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This issue of Women in Action focuses on the role of loomen in politics in the different 
regions. Because this topic has a very broad scope, ive have limited the coverage to two 
main areas: women in electoral politics and women in community politics. We have 
selected articles which take a look at the significance of loomen's participation in local 
and national government systems and the extent women influence policies and 
legislations. 

We have also included articles that describe women's political actions at the community 
level. Are these efforts outside established political institutions and parties more effective? 
Should these take precedence over legislative campaigns at the national level? 

In addition, we felt that a more extensive coverage should be given to women in Eastern 
Europe and the Middle East since they are in a unique position of testing the waters of 
new democracies. Likewise, after the 1989 democratic revolution, tvomen in Mongolia 
have played a stronger role in political decision making. 

As far as women's political participation is concerned, high political positions and the 
individual successes of women in party politics do not guarantee a change in women's 
political status and their ability to exercise their political rights. For real transformation 
to take place, we must start in the community. It is in an activist role that women can 
make a difference. 

One of the most successful loays women have been able to influence politics has been 
through the formation of strong zuomen organizations luilh the capacity to pressure and 
lobby political parties and bodies. Tiuo major questions that ivomen are exploring today 
are that of raising ivomen politicians from the ranks of the activists women's movement 
and that of establishing stronger and mutually supportive linkages between women in 
electoral politics and women activists in the global women's movement. 

Establishing linkages between luomen in electoral and community politics would mean 
substantive and meaningful participation of women inpolitics. We welcome our readers 
to share their experiences and vieivs with us on this issue. 

Isis Internafional - Manila 
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Rural Women in Australia 
Develop Health Materials 

Dear Sisters, 

We are a rural women's health 
service based in Victoria, Aus
tralia. We provide information, 
training, books, videos and 
pamphlets to the women of our 
region. 

We also develop programmes, 
workshops and training modules. 
As a result of working with women 
in many aspects of women's 
health, we have developed a range 
of health materials which we want 
to make available to as many 
women as possible. 

We are a non-profit, non-govern
ment organisation funded by the 
Commonwealth of Australia. We 
have only women members and 
work from a feminist philosophy, 
employing feminist principles; so 
all our work is grounded in 
women's experiences. 

I enclose a copy of our resource 
listing for your perusal. I look 
forward to hearing from you as to 
how you might be able to assist us 
in the wider distribution of our 
materials. 

Your sincerely, 

Jude Jackson 
Coordinator, Loddon Campaspe 
Women's Health Service, Inc. 
31 Mackenzie Street 
Bendigo 
Victoria 3550 
Australia 

All interested women's groups 
or individuals should contact Loddon 
Campaspe Women's Health Service for 
the invaluable health materials they 
have produced. - Editor 

Wm in India 

Dear Friends, 

Initiatives: Women in Develop
ment (IWID) is an organisation 
which was formed in 1989 with 
the aim of strengthening NGO 
efforts at women's development 
in India. Its main activities include 
gender training, organisational 
development from a gender 
perspective and research and 
documentation on women's 
issues. 

More recendy, we have started 
networking with women's organi
sations in Asia so that we can 
learn from the experiences of 
other Asian countries. In this 
regard we would be grateful if you 
could send us any literature on 
the activities of your organisation 
and status of women and women's 
development efforts in your 
country. 

Please let us know whether you 
bring out any periodicals/journals 
in English. As of now IWID does 
not bring out any periodicals but 
we bring out our workshop 
reports/research papers on 
women and development periodi
cally. With warm regards. 

Yours sincerely, 

Ranjani K. Murthy 
IWID 
E2, B Block, 4di Hoor 
Parsn Paradise Apts. 
109 G.N. Chetty Road 
T. Nagar, Madras 600 017 
India 

JS^ It is always good to receive 
news from women's groups all over the 
world. Are there any women's groups 
who would like to share their experi
ences of women and development in 
their own country with IWID ? - Editor 
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MEF CaU on AU 
Women's Groups 

i ; . 

Dear Sisters, 

We saw a short description of your 
organization in "The Tr ibune" 
February 1993 and are writing for 
more information about Isis 
International. 

The Melanesian Environment 
Foundation (MEF) is a non 
government organization working 
to raise awareness of environmen
tal issues in Papua New Guinea. 
Our work primarily focuses on the 
issues of logging, mining and 
dynamite fishing and is conducted 
by youtli in schools and with 
people in villages. Over the past 
year and a half M E F has made a 
concerted efTort to involve and 
strengthen tlie women. We have 
begun to address some basic 
issues that keep women from the 
work: violence against women, 
childcare, healdi including family 
planning and feelings of .shame, 
jealousy and feai" that gready 
shape the women's lives. These 
issues have not been totally 
resolved but have been dealt with 
significandy dia l die women have 
now begun to participate in the 
awareness work on a regular b.isis 
radier tlian office support work 
only. 

