven village, such asissues associated with thelocal infrastructure. They also perform administrative tasks, such asinforming theresidents about thelocal authorities’ plans and decisions or organising village assemblies, and they are expected to mobilise theresidents for collective initiatives. Infact, thescope ofactivities ofthevillage representative differs from one municipality to theother, asthese activities are not strictly defined by legal regulations, but rather become determined by theexpectations and needs oftheresidents, theattitudes ofparticular municipal authorities, and theintentions ofvillage representatives themselves. 

				Performing therole ofvillage representative implies, to agreater or lesser extent, theelements ofleadership. First ofall, thefunctionofavillage representative issubject to election– thus, it can be expected that theelections are usually accompanied by political behaviours, associated with thebuilding ofsupport among theinhabitants or electioncompetition. Secondly, female and male village representatives, asrepresentatives ofinterests oftherural community, should cooperate with theresidents, local authorities and officials aswell asother actors ofthelocal public scene, convince them oftherightness ofwhat they plan to do, and build alliances and coalitions. Theimpact ofthevillage representative onlocal decision-making processes consists of“back-stage” activities, or exerting informal influence over thelocal government. 

				Women among village representatives

				Polish women officially acquired theright to run inelections at all levels intheyear 1918. However, women living inrural areaswere not expected to even take part invillage assemblies, astherole ofrepresenting thevoice ofagiven family wastraditionally ascribed to men (Wawrzykowska-Wierciochowa 1961). Thediscrepancy between women’sformal rights and thesocietal reality wasalso an aspect inthepolitical institutions at higher levels such asthePolish Parliament (Siemieńska 1990).

				According to theexisting literature, women were not really present inthestructures governing rural sub-municipal auxiliary units neither before theSecond World War nor shortly after (Jakubczak 1976). However, theavailable data indicate asignificant and consistently increasing percentage ofwomen among village representatives inPoland during thepost-war decades and inrecent years. In1958, theshare ofwomen performing thisfunctionamounted only to 0.8 %; however, in1967, thepercentage reached 2.8 % (Główny Urząd Statystyczny 1968). Currently, at theend of2015, thepercentage amounts to 39 %.6 

				Interestingly, thepercentages ofwomen village representatives are visibly higher intheareasadded to thePolish territory after theSecond World War. Their primary inhabitants were forced to leave shortly after thewar or fled before it ended. Afterwards, these territories were settled by people from different parts ofpre-war Poland. Inthisprocess, new post-migrationlocal communities were created, which, according to theliterature, are more willing to accept social innovations, such aswomen inlocal power positions, than other communities (cf. Bartkowski 2003). Incomparison, thepercentages ofwomen village representatives are visibly lower inthesouthern and eastern regions ofPoland, where local communities are characterized by thepreserved continuity oftraditions (Ibid.). Differences between Polish regions, which historically belonged to different powers after thepartitions and territorial redistributionfollowing theSecond World War, pertainto many aspects oflife, including thedegree ofurbanization, demographic structure, access to communicationinfrastructure, voting preferences and economic performance (cf. Nowak etal. 2000; Żukowski 2004). 

				These observations indicate that analyzing thecauses and consequences offeminizing therural local governmentisnecessary, and theregional differences intheshare ofwomen and men among village representatives must be taken into account. 

				Rural women inpolitics: literature review

				IntheWestern European literature, underrepresentationofrural women inpolitics hasparticularly been underlined. Inthecase ofrural areas, male dominationinpolitics ingeneral overlaps with male dominationinthefields ofagriculture, forestry and rural development, which are perceived as“male fields ofexpertise” (Bock 2010). Asaresult, rural women are often excluded from decision-making processes regarding policies targeted at thedevelopment ofrural areas. InEU member states, thesituationwasnot made any better by implementationofnew mechanisms and structures for thegoverning ofrural areas, which were supposed to operate from thebottom up and assumed participationofvarious social actors onthelocal level (Bock and Derkzen 2008). For instance, theavailable data show that women are rarely represented equally inLocal ActionGroups operating intheframe oftheLEADER programme (Bock 2010). Gender mainstreaming regarding CommonAgricultural Policy and rural development exists only onpaper, or islimited to ad hoc projects addressed to specific groups ofwomen, and hasnot led to systemic improvement ofthesituationoffemale rural residents or an increase intheir participationinpolitical decision-making processes (Shortall 2014; Bock 2014). 

