Women in Politics

INTER-PARLIAMENTARY UNION



Inter-Parliamentary Union 3

the newly-elected parliamentarians. In Jordan, the electoral law was amended prior to the 2003 elections
to reserve six seats for women in the Lower House of the Majlis. With 22.8%, Tunisia is the Arab State with
the highest percentage of women parliamentarians. Elections held in 2004 saw an increase of more than
10 percentage points of women in the Tunisian parliament, partly due to the introduction of a party quota
system in political parties. Since the approval of a referendum held in 2001 in Bahrain, women can vote
and stand for office in that country.

Figure 2 Regional averages of women in parliaments, 1995, 2000 and 2005
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* percentages do not take into account the situation of parliaments for which data was unavailable.

Striking progress in Europe, the Americas and Africa

Outside these two regions, averages have tended to stabilise between 10 and 20%. The most significant
progress is evident across Europe (+6.1 percentage points), the Americas (+5.9), and in Sub-Saharan Africa
(+5.0).

Progress made in Europe can be largely attributed to progress made in Eastern European countries, as
traditional western democracies have seen only a feeble increase in the number of women MPs. When the
Iron Curtain fell in Europe, so did the percentages of women in parliament in Eastern Europe. Women in
the former Union of Soviet Socialist Republics for example, frequently represented at least 30% of the
legislature. Yet in 1990, the proportion of women elected in the Russian Federation, for example,
amounted to less than 9%. A return to “post-war” figures was similarly evident in the first pluralist
elections held in many other East European nations. In Romania, women comprised 3.6% of the Chamber
of Deputies and 0.8% of the Senate, a drop from 34.4% in 1983. In Hungary, women’s representation
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collapsed to 7.3% in 1990 from 30.1% in 1980, and 20.7% in 1985. In the subsequent elections held
between 1993 and 1995, further advances were made. Today, as multi-party democracies spread in the
region, and European Union integration advances, the number of women in parliament has slowly but
surely begun to increase. Elections in 2001 saw women advance in Croatia (+12.7 points) and Tajikistan
(+9.9 points). In 2002, elections saw an increased presence of women in Bulgaria (+15.4 points) and
Poland (+7.2 points).

The impressive 5.9 percentage point increase in women's parliamentary representation in the Americas
over the past 10 years is in large part attributable to the enthusiasm with which many countries in Latin
and Central America have implemented affirmative action measures. Different types of quotas now exist
in 17 countries of the Americas. More specifically, great progress was made after the 2002 elections in
Costa Rica, where women increased their representation by 15.8 percentage points, and the 2001
elections in Nicaragua (+11 points), Peru (+10 points) and Dominica (+9.1 points). It remains pertinent
that similar degrees of progress continue to elude the countries of North America.

Progress evident in Sub-Saharan Africa is also attributable to the implementation of quotas. The most
successful cases have seen various affirmative action measures enshrined in constitutions or electoral laws
following processes of post-conflict reconstruction. Nations emerging from internal conflict have
succeeded in increasing the percentage of women in their new or restored parliaments. The reviewed
national constitutions of Rwanda and Burundi, for example, now include provisions to reserve seats for
women; in South Africa and Mozambique, political parties have introduced quota mechanisms. At a
regional level, the Southern African Development Community (SADC) countries have now set a target for
women's representation in parliament of 30% by 2005. These efforts have meant that alongside the Nordic
States, the African post-conflict countries now rank among those with the highest levels of women’s
representation in the world. In South Africa, Mozambique, Namibia, Uganda and Eritrea, women's
representation in parliament now ranges from 22 to 33%.

Inconsistent progress in Asia and the Pacific

While each region has seen an overall increase in the proportion of women represented in parliament, this
progress has not always been consistent. In Asia and the Pacific, for example, progress achieved by 2000
was lost, to some extent, in subsequent elections. In fact, the small extent to which women's
representation in Asian legislatures has changed points to a particular difficulty women have in being
accepted as legitimate political actors. The case of Bangladesh is illustrative. In 2001, women's
representation fell from nine to two per cent when the quota law reserving 30 additional appointed seats
for women expired. The result implies that in the absence of this special measure, parties and voters are
not sufficiently sensitive to the need for women in political life. Nearby, the volatility of the averages in
the Pacific is attributable to changes in two of the region's countries: Australia and New Zealand. But for
these countries, the average of the Pacific would be considerably lower. Of the twelve remaining
countries in the region, half have no women in parliament, while the other six have between 0.9% and
6.2%.

