Building Democracy through women participation in elections.

I am glad to have an opportunity to talk about women participation in elections as a way of building democracy. As a starting point, there is need to critically look at the key words on the subject of this presentation-democracy and participation. But before we do that, lets have a bit of background information on the gender representation in our parliament and the various conventions and protocols that we are signatory to, which outlaw the discrimination of women.

Background and contextual analysis

The current 16 percent representation of women in parliament in Zimbabwe shows that a culture that uncritically accepts the need for women as political leaders does not exist. This under representation of women in the country has been so stark since 1980, and that it is a form of injustice is beyond any doubt. This is despite the fact that Zimbabwe is signatory to regional and international conventions that outlaw the discrimination of women. As a country, we are signitatrories to the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW), the 2003 African Protocol on the Rights of Women in Africa and the 1997 SADC Declaration on Gender and Development but this has not prevented us from being one of the countries with the lowest percentage women represenation in the region.To effectively

And now to democracy and particpation,
Democracy is a term that has been widely written about and a lot of contending definitions have been proffered to capture what it really stands for. However, there are certain features of democracy about which there is considerable consensus. One of them is participation, which is a key element of this presentation. The other one is contestation-a key element of participation.

Democracy can therefore be defined as a type of governance based on some form of popular sovereignty and collective decision-making. It entails participating in contestation. 

Contestation here refers to taking part in some form of competition for positions in governance institutions. It presumes the legitimacy of opposition, the right to challenge incumbents, their ideological predispositions and socio-economic policies as well as guaranteeing the twin freedoms of expression and association. It also involves engagement in free and fair elections.

Participation, which forms the bedrock of this presentation, captures the idea of popular sovereignty, the protection of the right to vote as well as the right to be voted for. It is important at this juncture to point out that the explanations I have attached to both contestation and participation are apparently gender neutral, ie, they assume that there are equal opportunities for both men and women in participating in democratic processes and taking part in contests for seats in governance issues. This assumption is a key factor in perpetrating gender inequality in political representation of women. It is important therefore to look at what participating in elections mean for women in Zimbabwe, Africa and the rest of the world.  

What is women participation?

Participation is all about getting involved. In an election, it means taking part in elections both as a voter and as a candidate being voted for. Since women constitute a greater number of people who vote in Zimbabwe (51 percent, IRIN), it shows that on the side of getting involved as voters, most women in the country have heeded the call. It therefore means that it is on the side of women participating in elections as candidates to be voted for that has always raised problems. 

Before I touch on reasons which inhibit women from contesting in elections, I should hastily mention that many women around the world dream of running for office so they can help build a better future, not only for themselves and their families, but for all the people in their village, their region, and their country. It is however, true that most women are restricted to participating in elections as electors of male candidates. Too often, their dreams of holding political office are dashed by laws or cultural norms that bar or restrict women from politics and government service, or by the lack of the education and skills successful candidates ‘should’ possess.

Women have always been ostracised from holding political office because of the patriarchal nature of politics. Research indicates that the single largest barrier to women’s particpation in decision, whether Western or African societies, is deeply engrained cultural and traditional stereotypes concerning the role of women. It is a fact that even in the early stages of Athenian democracy, the realm and domain of politics was in the coffee shops that were the preserve of ‘reasonable’ men. Harbemas termed such places, “the public sphere” The public sphere- which is the political playground, was and still is, a male-dominated arena. This male-dominance has often been preserved by cultural practices, laws and platitudinous ideologies that seek to naturalise the absence of women from this public sphere.

Various feminist researches have shown that women have always been left out of codified knowledge and key decision-making processes where men have formulated explanations in relation to themselves. This has happened with most aspects of life-politics included. There has always been the belief that a woman’s place is the kitchen-anywhere away from it is the preserve of men. The real struggle here, therefore, becomes the fight for women to be recognised and considered for public office.

Let me emphasise here that women participation in elections that we should talk of which is unfortunately hampered by all the factors I have outlined above, is that of being candidates to be voted for. True participation for women comes with being accorded chances to be candidates. This, however, comes after the subversion of the current situation which advantages men over women.