				Thehistorically and structurally conditioned male dominationinpolitics ismaintained by various social and cultural mechanisms. For example, research conducted intheNetherlands indicates theexclusionofwomen from political decision-making processes by using specific language practices, and underlining theimportance oftechnical and scientific language and depreciating language and knowledge based onexperience (Bock and Derkzen 2008). Asshown inLittle’s(1997) work, due to thepersistence oftraditional gender roles and divisioninto theprivate and public sphere, inBritainwomen often fall into thetrap ofperforming informal social activities onbehalf oftheir villages. Altruism isattributed to them asa“natural” concern, and thus they are expected to engage invarious voluntary works. Involvement ofthiskind can be asource ofasense ofbelonging and ofsome influence intheir communities. However, voluntary work isperceived as“non-professional”, “apolitical” and less important than paid work (Little 1997). 

				Asshown, theavailable literature focuses onthebarriers facing rural women who engage inlocal politics. Thispaper addresses theother side ofthecoin‒ what happens when women are already there: do they behave differently incomparisonwith their male counterparts? 

				Gender differences inpolitics and leadership

				According to theconcept ofsubstantive representation, it isassumed that “women politicians prioritize and express different types ofvalues, attitudes, and policy priorities, such asgreater concern about childcare, health or education, or aless conflictual and more collaborative political style” (Lovenduski and Norris2003: 87). Women inpolitics are more likely to act for women than men, i.e. introduce women’sissues into thepolitical agenda (Celis2008; Celisand Childs 2008; Childs and Krook 2009). 

				Thisapproach evolved from assuming universal women’sinterests emerging from thegendered divisionoflabour inthepublic and private spheres, through claiming that women’sinterests are not shared by all due to thediversified life experiences ofdifferent groups ofwomen, through focusing onspecific women’sperspectives onpolitical matters resulting from their structural positioninsociety. Therefore, thepolitical representationofwomen isnot about representing universal women’sinterests or opinions but about introducing women’sperspectives ondifferent issues inthepolitical decisionmaking process (Celis2008). It isworth noting that “women’sperspectives” embrace thewhole spectrum ofpolitical and ideological standpoints, including various feminist and conservative positions (Celisand Childs 2012). Assuming that women are more likely to act for women than men, it isclaimed that an increase inthenumber offemale politicians, especially inlegislative bodies, will entail achange inpolitical agenda infavour ofwomen’sissues (cf. Lovenduski and Norris2003).

				That therelationship between descriptive and substantive representation, i.e. being female and acting for women, istaken for granted resulted intheenormous popularity and influence oftheconcept of“critical mass” (Dahlerup 1988). However, these assumptions, especially asthey are not clearly proved with empirical data, have been highly criticized. According to some researchers, theidea of“critical mass” should be replaced by “critical actors”: influential women and men, aswell ascollective and institutional actors, promoting and implementing gender equality issues inboth political bodies and beyond (Paxtonetal. 2007; Celisand Childs 2008; Childs and Krook 2008).

				There are numerous researches inthefields ofmanagement and social psychology showing interesting gender differences interms oforganizational leadership. For example, women are more willing to perform aslightly more democratic leadership style than men (Billing and Alvesson2014: 204). However, it isalso possible to quote various studies inwhich no definite differences were shown inthestyles ofleadership ofwomen and men inmanagerial positions (Ibid.). It isassumed that theinfluence ofone’sgender could be neutralized due to general norms and practical constraints applying to certainoccupational positions concerning appropriate ways to carry out these roles, similar criteria for leadership selection, and possibly, female leaders’ dissociationfrom some feminine qualities (Eagly and Johannesen-Schmidt 2007: 284). Extant research isalso criticized for emphasizing thesignificance ofgender differences, which could be counterproductive interms ofadvancing gender equality inmanagerial positions (Billing and Alvesson2000). However, thisdoes not mean that potential gender differences inprofessional and political positions should not be studied at all. 

				Explanations ofgender differences: thesocial role theory and “doing gender” perspective

				According to social role theory, gender roles coexist with other specific social roles performed by women and men inprivate and public settings, like family relationships, occupations or public positions. For example, therole ofamanager isdefined by theoccupationinagiven organizational structure, but, at thesame time, awoman or man functions aswell under theconstraints ofher or hisgender role (Eagly etal. 2012: 154–155). 

