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Political participation is a major path to women's empowerment: to increased decision
making power and greater ability to influence matters that affect our lives in the community 
and the larger society. In the broad sense, participation in politics goes far beyond electoral 
politics: voting and election to public office. 

Women's political participation is greatest in 
grassroots and community organizations, in 
non-governmental and people's organizations, 
in feminist organizations and networks, in 
workers' movements and in other social and 
political movements for the transformation of 
society. Often comprising the majority of 
participants, women are in the forefront of the 
environmental, peace, human rights, consum
ers and other movements. Women have mobi
lized in massive numbers to contribute to 
liberation movements and movements for 
democracy. 

When it comes to leadership and decision
making positions within most of these organi
zations and movements, women are a distinct 
minority. This situation, however, is beginning 
to change. The growing strength of the global 
women's movement and increasing gender 
awareness is forcing many organizations and 
movements to examine their explicit or im
plicit discrimination against women. Women 
are forcing not only male-dominated struc
tures but also processes to change. 

Moreover, women have successfully incorpo
rated their perspectives into many organiza
tions and movements and have brought their 
issues to the agenda. In the field of human 
rights, for instance, women successfully mobi
lized to bring women's rights as human rights 
onto the international agenda of the World 
Conference on Human Rights in Vienna in 

June 1993 and incorporated their demands 
into the Vienna Declaration. This effort was 
the result of women's worldwide mobilization 
at the local, national, regional and interna
tional levels. 

Women have also brought significant changes 
to movements for liberation and democracy, 
which in the past have frequently considered 
women's concerns to be secondary or divisive 
issues. Women have forced these movements 
to make the struggle against oppression of 
women a priority, to be carried on simultane
ously with other struggles. 

Further, women in non-governmental organi
zations and people's movements have refused 
to be confined to so-called 'women's issues' in 
the narrow sense, but are affirming the right 
to bring women's perspectives to all issues. 

Women in electoral politics 

While women are increasingly mobilizing and 
empowering themselves in groups, organiza
tions, networks and movements worldwide, 
women's participation in electoral politics is 
significantly smaller. 

Although women have gained the right to vote 
and to be elected to public office - often 
through long, hard struggle - in most coun
tries of the world they hold few elective 
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positions from the local to the national levels. 
Worldwide they comprise only 10 per cent of 
members of parliament. A n d while figures are 
difficult to come by at levels below national 
parliaments, women make up an extremely 
small minority of the representatives in legisla
tive bodies at any level. The same is true for 
other elected or appointed political offices 
from village councilors to town mayors to 
cabinet ministers. 

According to the Inter-Parliamentary Union 
(IPU), which regularly gathers statistics on the 
numbers of men and women in parliaments, 
women held more then 20 per cent of parlia
mentary seats in only 11 of the 171 national 
parliaments that existed as of June 1993. 
Seychelles led the list with 11 women or 45.8 
per cent of the 24 members of its single cham
ber. The other countries are: Finland (39 per 
cent), Norway (35.8 per cent), Sweden (33.5 
per cent), Denmark (33 per cent), the Nether
lands (29.3 per cent), Iceland (23.8 per cent), 
Cuba (22.8 per cent), Austria (21.3 per cent), 
China (21 per cent) and Germany (20.5 per 
cent). Women held less than four per cent of 
parliamentary seats in 36 countries. 

Overall the total number of women parliamen
tarians in the world has dropped from nearly 
13 per cent in 1989 to 10.1 per cent in 1993. 
The greatest decrease has been in the former 
socialist states of Eastern Europe and the 
former Soviet U n i o n which have gone from 
one-party to multi-party systems. Some of the 
decreases have been dramatic, from 34 per 
cent to less than 4 per cent in Romania. One 
explanation for this is that the real power in 
these countries was not in the parliaments but 
in the decision-making bodies of the one party 

that controlled the government. In these 
bodies, women accounted for only about five 
per cent of the leadership. 