There should be a major ideological shift, a deconstruction of patriarchy and a reorientation of gender relations in the society at large, and in governance issues in particular, if true women participation in politics is to be achieved. Cultural practices that oppress women should be abolished and the level of education among women improved and all barriers to their participation in politics eradicated. As Thenjiwe Mtintso, Deputy Secretary General of the African National Congress (ANC) in South Africa noted, a conscious development of theory is critical to help us understand the workings of patriarchy, its character and form in our countries as it exists in and interacts with other oppressive forms such as racism and capitalism if women participation in governance issues is to be enhanced.

 Indigenous approaches, informed by other experiences but based on our concrete situation should be applied to our approaches to ensuring women get elected into public office. And existing electoral practices could be re-oriented to ensure they conform to the objective of bringing women into public offices.

Electoral systems that disadvantage women candidates should be dumped for those that promote gender equality. Laws favourable to women participation should be enacted and where necessary, affirmative action enforced.

But it is the electoral process that should be the prime target for movements that seek to immediately change the current situation and improve women participation in elections.

The electoral process has been taken by feminists as the most conducive political arena to be changed if gender parity in political representation could be realised. This realisation stems from the apparent malleability of electoral systems compared to cultural systems that promote male dominance. While there is consensus that most electoral systems favour men when implemented, there is considerable agreement that the PR system, where it has been implemented, has resulted in more women being elected than where other systems have been used. 

Women have always had a slight advantage in proportional representation (PR) systems compared to other systems. There is a considerable accumulation of comparative evidence that underlines the structural advantages of PR in advantaging women’s representation. All the top countries as of March 1998 in terms of women’s representation – Rwanda, South Africa, Tanzania, Mozambique, Seychelles Sweden, Norway, Finland, Denmark, the Netherlands, Germany, New Zealand, Argentina, and Austria – all utilized various forms of proportional representation. Several individual country situations, in which electoral systems have been changed, have further emphasized the apparent structural superiority of PR systems. 

Currently, in our country, there is a call by organisations like Women in Politics (WIPSU), Padare, ZWLA and other organisations for a 50-50 representation ratio in parliament to ensure both men and women are equally represented. The Zimbabwe Election Support Network (ZESN) has also called for proportional representation to be used in order to enhance women participation in governance issues. In its document “Fundamental Requirements to Ensure Free and Fair Elections in Zimbabwe: 2008 Presidential Election”, the organisation has recommended that, “gender quotas in decision making positions agreed under various protocols (1997 SADC Protocol etc ) should be respected and implemented and that constitutional and legal changes should be made in order to guarantee and enhance women’s participation in elections”.
At what level should women be involved?

For women to participate in elections, there should be a fight to deconstruct patriarchal tendencies that have been inculcated in them by patriarchal socialising agencies that have always prioritised men.  Women should, therefore, as primary caregivers in homes, start the war by instilling, in their children, the doctrine of gender equality and the need for women to participate in governance issues at a tender age. This is at the household level. At national level women groups and any other progressive groupings or individuals, should organise themselves and fight for women participation in governance issues. In churches, at school, colleges and all other fora that women participate in, the thrust should be on uplifting their chances of being involved and getting into public office.

Is voting for men participating?

Voting for men, if its one’s preferred choice is a democratic practice. It should, however, be emphasised that true democracy thrives in an environment where everyone gets a chance to either elect or being elected into office. For democracy to be healthy, there should be a situation where both women and men find themselves voting and being voted for in proportionate ratios.

Conclusion

For our country to be truly democratic we have to ensure we all get involved. The fight for women representation in elections is everybody’s concern. Democracy involves the participation of ALL and the participation of all cannot be achieved if women are excluded. The fight has to be on-going and sustained until the desired results are realised and ideologies which disadvantage women are eradicated. As one feminist has noted, “ensuring that women’s participation in the political process has a real impact requires a persistent nation-wide and region-wide campaign to shift mindsets”.

I thank you !

