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Quotas for women in government have swept the world as a revolution in female political representation. 
Quotas are often considered a silver bullet for inclusive development because they offer shortcuts to the 
goal of greater gender equality that may otherwise take generations to achieve. Evidence from North 
America, Europe, Africa and Asia indicates that female representation moves state policies closer to 
women’s preferences. However, quotas remain controversial as a means to increase female political 
representation. Mandating women’s presence in political positions constrains men’s political 
opportunities, resulting in trade-offs with unclear effects on individual welfare, both politically and 
economically. Indeed, we know very little about quotas’ net ability to alter the public’s welfare, and 
whether they ultimately benefit the women they are meant to empower, especially in domains that 
extend beyond the political sphere. 
 
Representation & Resistance provides a theory that explains the connection between political 
representation, social backlash and economic empowerment. Specifically, my book investigates the 
impact of women’s political representation on women’s ability to secure property rights, a good that is 
fundamental for their economic, political, and social agency. I shed light on how quotas affect 
enforcement of gender equalizing property rights reforms, and under which conditions this will reduce 
versus increase women’s economic and social empowerment. I argue that quotas are essential for 
enforcement. But whether rights’ enforcement leads to either welfare-reducing backlash or welfare-
improving empowerment depends on individual bargaining power at the time of reform. 
  
I consider a hard case for women’s empowerment: India, the world’s largest democracy, with 
constitutionally-mandated gender equality since Independence and yet the greatest number of women 
“missing” – 48 million – due to female infanticide and pervasive gender bias. In order to causally 
identify female representation’s impact on women’s property rights, I exploit randomly implemented 
quotas for female heads of local government. I combine extensive quantitative data with insights from 
two years of field research across rural India to test whether the presence of female village heads alters 
enforcement of landmark reforms granting Hindu women equal rights to ancestral property. Where 
women have limited property rights, I find that quotas improve women’s ability to demand enforcement. 
However, once women gain gender-equal inheritance rights, resistance to reform is highest where 
quotas make enforcement credible. This backlash has many facets, from increasing female infanticide to 
reducing sons’ willingness to care for elder parents. Where reform’s enforcement creates opportunities 
for all parties to make mutually-beneficial arrangements, women’s value increases, such that female 
inheritance rises and infanticide drops. 

The first comprehensive book to explore the effect of quotas on women’s welfare across multiple social 
and economic domains, Representation & Resistance is both topically and theoretically important. It 
helps us understand when and why quotas increase enforcement of women’s economic rights and how 
rights’ enforcement alters women’s subsequent welfare. While focused on India, the book’s findings 
have important implications for other countries: they open new avenues for research in political science 
on quotas’ ability to alter citizens’ relationship with the state; on the role of political representation in 
addressing widespread social inequality; and on the interaction of social norms, local political 
institutions, and economic rights in determining individual welfare. 