Significant swings of change: national level progress and setbacks
(see Datasheet 2 on Progress and setbacks of women in Parliament between 1995 and 2005)

In the past ten years, 34 countries have made impressive gains of over 10 percentage points. Most of the
world’s regions are represented in this fairly disparate group, and it is significant that both developed and
developing countries have made such progress. Nine countries in Latin America and the Caribbean are
included in the group; seven from Western Europe and six from Eastern Europe; three each from Asia and
Africa; and two from the Arab region. One of the Pacific nations is also included in the group.

In the same period, 21 countries have seen setbacks in the proportion of women in parliament.
Encouragingly, however, the magnitude of these decreases was often less than 5 percentage points, and in
eight countries, it was less than one percentage point. Again, most of the world’s regions are represented
in this group of countries.

Great strides backwards and forwards

The greatest strides occurred in Rwanda, where women’s representation increased by almost 32
percentage points following the 2003 general elections. These were the first elections held in that
country since its divisive 1994 conflict, and the resultant phase of reconstruction. In the aftermath of the
conflict, Rwandans seized the opportunity to strengthen their democratic process and instituted a number
of changes, including reserved seats for women in the National Assembly and Senate. In addition to the
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24 reserved seats in the National Assembly, 15 women were elected to non-reserved seats, making a total
of 39 women (48.8%) elected to the Lower House. In the Senate, the constitutional quota of 30% was
reached with six women elected out of 20 members. The significance of this election cannot be
understated: having almost reached parity, the National Assembly of Rwanda displaced long-time
champion Sweden in the world ranking of women parliamentarians. Other great strides include those
made by Belgium and Costa Rica - both countries increased their number of women parliamentarians by
respectively 22.7 and 21.1 percentage points - which, here again, are mainly attributed to the
introduction of quota mechanisms.

At the other extreme, is the case of Bangladesh previously mentioned. The paucity of the 2000 election
result, when women’s representation fell from 9 to 2%, actually led to the recent introduction of a
stronger constitutional provision, reserving 45 additional parliamentary seats for women. That measure
will be valid for 10 years.

No change and no women
Over this ten-year period, no change in the percentage of women parliamentarians was evident in: the
Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, Jamaica, El Salvador and Lebanon.

Predictably, the number of parliaments without women has not changed dramatically either. Ten years
ago, there were 12 countries with no women in parliament. Today there are ten. Found predominantly in
the Arab and Pacific regions, the countries currently without women legislators are the Federated States
of Micronesia, Kuwait, Nauru, Palau, Saint Kitts and Nevis, Saudi Arabia, the Solomon Islands, Tonga,
Tuvalu and the United Arab Emirates.

The continuing absence of women from parliaments in this region is linked to the way in which democracy
and women’s suffrage has evolved. Both regions lack an entrenched culture of women’s rights in the
political sphere. Women in Kuwait continue to be denied the right to vote, while neither men nor women
have the right to elect the members of the consultative councils in a number of Arab States including
Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates. Similarly, in the relatively new legislatures of the Pacific
Island States (many of which were established only after independence, between 1977 and 1993), women
have only recently been granted the right to vote. In 1960, Tonga was the first country in the Pacific to
give women the right to vote and stand for election. It would take another 30 years for all women in this
region to secure the same rights and in some instances restrictions still apply to women.

Lessons drawn over the past ten years

Quotas: necessary, but not sufficient

The slow pace at which change continues to occur exposes a reluctance to fully accept women in the
political sphere. A number of countries have tried to circumvent this problem by implementing quotas
and various other forms of affirmative action. According to International IDEA’s quota database, various
types of affirmative action measures have now been implemented in 81 countries. These measures have
been used not only to ensure women’s presence in parliament, but also to implement commitments made
under international instruments, including the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of
Discrimination against Women.

A number of expectations clearly underpin the implementation of such quotas, not least of which is the
idea that increasing the visibility of women in positions of power will eventually bring about a change in
social perceptions of the role of women in society. Quotas, that is, are supposed to be used as ‘special
temporary measures’ which act as a catalyst for broader, cultural change.

In practice, this theory has proven somewhat problematic, as the case of Eastern Europe demonstrates.
In the heyday of communism, women accounted for from a quarter to a third of the members of the
parliaments, yet very few women were to be found in the Central Committees and Politburos. In nearly all
of these countries, few women advanced beyond mid-level positions. At both the local and national
levels, women were seen as representatives of official organisations, present because of quotas. In some
countries they were considered tokens and looked down upon because they differed from their male
colleagues in their educational or occupational backgrounds. Thus, despite the forty-odd years of
socialism and women’s relatively high representation in parliament, a political culture ensuring women’s
political representation did not develop.
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Therefore, if the past ten years have taught us anything, it is that quotas must always be supplemented
with a range of other measures.