				Basically, gender roles are shared expectations which apply to individuals onthebasisoftheir socially identified sex. They encompass beliefs about what women and men actually do (descriptive norms, synonymous with psychologists’ usual definitionofstereotypes) and ought to do (injunctive norms), like any other social roles applying to persons who occupy acertainsocial positionor are members ofparticular social category (Eagly etal. 2012; Eagly and Karau 2002). AsBilling and Alvessonstate (2000: 153), their creation“isgrounded inthedivisionoflabour, inthehousehold (including primary caretaking), inthelabour marketand inorganizational practices. Gender iscreated through women being constructed asmothers and family-oriented, being located in‘female’ jobs, inparticular service jobs and insubordinated positions”. Gender roles translate, through avariety ofmediating processes, into real differences inbehaviour ofwomen and men (Eagly etal. 2012; Schwartz and Rubel 2005). 

				Social role theory claims that gender roles – encompassing theagentic focus ofthemale gender role and thecommunal focus ofthefemale gender role – exert influence onorganizational roles, like leadership. Agentic characteristics, which are ascribed more strongly to men, describe primarily an assertive, dominant, controlling, task-oriented and confident tendency. Incontrast, communal characteristics, which are ascribed more strongly to women, describe primarily aconcern with thewell-being ofother people. Thisconcern isassociated with being helpful, kind, sympathetic, interpersonally sensitive, and supporting others. Inconsequence, even men and women insimilar roles usually enact these roles somewhat differently. These differences are conditioned by pressures from others who have internalized gender roles and expect leaders to behave according to them, aswell asby female and male leaders themselves who, to some extent, have internalized these expectations asparts oftheir identities (Eagly and Karau 2002: 574; Eagly and Johannesen-Schmidt 2007: 285). 

				It isworth emphasizing that gender roles, aswell asleadership roles, change over time. Women’saverage share ofuniversity educationhasfor years exceeded that ofmen (Zimmer and Siemieńska 2003). Themodern, professional, career-oriented woman isnow alegitimate social identity. Inaddition, thenotionofleadership haschanged, becoming more androgynous asculturally feminine relational skills have been strongly recommended (Billing and Alvesson2014). However, such socio-cultural changes are slow, especially interms ofstereotypes (Eagly and Carli 2003) – women still find it problematic to adopt such career-oriented identities ifthey break too strongly with traditional ideasoffemininity (Billing 2011; Carli and Eagly 2011).

				According to theliterature, thedifferences inbehaviour between female and male leaders could be explained also by psychological dispositions related to differences intheearly childhood socializationofmen and women. However, asPoggio (2006: 225) states

				inrecent decades thetraditional essentialist conceptionofmale and female asascribed individual traits hasbeen superseded and, under thestimulus ofconstructivist thought and its view ofgender asasocial product, attentionhasprogressively focused ongendering processes: that is, onhow gender isconstantly redefined and negotiated intheeveryday practices through which individuals interact; how men and women ‘do gender’ and how they contribute to theconstructionofgender identities by engaging inaprocess ofreciprocal positioning. 

				Consequently, thedifferences inbehaviour ofmale and female managers or political leaders could be explained by using the“doing gender perspective”, according to which observed differences have their originininteraction. Displaying gender insuch away that it meets norms and expectations for being congruent with one’ssex (or avoiding such congruency) are reactions to theenvironment through anticipating other people’sevaluations, rather than fixed behaviours or strong norms reinforcing gender stereotypes. For example, women managers could soften their more authoritarian leadership style by incorporating some feminine elements, like expressing concern about thefamily life oftheir employees (Billing and Alvesson2014: 238‒241, 246‒247).

				Research problem and methodology

				Themainaim ofthisarticle isto analyze whether women and men differ inperforming therole ofvillage representative – do they express differences inleadership style, have different ideasfor local initiatives and different ways ofcooperating with other local actors? Ifyes, thequestionwould be how much female and male village representatives differ and how these differences could be appropriately explained? 

				It isassumed that contextual factors related to particular settings may affect thepossible manifestations ofgender differences. For example, inmale-dominated settings, people are most likely to associate good leadership with stereotypical male traits ofagency. Moreover, inmasculine settings such asthemilitary, men were rated asmore effective leaders than women, whereasinmore feminine settings, like social service agencies and schools, women’sleadership wasperceived asmore effective than men’s(Carli and Eagly 2011: 111). It isalso claimed that people construct their beliefs about thesexes onthebasisofobservations oftherole performances ofwomen and men (Eagly etal. 2012: 124). Therefore, asfor thelocal context’scharacteristics, different levels ofwomen’sparticipationinlocal politics will be ofspecial interest.