In our early stages of planning the 
women's program we need 
information from other women's 
groups like yours that will help to 
sti-engUien our understanding of 
women's relationship to the 
environment, models to help us 
develop ways to work widi groups 
of village women and ways to help 
the men feel less direatened and 
more supportive. We are inter
ested in receiving your issues and 
information pack on the 

environment and what women are 
doing to protect i t 

We realize we are asking for a lot 
but please understand diat any 
informational support you can 
provide us now or in die future 
will be gready appreciated. 

Sincerely, 

Joyce David and Gerry Pearson 
Women's Program, Melanesian 
Environment Foundation, Inc. 
P.O. Box 4830 
Boroko, N C D 
Papua New Guinea 

^ We enjoin all our sisters and 

friends to send information to MEF 

regarding women and the environ-

ment. Good luck to you on yo%ir 

women's program. - Editor 

Ugandan Women Find a 
Voice in Soroti 

Dear Editor, 

We are a newly formed women's 
N G O , Soroti Women's Develop
ment Association (SWODA) 
whose main objectives among 
olliers is to uplift, empower, 
promote and improve the status 
and wellbeing of women and 
children in Soroti Disbict espe
cially after the civil strife which 
seriously underplayed whatever 
chances of development that 
could have taken place. 

We have on several occasions 
come across some of your publica
tions which we have found to be 
veiy useful. 

We understand that copies are 
distributed free to women's 
groups in countries in the South. 
We would be veiy grateful if you 
( ould include us on your mailing 
list and send us at least two copies 
of your publication. We would 
particularly like to receive copies 
of Women in Action 2 & 3/93 on 
women and migration. 

Looking forward to hearing from 
you soon. Thank you for a job 
well done. Very kind regards. 

Yours faidifully, 

Deborali Ossiya 
General Secretary, S W O D A 
P.O. Box 6655 
Kampala 
Uganda 

^ Congratulations on your new 

endeavour. Once again women show 

a nation that with our collective 

energy and xuill-power we can do it for 

ourselves. - Editor 
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Paths to Empowerment: Women and 
Political Participation 

By Marilee Karl 

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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mw. 
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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Tanzanian Women's Role 
in Decision Making Policy 

By Tabu Ndziku 

In Tanzania the numbe r o f women i n h igh level decision mak ing fora is very small . 
W o m e n constitute over 51 percent o f the country's populat ion of 23 m i l l i on but they are 
very few i n both party and government decision mak ing bodies. 

W o m e n have been par t i c ipa t ing fully to de
f end and ma in ta in the r ight o f every Tanza
n i an as part o f the ir l iberat ion struggle. How
ever they have never been fully involved in 
dec is ion m a k i n g pol icy. A l t h o u g h before 
independence w o m e n were part ic ipat ing fully 
i n ra is ing the country 's e conomic growth they 
were not fully involved in dec is ion mak ing on 
party and government issues. 

The r e were many reasons why women were not 
fully par t i c ipat ing in pol icy dec is ion mak ing . 
O n e factor was lack o f educat ion . W o m e n were 
not va lued i n a society wh i ch ma in ta ined the 
myth that a woman was not equal to a man 
and therefore only m e n were ent i t led to 
educat ion and inher i tance . W o m e n got their 
educat ion f r om the Q u r ' a n and B ib le and not 
th rough f o rma l educat ion . 

Re l i g i on also h inde r ed women 's part ic ipat ion 
in h i gh level dec is ion mak ing . Some rel ig ions 
have been suppress ing women to the extent 
that women regard themselves incapable o f 
expressing the ir own views. W o m e n were used 
to listen and accept decis ions made by men . 
Cu l tura l and t rad i t iona l taboos have also 
humi l iated and prevented the fu l l part ic ipa
t ion of women i n society. W o m e n were seen as 
slaves to men. 

Some women who have emerged in pol i t ics i n 
Tanzan ia to defend T A N U (Party) are B i b i T i t i 
M o h a m m e d , Lucy l/amock, T h e d a Mshau and 
Agnes Suza. These women have contr ibuted to 
the at ta inment o f the country's independence . 

A l t h o u g h they have played a major ro le i n the 
history o f the country, many o f the i r develop
ment proposals part icular ly o n women were 
rejected. Few women were in top leadership 
posit ions to push these proposals. 

T h e Tangany ika Women ' s Organ isa t ion 
( U W T ) , the nat iona l women 's organizat ion, 
was f o rmed after independence to give women 
an oppor tun i ty to part ic ipate i n na t ion bu i l d 
ing, k sensitized women in Tanzan ia to feel 
conf ident as women and to con t ro l their own 
organizat ion. 

O t h e r organizat ions changed i n the ir attitude 
towards women. W o m e n took o n leadership 
roles i n these groups. They became active i n 
po l i t i ca l parties as chairpersons, committee 
members and secretaries. 

In the 1990 Genera l Elect ions, Kate Kamba 
and S h a m i n K h a n beat their opponents in the 
race for const i tuency seats. In Zanzibar , al l the 
women candidates who contested for the 
const i tuency seats won the e lect ion. 

