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Abstract 

 

The sub-index for political empowerment estimates the gap between women and men at the most 

significant level of political dynamic through the proportion of women to men in ministerial positions, 

the ratio of women to men in parliamentary positions, and the ratio of female to male heads of state 

in the past 50 years. Caste, class and demographic differences need to be taken into high 

consideration for if we opt to be conscious of the nuances of how and why women vote because these 

intersectionalities are majorly instrumental in defining the political aspirations that these women 

may have or may develop with the course of time. Women’s existence and portrayal as citizens in 

political spaces is highly important on normative grounds of political consideration, inclusion and 

on political economy aspects because it is likely to result in policy change.  

While most of the North Indian social evils against women were absent in South India, caste 

discrimination and gender inequality gradually penetrated Tamil Nadu’s societies. This led to 

unequal power divisions between the male and female population. Cruelty like the dowry system and 

female feticide still occur in a progressive state like West Bengal which is more prevalent in the rural 

areas. Gender discrimination has been very significant in the economic and social dimension of the 

state. On analysing the election trend, West Bengal is the only state where female political 

representation has consistently increased since the late 1990s. Under the leadership of Mamata 

Banerjee, the Trinamool has been a pioneer of women's inclusion in politics. Like other states of 

India, the women in Jammu and Kashmir remain under the dominance of men in the different aspects 

of life as in, socio-economic and political. A patriarchal culture is also followed by the Naga society 

with its deeply established traditional rules. These laws and practices still have a direct bearing on 

the lives of the Naga people though there is a blend of modernity to the traditional ways of life of the 

society.  

Considering the global aspect in 1893, New Zealand became the first self-governing nation where 

women got the right to vote in parliamentary elections. Though it took 26 years for women to contest 

in the elections, the wartime work of women in the public arena such as public sector workers and 

nurses were recognized and thus resulted in a renewed feminist activism where they were more valued 

and honoured. The Rwandan genocide shows that women were clearly the largest victims of the 

conflict. Whether it is the national or international realm, patriarchy is a common enemy of all women 

across the world that rips them off their fundamental rights. 
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Female participation in Indian Politics: An Overview 

 

The void of women's participation in policy and decision making bodies has driven a development 

perspective which is male-oriented and is heavily burdened with traditional gender roles and 

expectations. As 2021 is halfway through, the discourse is slowly moving towards questions about 

voter participation and how it has emerged as a key element of the discourse around the recent state 

elections in Bihar, West Bengal and other prominent states.  

 

The sub-index for political empowerment estimates the gap between women and men at the most 

significant level of political dynamic through the proportion  of women to men in ministerial 

positions, the ratio of women to men in parliamentary positions, and the ratio of female to male heads 

of state in the past 50 years. India’s positioning is  highly driven by the tenure of Indira Gandhi as 

Prime Minister from 1966 to 1977 and then again from 1980 until her assassination in 1984. While 

Gandhi’s role as a prominent female leader should not be overlooked, it does fairly slant our 

interpretation of India’s positioning in the index. The other two estimates that constitute the index see 

India ranked 69th with 30% of women in ministerial positions, and 122nd with 17% of women in 

parliament. The sub-index also fails to factor in state-level leadership, where significant powers sit. 

Of India’s 28 states, currently only West Bengal has a female Chief Minister. 

Besides, the political empowerment subindex focuses entirely on leadership. An attempt is made to 

explore the factors underlying a range of domains linked to women’s political participation in India, 

including their representation at different levels of India’s political system, women as political 

leaders, and women as active citizens.  

1.1 Trends in women driven elections  

The trends worldwide over the years have suggested that the female population may be the deciding 

factor for the elections by constituting the swing vote. It also means that voter turnout amongst women 

will be higher than ever with each passing election. While this might appear to be a progresssive 

outcome on the surface, one must analyse and question: Does an increase in numbers necessarily 

indicate more meaningful political participation?  

 

Numbers can often conceal and therefore cast a shadow over qualitative social realities. Statistics and 

data cannot justify how much agency a woman was able to exercise in casting her vote. To understand 

that, women, as a category, cannot be treated as one or under the same umbrella especially as a 

political category. Caste, class and demographic differences need to be taken into high consideration 



 

 

for if we opt to be conscious of the nuances of how and why women vote because these 

intersectionalities are majorly instrumental in defining the political aspirations that these women may 

have or may develop with the course of time.  If understood beyond the data there does not appear 

any significant discernible relation between any government policy and increased women’s 

participation in politics. However, it is not so appropriate to measure empowerment in this manner, 

since the government is not the only social structure that functions within the patriarchal construct to 

restrict women’s agency. 