Political parties need to be more sensitive and more active

Political parties play an ever-increasing role in the management of parliamentary politics, and it is
therefore at the party level that the principle of equality must be put into practice. Importantly, great
variation exists among political parties within each state. Research has consistently found that political
parties that are centralised, effectively mobilise women activists and apply gender-related candidate
rules are more likely to elect women. In particular, gender-related candidate rules, such as quotas and
the provision of special/allocated funds for women’s electoral campaigns, have proven most effective in
ensuring an adequate representation of women. Moreover, women's ability to stand for election and
conduct an electoral campaign has been successfully nurtured by specific ‘networks’ of women, such as
EMILY’s List, including by providing the necessary moral, substantive and logistical support.

It is also interesting to consider the incumbency levels of women put forward by political parties at each
election, or, the frequency with which women parliamentarians are re-elected. Twenty years ago,
evidence showed that the rate of turnover of women legislators was proportionately higher than that for
their male counterparts. This reflected a preference for men in safe seats, or, in the case of the Soviet
bloc countries, the largely symbolic reasons for including token women on the official list of candidates.
Women legislators appeared more dispensable. Proportional representation electoral systems have proven
useful in abating this trend, given that they allow parties the opportunity to nominate more women.

The electorate: changing cultural norms

A noticeable trend has developed in a number of countries holding elections in the past few years, namely
sensitising the electorate to the importance of facilitating women's entry into parliament. Specifically,
awareness-raising campaigns have been run among voters to raise gender issues, and among women to
encourage them to exercise their right to vote. In the lead up to the 2002 election in Pakistan, it was
particularly important to encourage women to stand as candidates and to vote in more conservative parts
of the country, where female participants had had to defy local rulings that prohibited them from voting.
For the 2002 elections in Lesotho, special campaigns and workshops were held to sensitise women and
men to adopt a more gender-balanced political approach.

These campaigns are generally aimed at improving the image of women in politics, and in broadening
cultural perceptions of women’s role in society. A first step, of course, is ensuring that there is an
equitable distribution of paid and unpaid work between men and women so that women do have enough
time to dedicate to public activities. Education plays an equally vital role, particularly at the primary and
secondary school level.

The question of development

It has frequently been noted that women fare better in developed countries than they do in the
parliaments of developing countries. Women’s representation in the labour force and the overall cultural
standing of women were key factors used to explain the level of women’s representation in parliament in
developed countries. These factors were seen to have a less direct effect in developing countries. For
example, women in developing countries may well be employed in paid work, but are so employed for
reasons of economic necessity, as opposed to any notion of self-determination and self-fulfilment.

It is interesting then that over the last ten years a number of developing countries have surpassed the
levels of women’s representation evident in their developed counterparts. A number of well established
democracies in Western Europe and North America, for example, continue to find it difficult to reach a
20% threshold of women in parliament. The case of the United States of America is illustrative: in 1986,
its House of Representatives included 5.3% of women. Following its recent 2004 elections, and despite a
significant increase, women constitute less than 15% in the US House of Representatives - less than the
current world average of women parliamentarians. No more than 14 women have ever been admitted to
the US Senate.

While quotas have been used to good effect in a number of developing countries, there seems to be
greater resistance to using these in developed countries. Indeed, in many of these countries, increases in
the number of women parliamentarians is best attributed to electoral ‘realignments’, or a change in the
political persuasion of the executive. In the 1996 election in Australia, the 1997 election in the United
Kingdom and the 2004 election in Spain for example, the magnitude of change was so great that women
won a number of marginal or previously considered ‘unwinnable’ seats.
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Parliaments themselves: becoming gender-sensitive

While certainly not the last line of defence, parliaments themselves must become more attractive as ‘a
place of work’ to women. To date, numerous research papers have described women’s reluctance to run
for parliament because of the adversarial and combative nature of debate.

While more research is needed in this field, ‘gender-sensitive parliaments’ are regarded as those which
institute family-friendly hours: they might end parliamentary business at a reasonable time (e.g. 8pm) and
begin days earlier (9am); they might reorganise the work schedule and designate certain days as “family
days”, or “committee days”; or they might spread parliamentary business over a number of shorter days.

Such parliaments also institute specific measures to familiarise women with parliamentary procedures and
the political process in general, including mentoring systems. The more gender-sensitive parliaments
would ensure that all policies and legislation, including the national budget, was analysed from a gender
perspective. Finally, gender-sensitive parliaments include a special parliamentary committee in charge of
monitoring obligations under national, international and regional human rights instruments, and are also
entrusted with task of proposing amendments to existing legislation, or introducing additional legislation,
so as to protect women's rights. These parliamentary committees enjoy a strong relationship to a number
of non-governmental women’s organisations.