O f the 33 women who contested for parlia
mentary seats th rough the mass organisation 
only four were successful. Together with 15 
special seats reserved for women, 23 out o f 
216 MPs o f the U n i o n Parl iament are women . 

Source : Sauti Ya Siti. Tanzania: TAMWA, (11) 
Oct-Dec 1990. pp.2-3. 

Woman in Action 1/94 



Getting a Foothold 

in Indian Politics 
By Vibhuti Patel 

Lef MS enter Politics, continue our struggle and take leadership. 
Can't put up with patriarchal power any more. 
Q Venubai, O, Rampyar why do you remain repressed? 
Come out and join our rally. 

T h i s is how the song sung for the first t ime by 
the ' T o i l i n g W o m e n ' s L ibe ra t i on Movemen t " 
members i n the late seventies ended . It repre
sented the gusto o f a newly f o rmed mass 
organisat ion o f tr ibal w o m e n i n D h u l i a dis
trict. It became popu la r a m o n g the women 's 
groups not on ly i n Maharashtra but also a l l 
over Ind ia . Th i s song represented the new 
unde rs tand ing o f 'po l i t ies ' . Pol i t ics was not 
on ly e lectoral pol i t ics or membersh ip o f 
po l i t i ca l parties, but a collective act ion o f 
w o m e n against oppressive po l i t i ca l power wi th 
a l o n g te rm goa l o f social t ransformat ion that 
ensured women ' s l iberat ion f rom explo i tat ion, 
degradat ion, injustice, subjugation and super
st i t ion. 

T h e s logan "Personal is po l i t i ca l " popular ised 
by the Western women's l iberat ion movement 
appea led to many city-based women 's groups 
who real ised how indiv idual cases o f v io lence 
against women were not merely "personal 
p r o b l e m s " but an outcome o f soc iocul tura l , 
h is tor ica l , po l i t ica l and e conomic realities i n 
wh i ch Ind ian women had to survive. As a 

result, the issues wh i ch affected w o m e n a n d 
treated as personal prob lems such as rape, 
family v io lence, dowry murders , harassment at 
the workplace were put o n the 'publ ic -po l i t i ca l 
agenda ' o f the women 's movement. T h e 
pressure f rom the new women 's groups forced 
the mainstream po l i t i ca l parties also to show 
greater concern for women 's issues at least i n 
their pub l i c speeches, press statements a n d 
e lect ion manifestos. After the nat ionwide ant i 
rape movement i n 1980 cases o f v io lence 
against women became issues for parties to 
score points against contenders i n electoral 
battles as wel l as i n the local power struggles. 

Mobilisation of women by political parties 

T h e par l iamentary parties started viewing 
women as a const i tuency in the eighties. Th is 
chang ing attitude o f par l iamentary parties 
towards women is ref lected i n their e lect ion 
manifestos, their attitude towards w o m e n 
candidates and their overall e lectoral strate
gies. In the electoral process, two contradic
tory processes exist. O n the one h a n d , power-
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fill and articulate women leaders who are 
mainly from the elite are part of the process 
and on the other hand there are also women 
who are mere rubber stamps. However, the 
elite women's political presence derives from 
their relations with male politician-husbands, 
brothers, fathers, and father-in-laws. 

Implications of increased political 

participation of women 

Women's visibility in the political scenario can 
be understood in two ways: 

* increase in the number of women in 
the electoral process and their mean
ingful contribution in highlighting 
women-specific issues. 

* qualitative change in political goals 
and processes as a result of accommo
dating women's perspectives and 
priorities. 

An increasing number of meetings, shibirs, 
welfare programmes, national conventions 
has been organised by different political 
parties of their women cadres. Mahila Con
gress, BJP Women's Front, Communist Party of 
India, Republican Party of India, Janta Front 
and Shetkari Sangathana have all organised 
conventions to discuss and highlight women's 
problems. 

Hurdles faced by women candidates 

Most of the women face tremendous opposi
tion from family, community and the male 
political leaders if they decide to enter elec
toral politics or public life. The present politi
cal leadership, inspite of its populist rhetorics, 
want to keep women out of the political scene. 
Women politicians are still looked upon as 
appendages to the males in the political arena. 
Indian women's lower educational level, 
inferior social status and lack of autonomy are 
reflected in their lower participation in poli
tics. Increasing criminalisation, corruption 

and compromises required to sustain one's 
political career deter women from entering 
mainstream politics. Even among the majority 
of women's rights groups, politics is equated 
with politiking, dirty manoeuvering and ma
nipulations and therefore power and politics 
remain an anathema to them. But at the same 
time, women activists involved in direct action 
for the past one and a half decade have also 
realised the limitations of micro-level activities. 

Many of them have felt the necessity of enter
ing the local self-government bodies such as 
Gram Panchayat and Zilla Panchayats and 
higher bodies in the Assembly and Lok Sabha. 
The political compromises of principles and 
programmes in the policy resolutions, the 
increasing importance of mafia politics and 
exorbitant money power required by electoral 
politics act as deterrants for women's partici
pation in politics. 