 

Few analyses reveal a sharp decline in gender bias in voting over time, across all states, including the 

traditionally backward states. This decline is exclusively driven by an increase in women participation 

while male turnout remains unchanged over time. This is a positive and encouraging trend in Indian 

politics. In particular, this improvement does not seem to be brought about by a chosen top-down 

policy action but largely due to voluntary participation of women voters in elections, that is the reason, 

we term this phenomenon as one of self-empowering and strengthening.  

1.2 Female Faces : Representation or Staged  Actors 

Another aspect to the study is that Female political representatives in local government are merely a 

front for their male relatives. If this was the case, we would see absolutely no difference in the policy 

formulation by political leaders based on their gender – as these would be regulated by men even in 

the case of female leaders holding reserved seats. However, this has been refuted by the well-known 

study by Chattopadhyay and Duflo (2004). Considering the data that the researchers collected on 265 

village councils in Indian states of West Bengal and Rajasthan, it is duly noted that the reservation of 

a council seat has a bearing on the provision of public goods, with female leaders investing more in 

public goods valued by women, for example, access to safe drinking water.  

Our understanding of women’s decisions to participate in politics has for a long time non successful 

history to recognise that the constraint in the given domain is not simply lack of resources, a 

household restrictions, division of labour or the rules of marriage imposed on women, but the complex 

amalgamation of these with social norms that prohibit extra and extended household political 

networks. Once we trace and acknowledge this, it becomes quite feasible to explain and respond to 

the persistent gender gap in political participation across developing democracies including India. 



 

 

 

1.3 Women centric manifestos : Bait or Boon 

Many parties like BJP have women-specific manifestos. The list of electoral promises, few of which 

do get fulfilled to an extent through welfare schemes, ranges from subsidiaries for institutional birth 

to monetary support for education and marriage and even “gifting” household articles  like grinders 

and gas stoves. The BJP manifesto heavily propagated its patent “Beti Bachao Beti Padhao” and 

“Ujjwala cooking gas schemes” to assert that the party has “gone beyond tokenism to take substantive 

measures to ensure overall development of women and achieve gender equality”. While the BJP also 

claims that it was our honorable Narendra Modi’s vision that India see “women-led” development, 

the Congress counter claims that they have always been at the forefront of women empowerment and 

that they are the only party that gave India a woman head of the government.  

Such designated backing to homemakers serves two purposes: First, it emphasizes the significance of 

women to that particular political party. Second, monetising a homemaker’s work puts weight to the 

income of a family. In a firmly contested constituency, any extra guarantee may support the electoral 

fate of the candidate. Yet, the emphasis on a "homemaker"— out of the general women as a 

constituent need isn't just astounding yet additionally favours the profound into the job of women in 

India's politics. 

For what outcome are these political groups explicitly focusing on homemakers? Is there a quick 

setting for this? Furthermore, why guarantee cash backing to this section when general pay support 

plans to families are a frequently rehashed point in the manifestos ? The vast majority of the demands 

mentioned in it are rudimentary and it is tragic that women have to request these political gatherings 

to guarantee these basic rights to them 

1.4 The spatial politics 

The idea of “space”and the role of women is visualised as one that is enacted in the conventional 

formal space of politics. Thus, according to the studies done earlier , while the informal is perceived 

as being mediated and touched by culture, formal space is largely looked upon as a space for 

resolution through dialogue among conflicting groups, peace-building, and negotiation between civil 

society and the state. In theorising a formal space in conflict zones, civil society is not just the key 

term, but also a formal space for active participation in politics. Notwithstanding the possibility of 

conflict in public space for women, there is also another argument that women should be given 

leadership positions in decision-making or the peace-building initiatives and structures. 



 

 

Women’s existence and portrayal as citizens in political spaces is highly important on normative 

grounds of political consideration, inclusion and on political economy aspects because it is likely to 

result in policy change. We know that when women enter politics, policy changes if not significantly 

but it does bring about a change. In India, women’s representation in local elected offices increased 

the provision of certain public goods like safe drinking water, sanitation etc. 

1.5 Violent Politics 

Politics and Violence are inseparable and a common scenario of South Asian politics. Electoral 

candidates and their families as well as voters have time and again confronted brutalities and law 

disorder during elections. The extreme nature of politics within South Asia often deters women from 

exercising within the political sphere. Politics has also primitively been endorsed as the territory of 

men and the perceived political sphere has led to atrocities against women in politics. 