At the ministerial level, women hold only 
about four per cent of positions worldwide. In 
1990, women held more than 20 per cent of 
ministerial posts in only four countries: Bhu
tan, Colombia, Norway and Sweden, ten per 
cent or more in another 17 countries, and no 
posts at all in over 80 countries. Most of the 
ministries headed by women are in the areas 
traditionally considered women's concerns, 
such as health, welfare, culture, education and 
women's affairs. Since such ministries often 
have a low priority in many countries, women 
in these ministries are hampered by lack of 
financial and human resources. Nevertheless, 
they have been able to make substantial contri
butions in these fields, but have been pre
vented from doing likewise by their exclusion 
from ministries in the areas of economics, 
finance, justice, defense and foreign affairs. 

Although few women reach the position of 
president or prime minister of their country, 
several women have played prominent roles in 
world politics as heads of state or government. 
One need think only of Indira Gandhi or 
Margaret Thatcher. However, most women 
who have reached these positions are lone 
women at the top and few have made special 
efforts to clear the path for more women to 
reach high levels of government. A n exception 
is Gro Brundtland who, as prime minister of 
Norway, appointed a cabinet with 50 per cent 
women. 

Obstacles to women's political participation 

Why are there so few women in elected or 
appointed government positions? There are 
several major reasons for this. For one thing 
the whole political culture and style is male-
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domina t ed a n d a l i en to women . In most 
countr ies w o m e n have a shorter history o f 
par t i c ipat ion in e lectora l pol i t ics than m e n 
a n d less exper ience i n campa ign ing , pub l i c 
debate a n d re lat ions wi th the mass media . A n d 
many w o m e n are themselves ambivalent about 
enter ing the po l i t i ca l fray. 

W h e n w o m e n do enter electoral pol i t ics, they 
face i nnumerab l e obstacles and deeply i n 
g ra ined gender d i sc r im ina t i on at a l l levels. 
Th i s begfins wi th po l i t i ca l parties wh i ch are a 
major path to e lect ion or po l i t i ca l appoint
ment . Wh i l e women make up a substantial 
po r t i on o f party membersh ip in most coun
tries, few women h o l d leadership posit ions 
a n d are se ldom put forward as candidates for 
elections. Par t i c ipat ion in party activities is 
frequently incompat ib l e wi th family and 
househo ld responsibi l i t ies wh i ch sti l l fal l 
main ly o n the shoulders o f women : for i n 
stance, meetings are he l d late at n ight and 
c h i l d care is no t prov ided . Moreover , women 
face d i s c r im ina t i on a n d exc lus ion f rom posi
t ions o f power. W o m e n have been able to 
band together to chal lenge this s i tuat ion and 
d e m a n d change i n on ly a few places. 

Women ' s weak e conomic pos i t ion is also an 
obstacle: few women have access either to 
substantial funds o f the i r own or to o ther 
sources o f funds, a n d general ly lack the expe
r ience or the connect ions needed to raise the 
money for r u n n i n g a successful po l i t i ca l 
campaign. 

Women also encounte r many obstacles o n 
another major pathway to po l i t i ca l part ic ipa
t ion: that of the nat iona l and internat iona l 
civi l service. Whi le women f o rm a large por
t ion of the secretarial and lower professional 
levels in many countries, they find their way 
b locked to h igh levels of the civi l service by the 
usual manifestations of gender d iscr iminat ion . 
Interestingly, in the Un i t ed Nations system, 

women make up about 40 per cent o f the 
lower professional levels when entrance is 
th rough examinat ion , but the percentage o f 
women decl ines dramatical ly o n the h igher 
levels where posit ions are filled by appoint
ment f rom middle- level professionals o r f rom 
the outside. 

Po l i t i ca l power today is increasingly exercised 
by government bureaucracies and h i gh po l i t i 
cal offices are often filled by appo intments 
f rom the top levels o f the civi l service, so that 
women 's exc lus ion f rom this sphere signif i
cantly weakens the ir oppor tuni t i es for po l i t i ca l 
part ic ipat ion and power. 