Yet Indian women have come on the political 
agenda of the country through various tech
niques - collective action programmes, con
sciousness raising, petitioning and lobbying. 
In addition they have produced well-re
searched documents and obtained after great 
effort, some media visibility for women's 
issues. This contradictory process must be kept 
in mind to evolve a proper understanding of 
women's political participation in India. 

Source: Womenspeak 
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Interview with 
an Indian Activist 

C j a n g a b e n So lanki is a 34 year o ld rfafti Gujarati woman who has been working in her 
basti for the last ten years helping women informally. She is employed in a municipal school 
and works at home looking after her two children and husband. She has often locked horns 
with the local dalit's party leaders and caste leaders in putting forward the women's ques
tion. H e r natural dynamism and deep concern for women makes her an instinctual feminist 
and activist. W h e n 30 percent reservation of seats for women was announced, she formu
lated her viewpoint based on her own experiences and thoughts. 

"W l i en 1 first heard o f 30 pc-rcent, 1 fe l l quite 
happy about it. W o m e n , social workers l ike me 
who work in a c o m m u n i t y a n d al l o f us in the 
women's groups, need off icial support for 
everyday l iv ing, h is not only tak ing out 
marches a n d campaigns. Some women have 
problems when they are out hawking with the 

munic ipa l i ty or with the pol ice. They can also 
be given stall space through the co rpo ra t i on . 
In my case I was al located a house bu t the files 
just lay there for three years. So many women 
who become widows have to go to corporators 
pay bribes or do sexual favours to get their 
r o o m in their name. 
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If women are elected then women can go to 
them, without feeling afraid, and ask for help. 
For example, they may need certificates or 
other official papers. Men have been 
corporators for years they have contacts with 
builders and have perfected the art of fooling 
people. It is common for them to give slum 
dwellers taps or latrines by asking them to 
waive their rights over the land. O r they take 
commission from builders. Wherever there are 
old buildings they tell the tenants that they 
will repair them but in reality they take 
money from the corporation. Women candi
dates can expose such goings on. See, no one 
is concerned about women, why look the gift 
horse in the mouth? So I thought if this gov
ernment for whatever reason is giving some
thing to women we should just take it." 

"Around that time, my caste panchayat had its 
elections. Do you know that still women have 
no right to vote. We have the right to vote for 
the corporation, for the Assembly and Lok 
Sabha but not for the panchayat! It is such a 
problem for women coming before a 
panchayat. Suppose there is a dispute, divorce 
or battering, these are all problems to be 
solved by the panchayat. But what happens, , 
the woman feels hesitant coming before a 
group of men, her own inlaws are there so she 
cannot speak freely and her family is not aware 
of what she really wants. Again women have to 
go to the panchayat for all sorts of certificates 
like domicile or asking them to pressurise a 
husband who is refusing to pay maintenance. 
People were quite impressed and the leaders 
offered me a seat. They said you should stand 
and very soon party leaders also heard of this 
and came to offer me a ticket. They said you 
will not have to do anything, just stand and we 
will take care of everything for you. One of 
them even offered me money for all the elec
tion work. If I stand, not only will I have to 
resign from my job but do what they say. As a 
woman I will never have the same status as 
men corporators. And then who will take care 
of the women of my caste here?" 

"So I thought nothing doing I am not going to 
be sucked into this sort of thing! Being elected 

WOHEN'S 

Seats by Nandtta Shah and Nandita Gandhi. 
Akshara Publication, 1992. pp. 19-20. 

to the corporation will be more of a symbolic 
thing. Male leaders will continue to rule over 
the community. If I stay where I am I could do 
much more for women and see that they get a 
better deal from the panchayat. By pushing 
me out of the community the male leaders will 
continue doing exactly what they have been 
doing so far, solve problems according to their 
beliefs or money power. Suppose I was elected, 
what would be my position in the corporation? 
I will not be allowed to do anything I want. I 
will have to get involved in party politics. Do 
you know that there has been no woman 
mayor or sheriff in Bombay in the last 40 . 
years?" 

"Al l sorts of other thoughts also came up. 
Elections will make women oppose each other. 
If there is another woman like me in my basti 
then another party will promote her, so both 
of us.who might have cooperated earlier in 
helping women will now stand against each 
other. Then who knows women can also 
become corrupted like the male corporators. 
Practically I don't know how I would be able to 
manage. As elected members women could do 
much good...If you ask me straight off yes or 
no should there be reservations? Then I think 
that reservations for women should be there 
but I am doubtful about it." 

Source: The Quota Question, Women and Electoral 
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Mongolian Women Tackle 

Political Issues 
By Oidov Enkthuya 

T 
JL he past 70 years in the history of Mongolia have seen many accomplishments as well as 

failures regarding women in development. Following the 1921 Revolution, political equality 
between men and women was proclaimed and legally consolidated. Efforts were made to 
involve women in political decision-making. 
Of those elected in 1931 to local public bod
ies, women accounted for 30 percent. Six 
headed the Aimag (provincial) administration. 
Sixteen women worked as ministers, deputy 
ministers and heads of government agencies. 
About 40 women led cooperatives and many of 
them worked as section chiefs at industrial 
enterprises as well as chairpersons of state 
farms. In 1949, 14 women were elected to the 
State Baga Hural, the country's legislature. 