Violence against women in politics is violence that takes place within the political domain but that 

specifically and explicitly targets women. It is used to propagate and enforce traditional social and 

political structures by targeting women representation who challenge patriarchal set up and the 

concerned social assumptions and norms. Political violence confines women’s mobility and capacity 

to function to the optimum level.  

Few recommendations are listed for abolishing the violent political air in a country like India: 

1. Establishment of Interest-based solidarity groups between women 

2.  Encouraging parallel electoral campaigns.  

3.  Awareness on issues like human rights and human development 

4. Gathering data on harassment and violence against women 

5.   Lobbying for legislation against harassment and political violence based on gender. 

6. Fixing quotas for women at all levels of political, policy and decision-making 

processes.  

7.  Undertaking measures to ensure the physical security of women in politics. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Women Empowerment : A case study of Tamil Nadu 

 

Tamil Nadu has made reasonable efforts for the development of the position of women in the State. 

For a long time in history, women had a dignified role in society until the thirteenth century, when 

caste discrimination started. While most of the North Indian social evils against women were absent 

in South India, caste discrimination and gender inequality gradually penetrated Tamil Nadu’s 

societies. This led to unequal power divisions between the male and female population. However, 

just like mainstream women liberation movements, the Dravidian Movement in South India voiced 

for women’s liberation from a broader perspective. A Bill was advanced in the Madras Legislative 

Council in 1931 by Dr Muthulakshmi Reddy to abolish the Devadasi System, which was prevalent in 

the Madras Presidency.  

 

2.1 Schemes and Projects 

 

The State government has taken many empowering steps through the implementation of various 

policies and schemes. Welfare activities have been extended to women by the State government 

through the Department of Social Welfare and the involvement of non-governmental organizations. 

For the empowerment of rural women, a separate Corporation was established in 1983 (TNCDW). 

This Corporation was brought under Rural Development and Panchayat Raj Department’s 

administrative control in July 2006 to improve coordination in implementing schemes meant for self-

help groups. Since 1989 the State Government has reserved 30 percent of seats for women in 

education and employment. In 1997 ‘Mahalir Thittam’ was introduced and implemented in 

partnership with NGOs and banks.  

 

2.2 Socio-economic Trends 

 

Socio-economic factors define the quality of life of a woman in a patriarchal society. Hence rural 

women face far more challenges than urban women. According to the 2001 and 2011 Population 

Census, the sex ratio for the State registered an increase, but it has been in a continuous decline for 

the rest of the years. The sex ratio in Tamil Nadu has shown consistent lead than all-India average. 

Life expectancy at Birth provides a good idea of women’s health status. According to official reports, 

life expectancy in Tamil Nadu has shown a steady increase from 66.2 years in 2002-06 to 70.6 years 

in 2010-16 which demonstrates the achievements made in the health sector. In the case of female 

literacy rates, there is a wide disparity. The literacy rates were 73.4 per cent and 86.8 for females and 

males, respectively, according to the 2011 population Census. The differences in literacy levels 



 

 

between males and females were remarkably higher in rural areas than in urban areas. The rate of 

work participation determines women’s economic empowerment in society, elevating the status of 

women in the community. According to Census results for Tamil Nadu, the Work Participation Rate 

for females rose from 31.5  per cent to 31.8 per cent in 2011. The rate is still low, and it is necessary 

to ensure better and all-around economic empowerment in Tamil Nadu. Political equality demands 

the right to access the institutionalised centres of power and includes power-sharing, co-decision 

making and co-policy making at all levels. Women's political empowerment depends on three factors: 

a) the equality between women and men; b) the ability of a woman to achieve her full potential; and 

c) a female’s right to self-representation and self-determination. The Gender-Equality Index (GEI) of 

women in Tamil Nadu has improved significantly between 2001 and 2011 due to the enormous 

investments in the education and health sector. 

 

2.3 Women Representation in State Politics 

 

The two Dravidian parties in Tamil Nadu have a significant difference. The Dravida Munnetra 

Kazhagam (DMK) positioned 11 women (5.9%) against 17 for the All India Dravida Munnetra 

Kazhagam (AIADMK) (8.9%). In an assembly of 234, only 12 elected members were women, out of 

which six were from the DMK, three from the AIADMK, two from the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) 

and one from the Congress. Smaller parties like Amma Makkal Munnetra Kazhagam and the Desiya 

Murpokku Dravida Kazhagam have shown better representation with 9.7% and 11.7% of women 

candidates. The BJP nominations were highest in Tamil Nadu (15%), and two of the three BJP women 

candidates were elected in Tamil Nadu. Women representation in Tamil Nadu has gone down and 

not followed a linear progression like most Indian States. In 1991 there was a peak in women's 

representation with Jayalalithaa’s first term. While in 1989, the AIADMK nominated only two 

women candidates, Jayalalithaa distributed 27 tickets to women candidates when she took over. 