G iven the prevai l ing s i tuat ion i n electoral 
pol it ics, many women have opted to work for 
po l i t ica l and social change outside the system. 
However, an increas ing n u m b e r o f women 
have felt this work needs to be c omp l emen ted 
by s t rengthening their posit ions w i th in the 
po l i t i ca l power system. W i thou t dec is ion
m a k i n g power a n d con t ro l at a l l levels, the 
gains women have made are too easily i gnored 
and eroded. T o o many o f the major e conomic 
and po l i t i ca l decisions in the wor ld are be ing 
made wi thout the i npu t o f women . The re is a 
growing conv ic t ion o f the need to in f luence 
pol icy and po l i t i ca l decis ions not on ly through 
lobby ing and other actions on the outside, but 
th rough w ie ld ing po l i t i ca l power in dec is ion
m a k i n g posit ions too. 

iVhat difference do women make? 

L o o k i n g at the few women who have made it 
to the top in pol i t ics, it wou ld seem that 
women pol i t ic ians do not behave very differ
ently f r om m e n in the same posit ions. Whi le 
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there are except ions to 
this, women who are 
isolated i n po l i t i ca l 
posit ions, e i ther be
cause they are one o f 
only a smal l percentage 
o f women i n pol i t ics o r 
because they have no 
l inks wi th women ' s 
organizat ions, do no t 
b r i n g distinctive issues 
or perspectives to the agenda. In fact, such 
women somet imes go to some length to deny 
that they m igh t have any dif ferent concerns or 
ways o f d o i n g things because they are women . 
Many wi l l a n n o u n c e p la in ly that "I am not a 
feminist" . In the ir situations, any taint o f 
f emin i sm c o u l d be deadly to their po l i t i ca l 
career. As a t iny minor i t y a m o n g male po l i t i 
cians, w o m e n somet imes internal ize the dom i 
nant male po l i t i ca l cu l ture and find that they 
have to be better than m e n at p lay ing the male 
po l i t i ca l game i n o rder to succeed. 

W o m e n also represent a wide range o f po l i t i 
cal views f r om left to r ight and women po l i t i 
cians are by no means a l l progressive. Many 
women i n pol i t ics come f r om an elite a n d have 
more in c o m m o n wi th m e n o f their own class 
than wi th the disadvantaged majority o f 
women. Moreover , w o m e n face a wor ld dom i 
nated by power fu l e c onomic a n d po l i t i ca l 
forces o n wh i c h it is di f f icult for anyone to 
make an impact . 

However, where there is a cr i t ica l mass o f 
women i n pol i t ics - 30 per cent o r more - as i n 
several countr ies o f Scandinavia , women can 
a n d do make a dif ference i n pol i t ics, especially 
when they are l i nked with strong women 's 
organizat ions. A strong women 's movement 
a n d gender awareness in society also creates a 
c l imate i n wh i ch women pol i t ic ians are able to 
b r i n g about changes in the po l i t ica l processes 
a n d issues. 

A cr i t ica l mass o f w o m e n in pol it ics can b r ing 
to the agenda issues o f cruc ia l concern to 
women Vvhich are o f ten otherwise neglected or 
relegated to second place: contracept ion. 

abor t ion , v io lence 
against women , gender 
d i sc r im ina t i on , mater
nity leave, c h i l d care. 
W o m e n legislators are 
more responsive than 
m e n to the needs o f a l l 
persons i n society, 
especially women , 
ch i l d r en , the elderly, 
the other-abled, m ino r i 

ties a n d the disadvantaged, a n d are more 
conce rned wi th issues such as env i ronment , 
educat ion and welfare. A strong g roup o f 
women i n pol i t ics can make a dif ference by 
b r ing ing women 's perspectives to a l l issues o n 
the po l i t i ca l agenda: fore ign affairs, e conom
ics, trade, just ice , mil itary, peace, etc. 