In the legal field, laws promulgated since 1921 
have proclaimed equality between men and 
women in all spheres of life but inspite of 
these legal provisions, women still experience 
discrimination. During the totalitarian regime, 
laws only had a symbolic meaning because all 
powers were concentrated in the communist 
party. The country's legislative, executive and 
judiciary bodies served only as accessories. 
Although violation of laws was commonplace, 
women did not protest through the judiciary. 
The party, not the law, ran the country. 

Unequal status of women most clearly appears 
in the implementation of women's right to 
vote and run for election. Legislative body 
members were appointed by the Mongolian 
People's Revolutionary Party (MPRP) while 
people's participation in elections was a mere 
formality. Women had no influence at all in 
legislative decision making.The attempt to 
expand women's representation at the govern

ment level by officially imposed quotas and 
administrative methods turned out, in fact, to 
be nothing but an artificially invoked cam
paign. 

Has Mongolia succeeded in the past half 
century to maintain and increase the level of 
participation of women in decision-making 
that it had achieved back in 1931? Why then 
are there only three women out of 76 mem
bers of the parliament and none in the recent 
government cabinet? How many women really 
participate in the decision-making process of 
Mongolia at this time? There is prevailing 
ignorance and lack of awareness of women's 
issues today. 

In 1990, a multi-party political system was 
established for the first time in Mongolia, and 
free and fair elections to the parliament were 
held. In 1992, a new constitution was promul
gated. During this difficult transition period 
from a centrally planned to a market 
economy, Mongolia is now confronted by post-
socialism phenomenon. Now, accomplish
ments of the past 70 years tend to wear out 
and the mistakes, accumulated in this period, 
have aggravated. Women's political conditions 
are being shaped in an entirely new environ
ment and yet their participation in decision
making is still decreasing. This phenomenon 
is characteristic not only of Mongolia, but also 
of other former socialist countries. 
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Mongolia does not have provisions for na
tional focal points for women's issues and their 
corresponding implementation mechanisms. 
This failure is l inked to the political repression 
of the period starting from the mid 1930s to 
the 1940s. This is one side of the problem. 
Without a proper understanding of the histori
cal period when the communist party ideology 
was above the law, correctly defining women's 
problems today nor working out suitable 
policies to address these problems, would not 
even be possible. 

Although many problems concerning women 
accumulated during the communist period, 
the M P R P waged a wide-ranging propaganda 
campaign declaring that its policy towards 
women achieved greater results than ever 
before, a campaign that continues up to now. 
The MPRP even blames democratic reforms as 
the primary cause for failure. The misrepre
sented statistical data and comparative 
achievements between the pre-revolutionary 
period (1921) and the present time artificially 
distort women's concerns. Women faced 
problems even before the 1989 democratic 
revolution. 

In 1924, the women's organization was initi
ated by the M P R P . Like all public organiza
tions in socialist countries, it was financed by 
the state. A l l working women were formally 
taken in as members. In reality, it had no 
political power and influence. In May 1990, a 
congress of the Mongolian women's organiza
tion was held to reorganize its structure and 
activities. The reorganization also brought a 
change in their name to the Mongolian Wom
en's Federation. While the Federation has 
declared itself non-partisan, it supported the 
MPRP during the first democratic election of 
1990 by mobilizing its staff to work during the 
election campaigns. This move lost the trust of 
Mongolian women which paved the way for 
the creation of other non-governmental and 
independent organizations and a revitalized 
feminist movement in the country. 

For the first time, Mongolian women were 
involved in the democratic revolution. This 
new generation of women courageously par
ticipated in creating democratic processes and 
contributed actively to the political struggle. 
They played an important role in the 1990 and 
1992 democratic elections to the parliament. 
Last summer the Liberal Women's Brain Pool 
(See networks, page 34), together with the 
women for social progress movement, 
launched an independent campaign support
ing P. Ochirbat, the opposition's candidate for 
president. As a result of these activities, 
women have gained more exposure to politics. 
A recent phenomenon in Mongolia is the 
election of women as leaders of newly formed 
parties. However, the parties still need to 
adapt a new approach to women's issues and 
their participation in decision-making. 

The following factors contributed to women's 
minimal participation in political decision 
making : 1) A system of social relations and 
subordination rooted in the male-dominated 
civilization, reflecting the orthodox male-
centric mentality was introduced in Mongolia 
after the 1921 Revolution. 2) Experience 
shows that irrespective of the legal recognition 
of women's equality and the impressive 
number of educated women-professionals, in 
conditions where the whole nation lives in 
poverty, women have no real opportunity to 
participate in government. 3) A government 
policy on women's issues is lacking. 4) Only 
men were consistently educated and trained 
for leadership. Very few women had opportu
nities to pursue post graduate training, not 
because of restrictive policies but tradition. 5) 
Women themselves have been strongly influ
enced by male-dominated societies and have 
little faith in their own capabilities to take on 
top level leadership. 