However, even Jayalalithaa later did not sustain the inclusion of women, and after a dip in 1996, with 

the DMK gaining power, women representation has suffered a downward trend. This year’s women 

representation has been the lowest since 1996 and one of the lowest rates in the country as well. As 

long as parties remain a strong player in the state, women nominations have shown an increase. Still, 

the representation declines if the party is reduced to a minor coalition partner. The AIADMK alliance 

has done better than the DMK alliance in 2021, with 9% women candidates against 5.6%. Even 

though the NTK gave 50% of its tickets to women candidates in 2019 and 2021, none of them got 

elected this time. In the case of BJP, two out of four MLAs are women. Four women have been 

elected in the western region, three in the northern region and only one in each eastern and southern 

region. 



 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Women Empowerment : A case study of West Bengal 

When a woman is deprived of education, health, physical and economic resources etc., the imbalance 

created abstains women from understanding and attaining the fundamental rights. Cruelty like the 

dowry system and female feticide still occur in a progressive state like West Bengal which is more 

prevalent in the rural areas. Gender discrimination has been very significant in the economic and 

social dimension of the state. The State Government in West Bengal is developing a long-term 

strategy to involve various social protection schemes and modify them according to the needs of an 

evolving economy. 

2.4 Schemes and Projects 

The government plans to introduce a scheme to provide a comprehensive widow pension that 

advances the current projects. Expansion of disability pensions is another element of inclusiveness. 

This will avoid expensive institutional care and give way to a cost-effective household community. 

Women’s labour force participation can be increased with effective case management with a package 

of incentives. The Trinamool Congress Government has brought about many significant initiatives 

for females in West Bengal in the first five-year term. The West Bengal state government has been 

making efforts to promote programs like Kanyashree and Rupashree to empower women and delay 

minor girls from getting married. The state government is working towards the establishment of 

minority colleges for women in Kolkata. Through the Sabuj Sathi Scheme, the State Government 

provided bicycles to school children in rural areas. Various Government-sponsored libraries have 

opened many Women’s Corners to be made available to women readers. Through the Swavalamban 

Scheme, the state government provides training to women on a wide range of livelihood activities, 

such as Zari craft, handloom weaving, beautician courses, wood carving, etc.  

Muktir Alo is another comprehensive scheme for rehabilitating sex workers and provide them with a 

chance to lead a dignified life and offering alternative career choices. It also aims at protecting the 

victims of sex trafficking. Maternity and Child Care Leave has been extended for a total period of 

two years, in stages. Under Project Sukanya, martial arts training has been provided to schoolgirls to 

empower them to take care of their safety. The Biswa Bangla initiative by Mamata Banerjee has given 

way to employment opportunities for women. Women participation in MGNREGA has also 

improved, setting up new milestones and records in the State. 

 

 



 

 

2.5 Women Representation in State Politics 

In West Bengal, the ratio of women MLA is superior to that of women candidates because the TMC 

decided to field 48 women out of its 288 candidates (16.7%). However, it is less than the 41% of 

women candidates it fielded in the 2019 general elections. 33 of the 40 women in West Bengal ran 

on the TMC ticket and 7 on a BJP ticket, and a total of 19 women legislators were elected. On 

analysing the election trend, West Bengal is the only state where female political representation has 

consistently increased since the late 1990s. Under the leadership of Mamata Banerjee, the Trinamool 

has been a pioneer of women's inclusion in politics. With more inclusion, the female candidates get 

the opportunity to take part in political activists, campaigning and mobilisation, political rallies and 

campaign events. The outpouring of support of women voters for Mamata Banerjee had impacted the 

election results to a great extent. Even in the last decade’s polls, women have always extended their 

support for Mamata Banerjee. Women have voted for the Trinamool Party in higher proportions 

(50%) than men (46%). Many welfare schemes targeted at women initiated by the Mamata Banerjee 

government have earned her good popularity among women voters. Her initiative to give greater 

representation to women in her party has also been a factor for her massive support from women in 

the state. Women from lower classes and older women aged 45 years and above have come out in 

support of the Trinamool Party. 