				According to Billing and Alvesson(2014: 240‒241), “gender patterns are not so homogenous, fixed, or one-dimensional that adispositional, structural or interactionist perspective can be expected to explaineverything and it isvery likely that different dynamics can be put into operation”. Most likely there are different subjects, workplaces, interactions, organizations, and times where different perspectives and tendencies are most relevant to consider. It isassumed that identifying theexistence ofminor or no differences between women and men would emphasize thesupremacy oftherole ofthevillage representative over gender roles. Therole ofvillage representative seems to be quite flexible, and yetstrongly embedded inhistorical traditionshaping it asamale position. Thesignificant differences depending onparticular individuals would indicate that, inthecase ofmale and female village representatives, the“doing gender” perspective isthemost adequate. 

				First, thedescriptionofinterviewed village representatives will be presented. Secondly, thepotential significance ofthelocal context for variationinwomen’spresence inlocal politics will be discussed. Subsequently, thevillage representatives’ leadership styles aswell astheir initiatives and actions will be characterized. Thenext sectionpresents thevillage representatives’ modes ofcooperating with various local actors. 

				Thisarticle isbased onan analysisofqualitative data collected from ten municipalities located indifferent regions ofPoland. Due to thegoals ofmy doctoral dissertation, themunicipalities were chosen because oftheir different proportions ofwomen serving asvillage representatives and municipal councillors. Two municipalities – “feminized” and “masculinized” – were examined ineach offive chosen regions ofPoland (Table 1). Theformer wasunderstood based onthepercentage ofwomen among village representatives and municipal councillors, which wasclose to or over 50 %, and thelatter represented municipalities where thepercentage ofwomen village representatives and municipal councillors did not exceed 30 %.

				

				Table 1: Characteristics ofmunicipalities subject to research (2009)
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								Wielkopolskie
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								Municipality
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				Source: Główny Urząd Statystyczny, Local Data Bank

				Fieldwork wascompleted between November 2009 and December 2010. Intotal, 108in-depth individual interviews were conducted inten municipalities. Therespondents consisted of51village representatives and 57 interviewees from local authorities, public institutions and organizations. Among thevillage representatives interviewed were 28 women and 23 men. Theremaining interviewees consisted of34 women and 23 men: representatives ofmunicipal authorities (mayors, councillors) and leaders oflocal organisations, aswell aslocal public officers. 

				Descriptionofinterviewed village representatives

				Most interviewees had performed thefunctionofavillage representative for one, two or, less often, three four-year terms ofoffice. Furthermore, women represented alarge number ofthose who had served for one or two terms ofoffice, whereasthegroup ofthose with more experience wasslightly dominated by men.

				Theage structure offemale and male respondents also revealed some differences; women prevailed inthe“younger” age categories (between 31 and 40 years). However, both women and men village representatives were mostly between 41 and 70 years ofage. Alarge number offemale village representatives had completed vocational secondary education, whereasmost ofthemale respondents had completed up to vocational secondary and abasic vocational level ofeducation. 

				Moreover, many oftherespondents serving asthevillage representative were farmers or beneficiaries ofold-age or disability pensions. Thus, they were able to manage their time more flexibly than people employed outside theagricultural sector, spending most oftheir time at their place ofresidence. Thisisofsignificance when taking into account thetypical tasks ofvillage representatives described earlier. 

				Local context and gender roles

				Interestingly enough, gender roles intheprivate and public spheres were depicted somehow differently by female and male interviewees in“feminized” and “masculinized” municipalities. Asfor thegender roles intheprivate sphere, therespondents inthe“feminized” municipalities pointed out changes inthegeneral way ofthinking about theequality ofmen and women: “It seems to me that thesocial awareness hasincreased... women no longer fit thisstereotype ofonly taking care ofthehouse, children, cleaning, cooking” [L.S.8_f.l]7; “Everywhere, inevery aspect oflife, Ithink, women are taking initiative very strongly” [Z.D.9_f.v]. Inthe“masculinized” municipalities, most respondents, including women, tended to declare that women were not interested inpublic positions because they focused onthehome and family: “With regards to female village representatives, for ages women have not been allowed to participate inpower, only hearth and home. Aguy wasmore to attend to everything, representing outside ofhome and outside ofthevillage” [M.W.8_f.c]. Some respondents even referred to thelaziness oflocal women, suggesting that they spend their time mostly infront oftheTV, aswell ashaving afear offailure, which prevents them from achieving social commitment. Particularly inthe“masculinized” municipalities, local politics wasperceived asthedomainofmen, and social and cultural work wasthat ofwomen: “Perhaps thispatriarchal model isrooted so deeply here that ‘it isalways up to men to rule’... asfor social work, cultural work... it’smostly women” [P.Ł.5_m.o].