Hence, if women's issues are to be successfully 
dealt with in Mongolia, women's organizations 
should work towards transforming the social 
and mental attitude toward and of women and 
raise women's concerns as a political issue. 
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China's iVomen Square Up 
to Political Challenge 

By Ya Chen 

^̂ Ĉu Yan, mayor o f Nantong City i n East Ch ina ' s Jiangsu province is among more than 
200 women mayors and vice-mayors i n Ch ina ' s 500-odd cities. 

" C h i n a probably has more women mayors than 
anywhere else i n the wor ld , " says Z h a n g Ymg, 
deputy secretary general o f the Chinese May
ors ' Society and vice mayor o f Yu l in City i n the 
G u a n g x i A u t o n o m o u s Reg ion. 

Z h a n g Ymg says Ch ina ' s women mayors are 
generally younger and have h igher educa t i on 
than their male counterparts, showing that 
voters seem to d emand h igher qual i f icat ions 
f rom women candidates. A recent survey 
showed 86 percent o f 91 women mayor re
spondents to have graduated f rom col lege, i n 
contrast to the fact that most ill iterates i n 
C h i n a are women. 

Th is is because the feudal idea that m e n are 
super ior to women is stil l d o m i n a n t , says vice 

„ mayor L i Hu i f en of T ian j in munic ipa l i t y . 
> A n o t h e r factor may be the ca l l by the nat ional 
^ leadership in 1978 for the p r o m o t i o n of 

younger and better educated leaders. Most of 
the incumbent w o m e n mayors began their 

2 po l i t i ca l careers after 1978. 
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O n e such off ic ial is L i Chuan fang . A graduate 
o f the C h o n g q i n g Cons t ruc t i on Eng inee r ing 
Institute i n Southwest C h i n a , she is vice mayor 
i n charge o f u r b a n const ruc t ion i n Shenzhen , 
C h i n a ' s first Spec ia l E c o n o m i c Zone . 

In her n ine years in office, L i has tu rned 
Shenzhen f r om a smal l , bare town to a city o f 
r i s ing tower blocks a n d extravagant shopp ing 
centres that rival those o f ne i ghbor ing H o n g 
K o n g . 

" C h i n a women , hav ing been socially in fer ior to 
m e n for thousands o f years - and this persists 
today - are better able to square u p to adver
sity," says L i Yanhua , vice mayor o f D e z h o u 
City, S h a n d o n g prov ince . O f the ups a n d 
downs o f her 20 years 
i n pol i t ics, she says, "I 
believe success v«ll no t 
come wi thout upsets 
a n d tenacity." 

O t h e r troubles await 
w o m e n i n po l i t i ca l 
office. N o t be ing given 
credit for one 's achieve
ments is what angers 
W u Yi , now vice minis
ter o f the Fore i gn 
E c o n o m i c Relat ions a n d Trade Ministry. 

W h e n she was elected vice mayor o f Be i j ing in 
1988, she was prompt l y r u m o u r e d to have 
marr i ed a h igh- rank ing off icial, mean ing it was 
the man's in f luence wh i c h led to her success. 
She was party secretary o f the Be i j ing Yanshan 
Pe t rochemica l co rpora t i on , China 's largest 
pe t rochemica l complex , before she ran for 
office. 

"Why do they th ink a wom an has to have some 
suppor t f rom a man to be pol i t ica l ly success
fu l ? " asks the vice minister who remains single. 

If fami ly burdens remain heavy for the em
ployed w o m a n , it is doubly so for a woman 
mayor who must not only be a competent 

Feuda l values cont inue to 
b lock women's greater 
pol i t ica l part ic ipat ion 

in Ch ina . 

pub l i c adminis trator but also " a g ood wife a n d 
mother , " points out Yang Q i a n , vice mayor o f 
Lang fang City i n H e b e i prov ince. Yang Q i a n 
takes care o f a c r i pp l ed mo the r a n d her hus
band , an engineer who is not i n g ood heal th. 

Few can really be ideal i n bo th roles, she says. 
"We just try our best." 

So does R u a n X u e q i n g , vice mayor o f 
Wuyishan City, Fuj ian province. She uses every 
"free" t ime to be wi th her husband and ch i l 
d ren , and does most o f the househo ld chores 
even when very t i red. Fo r her, a woman is not 
really successful " i f she does not have a happy 
family." 

V ice mayor Yan A i y ing 
o f C h a n g z h i City, 
Shanx i prov ince thinks 
women are h inde r ed in 
their career c l imb by 
the personal i ty trait o f 
b e ing "easily satisfied 
with the status quo . " A 
survey o f Shanx i ' s 
y oung a n d middle-aged 
women cadres shows 
that only 20 percent 
want to be p r omo t ed to 

a h igher pos i t ion. Modesty is another hand i 
cap. "They do a lot o f work, but say l i t t le , " says 
H u a n g Qizao , deputy cha i rwoman o f the A l l -
C h i n a Women ' s Federat ion . 