 



 

 

  

      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Women Empowerment in Jammu and Kashmir 

Throughout history, women have been put to discrimination, forcing, subordinating, exploiting, 

deprived, degrading, hostile and humiliating. In patriarchal countries, women are typically regarded 

as inferior and as a result, both women and men are refused access to their privileged and utilitarian 

duties. Roles like leadership and management roles, for example, in religion and government, are 

exclusively for males. However, the issue of women has been primarily linked to domestic politics, 

strategies, programmes and schemes, leading to development for women across the board. Like other 

states of India, the women in Jammu and Kashmir remain under the dominance of men in the different 

aspects of life, socio-economic and political. 

Jammu & Kashmir became a disputed zone after the partition in 1947, between India and Pakistan 

resulting in huge loss of human life, Govt. and public property. The majority of the topography of 

Jammu and Kashmir being mountainous led to an obstruction in its adequate rise of infrastructure, 

along with terrorism and militancy, making it difficult for the people to live a normal life. 

3.1 Status of women in Jammu and Kashmir: The Socio-Economic aspect 

The society in Jammu and Kashmir is diverse and multicultural, influenced greatly by Indian, Persian 

and central Asian cultures. All its socio-economic and political developments have been shaped by 

the different factors both indigenous and the external forces. 

Education is an important instrument for the development of human resources. It leads to the 

advancement of the country and requires the capacity building of both genders. According to the 2011 

Census, the literacy rate in Jammu and Kashmir is only 67.16 percent. Out of the total, the male 

literacy rate is at 76.75 percent while the female literacy rate is at 56.43 percent. While the literacy 

rate has seen a rise in recent years, the female literacy rate is lower than the all-India level of 70.30 

percent. As such, the status of women in the socio-economic life of Jammu and Kashmir is not equal 

throughout the state. It has been observed that in Jammu and Kashmir, women's rights to inheritance, 

education, employment, and political rights are significantly lower than those of men. Jammu and 

Kashmir, like most states of India, has mostly a patriarchal social structure. As a result, women live 

under the subordination of men. Furthermore, women are given less opportunity to make choices that 

allow them to modify the circumstances of their life. The activities of the public and state 

administration are dominated by men and are governed as so. 

The Indian Government has implemented exclusive schemes for Jammu and Kashmir for the 

empowerment of women in the state and aims at empowering women in different aspects. They are, 



 

 

        i.            Kashmir Humanity Foundation: Helping Hands for Humanity which aims to provide 

quality education, healthcare facilities and livelihood opportunities to women. 

      ii.            Technoserve, an organization to help women entrepreneurs. 

    iii.            National Minorities Development & Finance Corporation (NMDFC):  It provides 

finance to women belonging to the minority communities. 

 iv.            National Backward Classes Finance & Development Corporation (NBCFDC): 

It helps women with a minimum of 40% of disability, especially by providing finances and 

also provides educational loans and micro credit loans. 

   v.            Sher-I-Kashmir Employment and Welfare Programme: This scheme implements 

the “Empowering Skilled Young Women, 2009” with its main focus to create employment 

avenues for educated unemployed youth. 

    vi.            Scheme for empowering skilled young women loan: The scheme was launched on 

8th January 2010 by the Ministry of Social Welfare Department and sponsored by the State. 

It aims at various welfare measures for the socio-economic upliftment of women by providing 

loans to them so that they can establish their own enterprises. 

3.2 Women in Administration 

A government’s most important instrument is administration in order to achieve the goals set for the 

country. In the management of the affairs of the government, women are far inferior in number than 

the men in Jammu and Kashmir. In the administrative structure, out of a total of 26 Ministers of State 

only two are women (Mir S R, 2017). This shows a picture of the representation of women in politics 

in Jammu and Kashmir. From the statistics of the General Administration Department of Jammu and 

Kashmir, the number of men with senior positions is clearly higher than that of the women. The 

dominance of men over women even in administration is evident through this. The social and cultural 

factors account for this gender discrimination of women even in politics. As most patriarchal societies 

which have deeply rooted cultures and traditions, women are assigned domestic roles that make them 

work at home, affecting the rights they actually have in the political sphere as well as in the social 

and economic sphere.   

The women's representation in politics in Jammu and Kashmir is low as many other states in India. 

In 1972, four women candidates were elected to the state legislature, making it the highest number of 

women legislators in the state to date. The percentage of women represented has never been more 



 

 

than 3 percent. Though this means that there are women representing politics, its ratio is very minimal 

to the ratio of men representation. Only four women from Jammu and Kashmir submitted nominations 

for the Lok Sabha elections in 2019, with one withdrawing her nomination and another failing to pay 

the security deposit. There were just two female competitors in the end, compared to 61 male 

contestants. Similarly, just 28 women ran in the 2014 Legislative Assembly elections, out of 831 

candidates. 