				Women engaged inlocal politics (e.g. asvillage representatives and municipal council members) have often been assigned characteristics which are stereotypically associated with women: calmness, composure, sense ofresponsibility, discipline and scrupulousness inperformance oftasks. Interestingly, inthe“feminized” municipalities, inwhich there were more women among thevillage representatives and municipal council members, both men and women assessed these features very positively – asbeing necessary for engagement inthelocal government: “First ofall, they are more determined, willing to defend their cause, they are very good partners incooperation” [M.K.9_m.c]. Inthe“masculinized” municipalities, ontheother hand, most ofthese features were referred to as“weaknesses”, since involvement inthelocal government often requires determinationor theability to enforce one’spoint ofview. Inthe“feminized” municipalities it wasalso pointed out that women brought new qualities into thelocal politics: “they are more committed, more willing to cooperate. And men tend to go their own ways. Unless they’re party members already... and they know there are benefits init. Women are more focused oncooperation, ongiving” [Z.D.6_f.c]. Women serving asvillage representatives and municipal councillors in“masculinized” municipalities experienced asense ofuncertainty and perceived themselves asoutsiders. For many, thesense ofisolationwasassociated with theclassic situationofbeing excluded from male social networks. 

				Village representatives’ leadership style

				While characterizing their modes ofcooperationwith thevillage residents, most village representatives interviewed, both women and men, emphasized similar aspects ofleadership. 

				First ofall, theinterviewees pointed out theimportance oftheability to withdraw from excessive exposure ofthevillage representative’sown role inagiven initiative. Thisisillustrated very well by thestatement ofone oftheinterviewed female village representatives: “Idon’t do thisfor myself... Ialways do it ‘for us – by us’. Inever say ‘Idid’ or ‘Iwant to’... even ifI’m doing something onmy own... Inever [say] Idid this... but Isay it wasdone by the[village] council, or by theresidents ofthevillage” [Z.D.10_f.v]. According to theinterviewees, avillage representative should never demand anything from theresidents, but rather ask for their help and support. 

				Secondly, theleadership ofthevillage representative should be “fair”, meaning that it isnecessary to care for even distributionofinvolvement ofindividual persons or groups: “Parents, who have children at school. They are divided. It can’t be done inany other way, because it’snot going to be like, one ofthem, seven times, and another one, not even once” [L.S.3_f.v]. 

				Thirdly, theresidents want to see thepersonal, genuine involvement ofthevillage representative inagiven undertaking, aswell asreadiness to dedicate her or hisown resources, for instance, her or hisown funds: “Ialso gave alot ofmy own money. And thepeople can see that” [P.L.12_m.v]. 

				Fourthly, it isalso necessary to provide acertainway ofthanking theresidents for their involvement, which demonstrates appreciationfor their work. Some oftherespondents attempt to do it inpublic, for instance, during theparish announcements at thelocal church. 

				Both women and men underlined that aprerequisite for effective mobilizationofthe inhabitants to cooperate wasdirect communication– frequent and regular talks with theresidents ofthevillage: “Ispeak to them alot, even when Icollect those taxes – because Iam atax agent, too – so, Igo to every home. Sometimes theday’ssimply too short. Everyone would like to talk to me, about this, about that – well, there’slots ofthings to discuss” [P.L.12_m.v]. Thereadiness ofthevillage representative to dedicate her or histime for direct, “slow” chats with theresidents strengthens themutual trust. Thepeople must feel that they are unique and appreciated to be willing to assume apart ofresponsibility for thetasks completed. 

				It should be underlined, however, that women village representatives much more often than men described themselves asready to work patiently ontheir relations with theresidents. Thepeople are able to “sense” thegenuineness ofsuch an attitude and are eager to talk not only about theaffairs ofthevillage, but about their problems inlife aswell: “It isjust that thisrole [ofthevillage representative] isvery needed, because sometimes you just have to listen to them, because something happened, and you have prick up one’sears and be apsychologist” [Z.D.9_f.v]. Women also seem to be more inclined to talk with residents, explaintheir plans, and invite cooperation: “Ijust visit people, talk to them, Iask them to take part, to contribute” [P.L.3_f.v]. 