Where there are signif icant numbers o f 
women in pub l i c office, they have successfully 
t ransformed not only the po l i t i ca l agenda, but 
processes. Studies have shown that women in 
pol i t ics tend to be more pract ical a n d realistic, 
more open to work ing collectively a n d to 
change. Women ' s perspectives a n d pr ior i t ies 
change the work ing c l imate o f pol i t ics and 
make it possible for bo th women a n d m e n to 
engage i n po l i t i ca l activity wi thout hav ing to 
sacrifice the i r personal lives and families. 

Increasing women's participation in polities 

A n u m b e r o f strategies and mechanisms are 
be ing used to increase women 's par t ic ipat ion 
in electoral pol it ics. Some o f these are mecha
nisms set up by government, such as quotas, 
whi le others are ar is ing f rom the collective 
act ion o f women. 

Quotas 
In a few countr ies, quotas or reserved seats i n 
legislative bodies have been establ ished for 
women. Such measures are controvers ia l 
especially because the numbers o f seats set 
aside for women are general ly insigni f icant. It 
is a l l too easy to fill these vnth token women 
and then dismiss the quest ion o f gender 
disparity. Quotas can also be interpreted as a 

women sometimes internalize 
the dominant male political 

culture and find that they have 
to be better than men at 

playing the male pohtical game 
in order to succeed 
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ceiling for women. Nevertheless, this mecha
nism may be the only way that women can get 
a start in politics in some places. 

Quotas have been used more successfully to 
increase the number of women in the leader
ship of political parties and in their election 
lists, particularly where there is already a 
strong group of women within the party press
ing for changes. In Scandinavia, women party 
members can use their strength to demand 
quotas as a means to achieve gender parity. 
Several parties in Norway and Denmark, for 
instance, provide that 40 per cent of candi
dates be women; and in some countries 
women are voicing the demand for 50 per cent 
in party leadership and electoral lists. 

IVomen's branches of parties 
The influence of the global women's move
ment and growing gender awareness is chang
ing the character of the women's sections of 
some political parties from the 'housekeeping 
branch' to strong organizations capable of 
making an impact on the party. Unfortunately, 
many women's branches are still limited 
mainly to pouring the tea and stuffing enve
lopes or, at best, to mobilizing the support of 
women for the party. Some women's organiza
tions have also been coopted and weakened 
through absorption into the political party. 

IVomen's political parties 
Women have formed their own political par
ties in a number of countries, including 
Canada, Germany, Iceland, Nigeria, the 
Philippines, Russia and Spain. For the most 
part, these parties have served mainly as a 
venue for women to 
come together to — 
organize and train 
themselves to work in 
politics. Most of them 
have been short-lived 
and have made little 
impact. However, the 
recently formed 
Women in Russia Party, 
whQ«e party platform 

...in some countries women are 
voicing the demand for 

50 per cent (candidature) 
in party leadership and 

electoral lists 

included the restoration of social benefits such 
as free medical care and child care, received 
eight per cent of the vote in the December 
1993 elections and obtained 25 seats in the 
lower house of the Russian parliament. 

AatonoRioas women's political orjanizations 
Women have also been organizing strong 
autonomous women's political organizations 
to support women candidates, lobby political 
parties, legislative bodies and governments, 
conduct educational campaigns, and provide 
training for women in politics. Some have 
been able to make alliances with political 
parties and other political organizations from 
a position of strength. 

IVomen's units or ministeries in government 
During the United Nations Decade for 
Women, many countries established women's 
ministries or units. However, most of these 
were poorly funded and had little or no power 
to influence policy. Rather than strengthening 
women, many succeeded only in marginalizing 
them further. Today some of these units have 
been strengthened and given a mandate to 
endure gender awareness in other government 
units and bodies. For this purpose, several 
such women's units have undertaken gender 
awareness training with men and women in 
various government bodies. 

