Gender perspectives  

On November 3, 1992 when a young Bill Clinton heard that he had won the elections as the new president of USA one of the things he said to his wife was…  “Had the world been a better and fairer place you would have been the one celebrating this presidency today, because you are better   suited for the job than me….”

Although this might be viewed as an isolated incident it is important to note that sentiments highlighted here represent the current gender perspectives around political leadership. The   women are ready and able but the society claims that it needs more time…
Two developments in the last two decades have proven to be instrumental and key mobilizing mechanisms around women political participation. These are the Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination Against Women in 1979, (CEDAW) and the 1995 Beijing Platform for Action. Their recommendations have served as a powerful lobbying tool and have resulted in fast tracking women into political leadership.

Looking at the figures of women in politics and decision-making, it is clear that the women are nowhere near reaching critical levels of decision-making or attaining the world average of 30%, which was stipulated by the Beijing Platform as the critical mass.

 Women, particularly in this region, find themselves having to walk what Mikella termed a “gender political tight rope” This refers to them having to be concerned with issues which confront their nations on a daily basis while having to simultaneously deal with their own socio political struggles as women. They are forced to continually weigh the odds of this diatribe.

History has shown us that Women in this region were equal partners in the many struggles for independence through liberation Movements such as Frelimo of Mozambique, Mkhonto Wesizwe of South Africa, ZIPRA and ZANLA of Zimbabwe and SWAPO of Namibia to mention a few. They fought with their male counterparts as equals. However at the end of the struggle they returned home and were willing to shelve their struggle for gender affirmation and societal notions and allow the BIGGER struggle for their leaders to become credible autonomous decision makers to take precedence.

While they waited to approach the polity at the right time with their agenda, women have been taken by surprise to find that the same government they were in cahoots with started to manage the crisis of economy, governance, etc by limiting and exploiting women. Women who have tried to voice against such government policy have often become the victims of violence, while professional women who speak out often find themselves without any jobs.

It is these incidences that have accelerated the current discourse, which emphasizes that women maintain staying power in pushing their agenda no matter what or else they will miss the boat AGAIN.

This current development is   evident in countries where the women’s movements have continued to focus on issues that pertain to women even when logic demands that they should abandon all and make sacrifices around issues of governance.  The dedication  and personal investment that the women of Zimbabwe put in the NCA of the late 90s can never be justly communicated and yet at the end of the day their demands to play a critical role in the then new political dispensation were not heeded. That was one of the many lessons learnt on engaging the broader platform.

To date Women realize that their first interface with the active politics is with political parties and therefore it is crucial that these institutions be able to embrace women as equals in the governance of nation. 

While the region can be congratulated in its general acceptance of quotas it is the actual enforcement of these that has left a lot to be desired. Many parties in the region have preferred voluntary quotas, which are party initiatives. 

Voluntary quotas have proved to be successful mechanisms for roping women into decision-making in Mozambique and South Africa. The same cannot be said for Zimbabwe were voluntary quotas of parties have been enforced very half-heartedly, with women candidates being fielded in unwinnable seats. In other instances there has been no policy or political will among political party leadership in addressing the gender disparity in leadership. It is this kind of development that has seen women begin to question some political leaders’ capacity to serve women’s interest if ever in power.

Political systems

Research has also shown that quotas, coupled with the use of the proportional representation as opposed to constituency-based system, are conducive for women to increase in political leadership through elections.  Further esearch carried out by other women activists has shown that the PR system cushions the woman from in-built prejudices as the system diverts the voters’ focus to the party and its policies as opposed to the individual.

However, women have received the appointment of women to high levels of power with mixed feelings. While this is positive in increasing the numbers, the question still remains whether this ushers in powerful, qualitative women leaders whose allegiance is with the people or with the appointer. Once appointed, who are the appointees accountable to, and in terms of the gender socio political struggle, do women gain? There have been instances where questions around the motive for appointment point to addressing issues far from women emancipation.

In addition, violence has characterized electioneering in the country - both inter and intra party, and this has played a major role in the capitulation of potential women leadership.

The parties themselves remain patriarchal platforms where very few women enjoy being the actual power base. The processes of primary elections can be highlighted as some of the most undemocratic processes that take place within the party realm. This particular process is instrumental in determining who runs and who does not, with very little input from the actual constituency.  Imposition of leaders at this stage is common play and shenanigans involved have pushed many women away from ever having ambitions for political office. 

Resource allocation for this process again often depends on the whim of the party power base and many women have found it difficult to carry out an effective campaign without the backing of the party or another source of resources. Sadly in a difficult economy like Zimbabwe the politics of the stomach cannot be ignored. 

Again on analyzing this process it is important to engage democracy as a process that people can refer to and accept.  If democracy is at play then how does 52% of the population end up being represented by 10% of the lower house, and 6% of the cabinet? In a relatively new, supposed democracy like Zimbabwe it is important to engage the full meaning of this concept and contextualize issues of women and other marginalized groups in the good governance and democracy rhetoric. Political parties have to articulate specifically what their stand is when they promise democratic processes so that women can offer or withdraw their support.

Having said all this, it is gratifying to note that women still have one more card to play and that is the AU Protocol on Women’s Rights. In a recent publication on Pambazuka News one writer highlighted the fact that this had breathed new life into the women’s movement - A tool to fight patriarchy. Several countries have already ratified the protocol and women can now use it to call government to account in terms of enforcing it.

For countries such as Zimbabwe, which have not yet ratified the protocol, this development provides a platform for which to mobilize and allow for dialogue among and with solidarity networks  thus bringing together women as a critical mass once more.

Lessons learnt

· The proportional representation system serves women better, in ushering them into political leadership.  Where this system has not been adopted women should start to demand electoral reform.

· Women in politics and those in civil society need each other to further their socio political struggle.

· Political parties remain patriarchal spaces from which women must never expect to be handed power on a platter - they are struggle platforms, which require a strategic approach by women.

· Women have waited for so long to be recognized as equals and therefore should be willing to work deliberately and effectively to win their battle for political presence.

· Women make up the majority of voters and mobilizers and are the pulse of many political parties in the region and should look at this as their strength and thus work around using this to negotiate political gains.

· There is need for an introduction of laws on political parties to ensure that they are not a law unto themselves.  Women have to  start  demanding this.

· Women should become more familiar with the constitution so as to be able to use it to further debate around their participation in democratic processes.

· Women are so tired of abstract commitment to issues such as equality and equity and quotas without any measurable commitment to which women can call to account. The time for measurable commitment from political parties is now. All rhetoric about women empowerment and equality must be accompanied by specific attainable figures and goals.

· Women must accept that they are diverse in their beliefs and values and should always be willing to embrace this diversity and view it as a strength, which supports tolerance and how they deal with plurality.

· The regional media has demonstrated its lack of appreciation of the women’s struggles and has often  failed to give  women fair coverage. Women have a choice to move into ownership of their own media houses or push for more gender conscious/ women or feminist to move into management or boards of existing media 