				Themen inthestudy also thought that convincing residents directly isthebest method for mobilizing them. It should be noted, however, that inthestatements ofthemale village representatives, thiswasoften accompanied by some discouragement; they seemed tired ofthenecessity ofhaving to convince others all thetime: “It isnot that you come once and once you say it and it isdone, you have to remind, telephone, ask, go” [W.MG.5_m.v]. Some ofthem claimed that “it wasnot worth it”, and local initiatives could be completed easier ontheirown or with small groups ofreliable persons. 

				Theleadership style described by women and men among theinterviewed village representatives issimilar to thenotionofservant leadership, which ischaracterized intheliterature by: listening, empathy, healing, awareness, persuasion, conceptualization, foresight, stewardship, commitment, demonstrating appreciationofothers’ service, and building community (Avolio etal. 2009: 436‒437). However, thewomen described themselves asrelatively more willing to act according to thisstyle asmen. 

				Types oflocal initiatives undertaken by female and male village representatives

				Despite thediversity ofrural milieus from which theinterviewees came, their statements concerning theobligations ofthevillage representative turned out to be rather consistent. Most often, they referred to thevillage representative asa“liaison” between theinhabitants ofthevillage and thelocal authorities at thehigher level. Adecisive majority also spoke ofresponding to thecurrent problems and needs oftheinhabitants. Theduties ofthevillage representative included making efforts to improve theconditionofthelocal “technical” infrastructure (roads, sewage and water-supply systems, gasnetwork, internetnetwork, etc.), “social” infrastructure and improving thequality ofthepublic space (rural community centres, playgrounds, sports fields, thevillage centres, caretaking, and village aesthetics). Other types ofactivities mentioned by theinterviewees included residents’ integration-building initiatives (fairs, local festivals, special occasionparties) aswell ascharitable actions (e.g. food collections, help to theelderly and disabled). It seems that both women and men village representatives tried to address themost urgent needs inagiven locality. 

				However, an in-depth analysisoftheinterviews allowed me to capture some interesting differences. Men were more focused ontheimprovement ofthelocal road infrastructure, sewage, etc., while women more often tended to prioritize enlivening thelocal social life. Thelatter found integrationand public spaces building initiatives (rural community centres, fairgrounds, etc.) especially important. Men also took onsuch activities, but they tended to list them further on, giving more focus intheir interviews to solving problems regarding local “technical” infrastructure. They did not pay asmuch attentionaswomen to thesocial, integrative functions ofawell-managed and maintained local public space. Thefemale village representatives, more often than men, referred to making thelocal public space “beautiful” or “decorating” it, for instance, by planting flowers or bushes. Themale village representatives referred rather to “cleaning” ofspace and theassociated manual labour. Also, it occurred that only female village representatives organized philanthropic and charitable initiatives, like visiting theelderly and lonely during Christmas, or helping people indifficult circumstances: “It wasnice, when Santa Claus knocked onthedoors oftheelderly lonely lady, brought her apackage... My neighbour made an outfit, and we went” [Z.D.9_f.v]; “[our village representative] isvery much interested invictims ofvarious unfortunate events, and thepoor... there’salways some assistance organized for these people, by thechurch or just theneighbours...” [Z.D.2_f.l]. Theseveral men inthestudy also got involved insuch initiatives, but rarely did they organize them. 

				Themost interesting and innovative activities were mentioned by women village representatives from the“feminized” municipalities. They pointed to theneed for organizationofsocial space inthevillage ina“pro-community” way, so that various groups ofinhabitants, including mothers with small children and theelderly, could spend their free time there safely and nicely. Thelist ofexamples included cleaning ofthelocal park: “Last year, we opened thispark, there are benches there, you can sit down. Even with thechildren, themothers meetthere, and thisisreally something nice” [Z.D.1_f.v]. Inanother municipality, asimilar concept led to cleaning ofthelocal pond: “There wasthisidea ofmaking aplayground for children... there are mums, and they have nowhere to go, etc... Thiswasan initiative ofwomen, who somehow started to act inthis[municipal] council” [L.S.7_f.c]. Theother examples include interesting initiatives aimed at integrationoftheresidents, such asa“flea market” for theinhabitants (exchange ofused clothes and items) and fitness classes for thelocal women. 

				Village representatives’ cooperationwith other local actors

				Theinterviewed village representatives most often declared cooperationwith municipal authorities, members oftheir village councils, local social organizations and public institutions, aswell asneighbours, friends and relatives (see Table 2). It isworth noting that their networks oflocal cooperationseemed to be “gendered”: women and men indicated slightly different types ofactors with whom they work. 