The lack of women representation in the decision making processes and the public policies, deprives 

important rights of the women. Their views on the political affairs are left unheard which may lead 

to developments and possibilities in a region like Jammu and Kashmir. 

  

Women Empowerment in Nagaland 

3.3 Status of women in Nagaland: The Socio-Economic aspect 

A patriarchal culture is followed by the Naga society with its deeply established traditional rules. 

These laws and practices still have a direct bearing on the lives of the Naga people though there is a 

blend of modernity to the traditional ways of life of the society. Women could not be involved in 

politics and government. However, in many societies women's standing has been enhanced, and for 

Naga society this can be claimed too. Although the society follows a patriarchal form, the women in 

Nagaland enjoy freedom and have important roles in the family and the different communities, and 

have greater responsibilities in domestic life as well. As compared to the other parts of India, women 

in Nagaland have certain privileges. For example the following ritual practices, especially the dowry 

system, are almost free in Nagaland except for a few Naga tribes. Religion plays an important role in 

the ‘safety of women’ in Nagaland as the teachings that we are all one makes way for women to be 

respected in the society. Apart from the political representations, there are many women bureaucrats 

who take active roles and possess leadership qualities. In the Naga society women are not looked 

down on and are accepted equally unlike most of the women in mainland India. However, safety does 

not mean equality. The Naga society is casteless and classless yet the traditions deeply bind the 

society for gender-equality to be found.  There are Self-Help groups that serve as a strong pillar in 

empowering the Naga women along with different schemes and programmes implemented for the 

empowerment of women in Nagaland such as the Mission Poorna Shakti which has been oriented to 

strengthen women's position in the areas of education, socio-economic and health care. 

 



 

 

3.4 Women in Administration 

The women's representation in Nagaland politics is low. There has been no female representation in 

the Legislative Assembly of Nagaland since Nagaland was founded by Rano M. Shaiza, the first and 

only Naga woman to be a Member of this Parliament, since its foundation in 1963. A major shift in 

Naga's political arena came in 2018, when five women candidates were challenged and represented 

in the electoral process. It offered optimism that women in politics would be equal to men. But Naga 

traditions have removed this optimism and raised political hurdles to gender equality, which do not 

offer equal status to even highly educated women. At present there is no female representative in the 

State Assembly or the Parliament. 

Even though the political representation of women is low, there have been a higher number of female 

voters than the male counterparts in Nagaland. The votes casted by women do not make a great change 

in the empowerment of women. The decision making and the policies from women makes a greater 

change. As per the Census 2011, the literacy rate of Nagaland is 79.55 percent with male literacy rate 

at 82.75 percent and female literacy rate at 76.11 percent. The female literacy rate is higher than many 

states of India. 

  

The opting for education by the women gave them a realization of their rights and equal opportunities 

with men. Even so, the traditions that the society is deeply rooted in become a factor for the few or 

no representations of women in the political sphere. 



 

 

 

Female Participation in New Zealand and Rwanda: An Overview 

 

4.1 New Zealand 

4. 1.1 Historical Context 

In 1893, New Zealand became the first self-governing nation where women got the right to vote in 

parliamentary elections. Though it took 26 years for women to contest in the elections, the wartime 

work of women in the public arena such as public sector workers and nurses were recognized and 

thus resulted in a renewed feminist activism where they were more valued and honoured.  

In 1933, Elizabeth McCombs became the first woman to be elected to the parliament. It was with the 

onset of the second wave of feminism and the introduction of proportional representation of women 

in 1996, the numbers of women in the parliament increased. 

4. 1.2 Trends in Elections 

The last general election in 2020 ranked New Zealand at number five in the world for women’s 

representation in parliament, at 48.3%; it rose by ten points from the previous elections. New Zealand 

also ranks 4th in the Global Gender Gap Political Empowerment sub-index. It has closed 84.0% of 

its gap, the highest in East Asia and the Pacific. The ratio of the female population enrolled in school 

and tertiary education is more than 97% as opposed to less than 70% for men. With the last general 

election in October 2020, New Zealand stood at the 5th rank for women’s representation in the 

parliament. 

https://data.ipu.org/women-ranking?month=1&year=2021


 

 

 

Source: https://www.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2021/03/women-in-politics-map-

2021 

https://www.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2021/03/women-in-politics-map-2021
https://www.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2021/03/women-in-politics-map-2021


 

 

 

Source: https://www.weforum.org/reports/global-gender-gap-report-2021/in-full/gggr2-

benchmarking-gender-gaps-findings-from-the-global-gender-gap-index-2021 

 

 

 

 



 

 

4. 1.3 Changes in Political Culture 

Factors that led to the re-election of Jacinda Ardern are: 

Inclusivity 

Parliament of New Zealand stands out for its inclusivity of members of parliament; which consists of 

female members of parliament, indigenous members of parliament, and LGBTQ members of 

parliament. 