She also stresses that the n u m b e r o f women 
mayors is smal l c ompared wi th that o f the 
men , wh ich is about 3,000. Moreover , the 
responsibi l i t ies given them are "less chal leng
i ng , " such as cul ture , educat ion and p lann ing . 

"So whi le women are encouraged to fight for 
themselves, the Be i j ing Women ' s Federat ion at 
a l l levels shou ld give them a push and he lp 
them achieve h igher goals" says H u a n g Qizao . 

Source: Depthnews Asia. 
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Cuban Women and Politics 
by Isel Rivero y Mendez 

oday, 33 years after the revolut ion, C u b a is poised before a future ominously reminis
cent o f the past. A n d the women? As early as 1869 A n a Betancourt had pleaded with the 
" f ounding fathers" to provide for women's rights, since women, both black and white, 
had part ic ipated i n a war o f independence. But the new era, vis-a-vis women, was l itde differ
ent from the o ld . W o m e n had to wait unt i l 1917 to win the rights of divorce, to ch i l d cus
tody, and to administer their property. The First Nat ional Congress of Women was he ld i n 
Havana i n 1932; as a consequence o f pressures formulated by this Congress, women won the 
vote i n 1935. 

T h e b ib l i ography o n C u b a n women is very 
l im i ted . Yet w o m e n made every C u b a n revolu
t i on , i n c l u d i n g the cur rent one, possible. It is 
women 's labor that has sustained the revolu
t i on to date. 

T h e Federa t ion o f C u b a n W o m e n was created 
in 1960. V i l m a E s p i n , a f o rmer c o m m a n d o , 
was its f ounder a n d president . As wife o f R a u l 
Castro (Fidel 's brother ) she also was the sole 
wom a n (alternate) membe r o f the Po l i tburo . 
T h e federat ion mob i l i z ed women for every 
major campa ign dec lared by Castro: the lit
eracy campa ign , the pr imary heal th care and 
voluntary work brigades, and the mob i l i za t ion 
o f survei l lance committees for the "defense o f 
the r evo lu t i on . " In exchange, the government 
abo l i shed pros t i tu t ion and reintegrated prosti
tutes in to the f o rma l labor sector. T h e Fami ly 
Code , w h i ch at tempted to legislate labor 
re lat ions at home , wjis part o f the federation's 
work, the result o f its hav ing c la imed that 
revolut ionary m e n were no different f rom 
counter-revolut ionaries: at home every man 
was a bourgeois. T h e government also legal
ized abor t ion , made provisions for prenatal 
care, a n d changed the pena l code so that rape 
was pun ishab l e by the death penalty. 
St i l l , 33 years later, V i l m a Esp in (now replaced 
in the Po l i tburo ) concedes, " In many house
ho lds , even today, girls receive an educat ion 
geared toward assuming greater responsibi l i 
ties i n h o u s e h o l d duties; boys are educated to 
face the w o r l d . " N o wonder that i n certain 
Havana circles the companeras are c l a im ing 

that the real revolutionary thesis is "Mach i smo-
L e n i n i s m o . " 

Indeed, women are merely 21.5 percent o f the 
C o m m u n i s t party membership . A fu l l 53 
percent o f "economical ly active" w o m e n are 
now unemployed , i n c l u d i n g those who are 
h igh ly educated. 

University Graduates in 1990-91 

69.7 

Type of University Graduate 

D u r i n g the last three years, the F o u n d a t i o n for 
C u b a n W o m e n has been created in New Jersey 
by a group of commi t t ed C u b a n feminists. 
W i th a membersh ip that stretches f rom 
academia to the service sectors, this g roup 
seeks to establish a feminist agenda outs ide 
the boundar ies both of the convent i ona l 
parties i n exi le and the Federa t i on o f C u b a n 
W o m e n . 

Source : Excerpt from article in Ms. Magazine, "Cuban 
Women: Back to the Future?" May/June 1993 pp. 15-17. 

A b o u t the author: Isel Rivero y Mendez is a Cuban 
writer and poet living in New York City. 
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Women in Political Power 
in East and Central Europe 

By Mira Janova and Mariette Sineau 

E a s t and Central European countries provoked interest and hope among Western femi
nists between 1945 and the 1960s for many reasons. In concrete terms, these countries were 
credited with four qualities: they guaranteed women's professional and educational ad
vancement; they developed social policy which freed women from childcare, setting up 
collective childcare facilities; they introduced liberal, egalitarian legislation on women's 
rights, concerned as much with private life (contraception, abortion, divorce, women's 
rights within marriage) as with public life; they favour large-scale female participation in the 
different structures of political life. 

If the pol ic ies c o n c e r n i n g women in postwar 
c ommun i s t regimes, and the consequences o f 
these pol ic ies are e xam ined objectively, two 
appreciatively di f ferent per iods can be d is t in
gu ished. 