				However, all thevillage representatives interviewed put particular emphasisontheir cooperationwith municipal council members representing theelectoral districts inwhich their village islocated. They have higher potential ofenforcement oflocal affairs during themunicipal council sessions and committee meetings, asthey have theright to vote. Some oftheinterviewees indicated that effective cooperation, when it issatisfactory to both parties, may lead to shaping oflong-term strategic “alliances” between village representatives and “their” municipal council members. Women referred inthiscontext to “cooperation” understood broadly, while men tended more often described specific “strategies”. One ofthemale village representatives decided not to participate inthelocal elections, because he did not want to compete with “his” municipal council member. Thismay indicate themen’sbetter familiarity with therules ofthelocal “political games”, and their ability to take advantage ofthese rules to achieve their objectives.

				Another significant actors ofcooperationfor thefemale and male village representatives were local organizations, particularly “traditional” ones (such asvoluntary fire services, rural women’sorganizations, and sports clubs). Inthecase ofsome oftheinterviewees (thenumber ofmen among them being slightly higher), mobilizationofresources ofthiskind inlocal cooperationispartially due to their own involvement inagiven organization. At thesame time, it wasrather thefemale than male village representatives who referred to themselves ashaving established thelocal organizations intheir villages: the“Caritas” branch8 (one female representative), village associations (one male and four female representatives), thevoluntary fire service (one female and one male representative). For thesake ofcomparison, male village representatives (seven ofthem) more often than females (two) indicated that thelocal organizations established during their term ofoffice were aresult oftheinitiative ofother local actors – e.g. teachers and parents, “newcomers” from thecity, council members and local leaders.

				Table 2: Cooperationpartners ofthewomen and men village representatives interviewed

				
					
						
								
								Cooperationpartners

							
								
								Women (N=28)

							
								
								Men (N=23)

							
								
								Total (N=51)

							
						

						
								
								Local authorities, municipality level 

							
								
								23

							
								
								18

							
								
								41

							
						

						
								
								Village council

							
								
								10

							
								
								7

							
								
								17

							
						

						
								
								Traditional rural local organizations 

							
								
								8

							
								
								8

							
								
								16

							
						

						
								
								Local institutions (community center, library, local public administrationoffice, cultural center etc.)

							
								
								7

							
								
								4

							
								
								11

							
						

						
								
								Friends and neighbours

							
								
								7

							
								
								4

							
								
								11

							
						

						
								
								NGOs (associations)

							
								
								3

							
								
								6

							
								
								9

							
						

						
								
								School, parent committee

							
								
								6

							
								
								3

							
								
								9

							
						

						
								
								Priest, parish council

							
								
								3

							
								
								5

							
								
								8

							
						

						
								
								Other village representatives

							
								
								5

							
								
								2

							
								
								7

							
						

						
								
								Local entrepreneurs

							
								
								3

							
								
								4

							
								
								7

							
						

						
								
								Family members

							
								
								4

							
								
								2

							
								
								6

							
						

						
								
								Local authorities above municipality level

							
								
								2

							
								
								2

							
								
								4

							
						

						
								
								Political party

							
								
								-

							
								
								2

							
								
								2

							
						

						
								
								Other*

							
								
								2

							
								
								3

							
								
								5

							
						

					
				

				Note: Therespondents usually indicated several types ofpartners for cooperation.
*Hunting association, Polish Tourist and Sightseeing Society (PTTK), MountainVolunteer Search and Rescue (GOPR), border guards, forestry employees.

				Cooperationwith neighbours and friends wasindicated slightly more often by female than male village representatives. It should be noted that cooperationwasemphasized inparticular by interviewees inthose communities which lacked active local organizations. Some interviewees, mostly women, underlined thesignificance ofsupport from their close relatives inacting onbehalf ofthevillage: their spouse, children or parents. 

				Conclusion

				Interestingly, thesocial perceptionofgender roles intheprivate and public spheres turned out to be different inthe“feminized” and “masculinized” municipalities. Intheformer, redefinitionofgender roles wasindicated more often than inthelatter. References were made to thefact ofwomen going visibly beyond their “traditional” duties, associated with family life and running ofthehousehold. Female village representatives and municipal council members were perceived asbeing competent and well prepared for theperformance ofthese roles. Inthe“masculinized” municipalities, opinions about gender roles and women’sengagement inthelocal public sphere were rather different. It can thus be said that women, particularly inpublic roles, are subject to strong stereotypization, which iseither positive or negative, depending ontheir higher or lower involvement inlocal politics and thestructures oflocal government. 