Associations of women in politics 
Women politicians have also organized them
selves in caucuses or associations at different 
levels. O n the international level, women 
members of the IPU have begun to hold a 
Meeting of Women Parliamentarians twice a 

year and have set forth 
^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ 5 ; ; ; ; ; ; ; ; ^ ^ demands for gender 

balance in its work and 
are developing a plan 
of action to address the 
imbalance of men and 
women in politics. 

The strategies and 
mechanisms that 
women are using to 
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increase their par t i c ipat ion a n d power in 
pol i t ics are very specif ic to the ir part icular 
situations and vary greatly f rom country to 
country and f r om local to district to nat iona l 
level. Women ' s efforts have resulted in on ly 
modest successes so far. Nevertheless, there is 
r oom for cautious hope for greater achieve
ments i n the future. 

W o m e n who have played a major part i n 
movements for l iberat ion a n d oppos i t i on to 
dictatorships have been keen to share the 
po l i t i ca l power i n the new governments. 
A l t h o u g h they are de t e rm ined not to be 
dismissed once the struggle is over, the new 
governments have been, wi thout except ion, 
overwhelmingly c omposed o f men . 

In N a m i b i a and South A f r i ca women have 
been very vocal i n the i r conv ic t ion that the 
new governments shou ld not be sexist and 
that w o m e n must be fairly represented in 
them. T h e i r efforts i n this d i rec t ion have 
i n c luded educat iona l campaigns for women 
about the ir rights, gender awareness cam
paigns for bo th m e n a n d women , the forma
t ion o f women 's organizat ions that can act as 
t ra in ing schools for women 's po l i t i ca l part ic i 
pa t ion a n d as watch-dogs a n d pressure groups 
for women 's rights i n po l i t i ca l parties and 
bodies. W o m e n also ca l led for a m i n i m u m o f 
30 per cent women a m o n g the candidates for 
e lect ion o f the A f r i can Na t i ona l Congress 
(ANC ) and f o rmed coal i t ions for women's 
rights cut t ing across parties. 

I l l L a t i n A m e r i c a where many countr ies moved 
f rom mil i tary dictatorships to parl iamentary 
democracies i n the 1980s, women have been 

in the forefront o f grassroots organizations 
a n d other po l i t i ca l movements in oppos i t i on 
to the dictatorships. They f ound , however, that 
whi le almost a l l po l i t i ca l parties gave l ip service 
to women 's rights, this was main ly a po l i t ica l 
p loy to get women's suppor t a n d vote. 

In Ch i l e , women played a major part i n the 
movement for the re turn o f democracy and , as 
this ga ined m o m e n t u m , w o m e n f r om al l 
sectors and diverse po l i t ica l parties came 
together in an umbre l l a organizat ion to for
mulate women's demands for inc lus i on i n the 
party platforms. T h e i r slogan was "Fo r democ
racy in the home and in the country . " How
ever, the 1989 elections resulted in a par l ia
ment and government overwhelmingly dom i 
nated by men . In preparat ion for the 1993 
elections, women strengthened their efforts to 
support the campaigns o f women candidates 
and to b u i l d all iances with bo th m e n and 
women. O n e po l i t ica l act ion group, Mas 
Mujeres al Par lamento (More W o m e n i n 
Par l iament ) , successfully suppor ted the cam
paign o f a woman r u n n i n g on an expl ic i t ly 
feminist p lat form. 

Trade Union Congress 

The challenges ahead 

T h e road ahead is fu l l o f challenges for wom
en's part ic ipat ion in polit ics. Strategies must 
be developed and strengthened to give w o m e n 
access decis ion-making posi t ions w i t h i n differ
ent pol i t ica l power structures. Strategies must 
also be developed to s t rengthen women as a 
constituency wh ich can make its demands felt 
on pol i t ica l parties a n d governments a n d 
become a force to suppor t women i n polit ics. 
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