 Management of the Pandemic 

According to an annual study conducted by Deep Knowledge Group, it has been revealed that New 

Zealand ranked the second safest country in the world due to the government’s successfully effective 

management of the pandemic. 

   Commitment to Wellbeing 

Jacinda Arden’s Labour government introduced its “wellbeing budget”. Rather than kowtowing to 

“economic metrics such” as GDP, the budget focuses on outcomes such as mental health, safety, to 

weigh the success of policies.  

    Cultural Shift 

Jacinda Ardern is the second country leader in the history of politics to give birth while in power just 

under a year and proved that motherhood is no barrier to carry on with her ministerial duties. The 

Prime Minister along with ministers with maternal responsibilities worked towards the current 

changes in the rules for childcare in the parliament and family-friendly initiatives put forth by the 

Speaker, Trevor Mallard. This shift in public perception and political culture would encourage more 

women to break the glass ceiling of the parliament. 

  

4. 1.4 The Question of Gender Double Bind 

Women leaders often face what is known as the gender double bind. Due to the ascribed behaviour 

society binds women too, they are ridiculed if they are too masculine but also ridiculed if they are too 

feminine as political leaders. Female leaders are subject to labelling either for being too considerate 

or not taken seriously. Pandemic is one such crisis, where women leaders come to terms with the 

double bind. This was showcased by Jacinda Ardern when New Zealand imposed strict lockdowns 



 

 

and closed borders. New Zealand was the only country that announced that rather than simply 

containing the virus, its goal was to eliminate the virus. Several financial schemes were disclosed by 

the government, including the government allocation of NZD 2.8 billion for income support 

initiatives and NZD 50 billion COVID-19 responses and recovery funds to resolve the immediate and 

long term damages. 

Human rights activist Philip Baldwin shares, “There are many factors which demonstrate that Jacinda 

Ardern is a great leader, but from a human rights perspective, it was her masterful handling of the 

Christchurch shootings which really stood out. Around the world – from Brazil, India, Turkey, to 

even the USA and the UK – we have seen the rise of nationalism and populism. Nationalist and 

populist rhetoric typically comes at the expense of minorities and the already disenfranchised, be that 

on grounds of gender, faith, race, caste, or sexuality, within those countries.” 

“When faced with a white supremacist attack on New Zealand’s Muslim community, Jacinda Ardern 

preached social cohesion and solidarity. Following Jacinda Ardern’s lead, the people of New Zealand 

stood side by side with the victims of the atrocity. Demonstrating decisiveness, empathy and 

understanding, Jacinda Ardern initiated a healing process following the shootings. She managed to 

bring New Zealand together at what could have been a hugely decisive moment for the country.” 

This indeed answers the question of double-bind, where women leaders can employ strategic policies 

as well as be compassionate and empathetic. 

  

4. 2. Rwanda 

4. 2.1 Historical Context 

Following the Rwandan genocide, the death toll was between 800,000 and 1 million. Records show 

that the country’s population was 60-70 % female. More than 200,000 women were raped; therefore 

women were clearly the largest victims of the conflict. In the pre-genocide Rwanda, women were 

bound to the private space, but the post-genocide Rwanda changed everything and women became 

an active part of the public sphere- “the conflict also enabled women to become the main economic, 

political and social engine of Rwanda during its recovery from the war”(Reyero, 2020). A prominent 

shift has been seen in the political sphere. 



 

 

4.2.2 What Led to the Increase in Female Participation? 

Rwanda’s leaders realized that the nation cannot be rebuilt solely by men’s labour. A new constitution 

was passed in 2003 with the country’s recovery from its post-genocide period. It decreed a gender 

quota that mandated 30% of the parliament seats for women.  Therefore, Quotas had a crucial 

reverberation in Rwandan politics. From about 18% in the 1990s to more than 50% at present, 

Rwanda has come a long way. Additionally, an active women’s caucus escalated electoral gains. 

Rwanda Women Parliamentary Forum, the cross-party women’s caucus, came up with strategic 

approaches to increase the number of seats in the parliament. In the elections of 2003, it went beyond 

its mandatory minimum and secured 48% seats for women. 

Additionally, the electoral system of Rwanda is such that it increases the chances of women getting 

elected. Due to the proportional electoral system, more women are successfully elected as the number 

of seats in government for a party is almost equal to the number of voters who support the party. 