				Most oftheinterviewed women and men village representatives characterized their leadership style interms ofservant leadership. Thegender differences identified are minor – women described themselves asmore oriented towards convincing fellow residents to accept their point ofview and to provide them with emotional support when needed. Thetypes oflocal initiatives being implemented turned out to be quite similar for both women and men. However, thewomen more often assumed a“community” perspective, inwhich theintegrationofthevillage residents wasapriority. Inaddition, only women initiated various charity and assistance events addressed to theelderly and thelonely, aswell aspersons facing difficult life situations. Theexamples ofinnovative initiatives were identified inthenarratives ofwomen village representatives from “feminized” municipalities. Asfor cooperationwith other local actors, female village representatives, slightly more often than men, based their networks ofcooperationoninformal relations withintheframework offamily or neighbourhood structures. 

				Such minor gender differences between women and men village representatives indicate that social role theory isthemost adequate way ofexplaining them. Regardless ofthefact that theresponsibilities ofvillage representatives are not really described by law, there isastrong historic traditionofvillage representatives voicing residents’ interests and concerns, aswell asreacting to themost urgent problems and needs inagiven village. Therefore, themaintypes ofinitiatives and theleadership styles oftheinterviewed women and men village representatives are quite similar. However, theinfluence ofgender roles isalso visible – willingness to care for vulnerable ones and building quasi-intimate relationships with theresidents, aswell asasensitivity for theaesthetics oflocal public space, are clearly characteristics culturally ascribed to women. Thisisconsistent with theclaims ofEagly etal. (2012) that more specific social roles tend to influence people’sbehaviour to agreater extent than more general gender roles – i.e. gender differences become less visible when comparing men and women who occupy thesame specific role. 

				Interestingly, thewomen village representatives most innovative interms oftheir activities were interviewed inthe“feminized” municipalities. Possibly, thegreater women’spresence inlocal politics resulted inthegreater congruity between gender roles and avillage representative role perceived inthelocal setting with women serving as“public actors” asthenorm. Therefore, women village representatives are perhaps more confident infollowing their ideasinthiscontext. However, local differences indefining gender roles and theway inwhich local perceptions ofgender roles translate (or not) into different behaviours ofwomen and men inthepublic and private spheres should be thesubject ofanother, in-depth investigation. Probably, more factors should be taken into account insuch research, such asthepersonal approval oftraditional versus non-traditional definitions ofgender roles expressed by women and men inpolitical and leadership positions, aswell astheir family situation. Inaddition, thebroader cultural and social context should be included, i.e.thedominant trends indefining gender roles inagiven society and/or regionofthecountry. Systematic research onthedifferent factors which may affect theinterplay between gender roles and particular leadership roles would contribute to thefurther development ofsocial roles theory and its adaptationto thecomplexity ofmodern realities. 
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						1	Thisarticle contains an in-depth analysisofissues raised inthebook based onthedoctoral thesis, dedicated to therole ofvillage representatives inmodern rural communities inPoland (Matysiak 2014). 

					

					
						2	Główny Urząd Statystyczny, Local Data Bank (www.stat.gov.pl).

					

					
						3	Arural sub-municipal auxiliary unit usually covers one village, but insome cases it may cover theterritory oftwo small villages or apart ofalarger village. 

					

					
						4	Since 2009, themunicipal councils have had theability to create avillage fund (fundusz sołecki), used to provide financial support for therural sub-municipal auxiliary units.

					

					
						5	All persons who are Polish citizens aged 18 years or older, permanent residents ofthevillage, and having all public rights.

					

					
						6	Główny Urząd Statystyczny, Local Data Bank (www.stat.gov.pl).

					

					
						7	Marking ofinterviews: thefirst letter means theprovince (Z= Zachodniopomorskie, M = Mazowieckie, L = Lubelskie, W = Wielkopolskie, P = Podkarpackie), thesecond letter refers to thefirst letter(s) inthename ofthemunicipality, letters “f” or “m” refer to therespondent being female or male, thelast letters indicate thecategory oftherespondent – “v” means village representative, “l” means local leader, “c” means municipal councillor and “o” means public official or arepresentative ofanother local institution.

					

					
						8	“Caritas” isaconfederationofCatholic charities, development and social service organisations operating inover 200 countries and territories worldwide. 
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