It has to be noted that the increase in representation of women in parliament was through candidate 

quotas in political parties instead of seat reservations. According to a study by Mala Htun published 

in Perspective on Politics, “Women and men belong to all political parties; members of ethnic groups, 

by contrast, frequently belong to one only.” By using quotas, the Rwandan government is 

acknowledging the bipartisan nature of women in government. 

 

The Constitution additionally argues that the precept of gender equality needs to be sustained in 

politics and that the members of the Chamber of Deputies need to be exercised by this equitable 

principle. In 2008, a law on gender violence was passed, which recognizes protection against the 

prohibition of marital rape, three-month mandatory maternity leave and even equal rights in the 

process of inheritance irrespective of gender. In 2009, several protection laws for women were passed 

by the labour law, which includes receiving the same salary as male workers protection from sexual 

harassment at the workplace. Rwandan parliament member Connie Bwiza Sekemana states “The 

issue is not the sex. It is the issue of equal opportunity, of citizen’s rights, human rights, and the 

fundamentals of any citizen.” 

  

  

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

4. 2. 3 Statistics 

Rwanda reached the fourth-highest position in the last World Economic Forum's gender gap report. 

Currently, Rwanda has the largest female representation in the parliament with 61.3% of its members 

being women. IPU Secretary General Martin Chungong in the 65th Session of the Commission on the 

Status of Women (CSW) IPU-UN Women Parliamentary Event singled out Rwanda, Cuba and the 

United Arab Emirates for having achieved gender parity, with women accounting for 50 per cent or 

more parliamentary seats.  

If women have come to earn considerable space and powerful positions in Rwanda, it has come with 

its hurdles. Even though the political sphere of Rwanda is progressive, the private sphere remains 

conservative and patriarchal. Berthilde Muruta, Executive Secretary in the Rubavu District noted that 

“there are people who think that we come to meet men, or for other business, which makes it hard to 

be trusted by our husbands. Additionally, female politicians in Rwanda are oftentimes not seen as 

equals to the men in similar positions. ?” ( Borgen Project, Alina Patrick,2019). Even though women 

are faced with such difficulties, due to their large representation in the government, numerous laws 

have been passed to enhance and improve the lives of women across the country as mentioned earlier. 

Referring to Rwanda as a role model for women’s participation in government, Mr Chungong 

said “we have seen evidence that where countries have come out of conflict and have had the 

opportunity to re-found the foundations of society, the legal framework of society, there is a greater 

chance of promoting gender equality because this is something that has been articulated at the 

international level and it’s an opportunity for the society as a whole to sit down and say ‘this is what 

we want in the constitution.”   The female representation in the Rwandan parliament has resulted in 

various improvements in terms of rights for female citizens across the country. Even though the 

system may have certain shortcomings, nevertheless today Rwandan politics is cited as a model of 

gender inclusiveness in government as encouraging gender politics in Rwanda and countries around 

the world is crucial to overcome numerous issues which the government faces today. 

  

  

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Conclusion 

 

We know that when women enter politics, policy changes if not significantly but it does bring about 

a change. In India, women’s representation in local elected offices increased the provision of certain 

public goods like safe drinking water, sanitation etc. Therefore, endeavours must be made for higher 

inclusion and better incorporation of women in the political sphere, but till the men are not sensitized 

and the social and structural hindrances are not shattered, there is a lengthy and very crude way ahead 

for their representation. When a woman is deprived of education, health, physical and economic 

resources etc, the imbalance created abstains women from understanding and attaining the 

fundamental rights.  

Taking international example, the parliament of New Zealand stands out for its inclusivity of 

members of parliament; which consists of female members of parliament, indigenous members of 

parliament, and LGBTQ members of parliament. Even Rwanda’s leaders realized that the nation 

cannot be rebuilt solely by men’s labour. A new constitution was passed in 2003 with the country’s 

recovery from its post-genocide period that decreed a gender quota that mandated 30% of the 

parliament seats for women. Hence by using quotas, the Rwandan government is acknowledging the 

bipartisan nature of women in government. 

While this might appear to be a progresssive outcome on the surface, one must analyse and question: 

Does an increase in numbers necessarily indicate more meaningful political participation?  

Therefore, There have been endeavours made for higher inclusion and better incorporation of women 

in the political sphere, but till the men are not sensitized and the social and structural hindrances are 

not shattered, there is a lengthy and very crude way ahead for their representation. This can only come 

through ``Mindfulness, Acknowledgment and Demand” of the women, by the women and for the 

women. 
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