T h e first (1945 u n t i l 1960-65) is the pe r i od 
d u r i n g wh i ch the socialist myth of women 's 
l iberat ion was constructed: it was one o f the 
pr ior i ty tasks wh i ch w o u l d contr ibute to the 
const ruct ion o f a new society. T h e status o f 
women had to be changed th rough legislat ion 
first o f a l l , but also th rough a series o f meas
ures ca l led socialist educat ion , wh i ch was 
p ro found ly to transform trad i t ional attitudes. 

T h e theme o f women 's l iberat ion in socialist 
society was l i n k e d to the essence o f Marx ist 
ideology c o n c e r n i n g revolut ionary change and 
a im ing to abol ish a l l forms o f slavery and 
domina t i on . T h e emergence o f the 'woman 
ques t ion ' i n propaganda solved i n the short 
t e rm the p rob l em of the shortage o f unqua l i 
fied l abour in the first stages o f the construc
t i on o f c o m m u n i s m . It was precisely this 
p e r i od w h i c h inc i t ed Western feminists to 
praise the achievements of women in the East. 

T h e sett ing u p o f an educat iona l a n d re-
educat iona l system together wi th the massive 
entry o f women into the economy o n the one 
haf id and the relentless pace o f industrial isa
t i on l i nked to massive popu la t i on migrat ions 
to large and m e d i u m sized towns o n the other, 
changed, i n the short term, a g o o d many 
patr iarchal attitudes wh i ch had dom ina t ed in 
many of the East Eu ropean countr ies before 
the arrival o f c o m m u n i s m . These changes 
were even more obvious i n less industr ia l ised 
countr ies i n wh i ch the social relat ions o f rura l 
life were the n o r m (Bulgar ia , Roman ia , 
U S S R ) . 

In the 1960s and 1970s, w o m e n in the East 
were already wel l integrated in to the labour 
market and represented nearly ha l f o f the 
work ing popu la t i on . However, and inspite o f 
their equal educat iona l attainments, women 
suffered f r om a clear wage differential a n d had 
only marg ina l access to managerial posi t ions 
(Tiyfan, 1990; Siemienska, 1990; Wo l ch ik , 
1979, 1981). 

D u r i n g this per iod , an increasing n u m b e r o f 
women were elected to par l iaments . A t the 

Women in Aefion t / 9 4 



e n d o f the 1960s, the female presence i n 
dif ferent par l iaments vaHed f rom 13.5 percent 
i n P o l a n d to over 30 percent i n East Ge rmany 
and the Soviet U n i o n . 

T h e par t i c ipat ion o f v^omen in po l i t i ca l power 
d u r i n g this phase o f the const ruc t ion o f social
ism took o n a symbol ic quality. In the late 
1960s, w o m e n represented o n average over 21 
percent o f the members o f the East and Cen 
tral E u r o p e a n C o m m u n i s t parties and only 8 
percent o f the i r Cen t ra l Commit tees . D u r i n g 
the same pe r i od , the percentage of women 
members o f the po l i t i ca l bureaux of C o m m u 
nist parties never exceeded 5 percent. 

B e h i n d the socialist myth o f w o m e n o n the 
road to po l i t i ca l equality wi th m e n , there is a 
more sombre reality. In the East as in the 
West, women bore the b u r d e n o f the doub le 
d iv is ion o f power-vertical and hor i zonta l 
between the sexes. They r ema ined marg ina l , 
o n the edge o f po l i t i ca l life, represented only 
at the bo t t om o f the power hierarchy or i n 
sectors cons idered to be un impor tan t , where 
real power was not at stake. 

In the second pe r i od , changes i n po l i t i ca l life 
were less visible. As i n the first pe r i od , there 
was a large a n d growing n u m b e r o f women 
representatives i n the dif ferent par l iaments. 
F r o m 1970 to 1980, the n u m b e r increased by 
more than 10 percent i n Hungary , Roman ia , 
a n d Po l and . Yet i n real seats o f power, at the 
top o f the C o m m u n i s t party and in govern
ment , women r ema ined in a t iny minor i ty . 

T h e most recent elect ions i n Cen t ra l and 
Eastern Europe , fo l l owing the fal l o f the 
C o m m u n i s t regimes reveal a spectacular loss 
o f women representatives i n the new par l ia
ments. Th is d rop is the most marked in Roma
n ia where the percentage has fal len f rom 34.4 
percent i n 1985 to 5.5 percent i n 1990. 

Wi th this k i n d o f regression, the C o m m u n i s t 
countr ies have lost their vanguard pos i t i on i n 
re lat ion to Western Europe . H o w can this 
regression be explained? Is it a p h e n o m e n o n 
that is affecting the whole o f the po l i t i ca l 
sphere? Why are women be ing e l iminated 
f rom the wor ld of politics? A re the revolutions 
wh ich swept away the C o m m u n i s t regimes 
b r ing ing i n new models for women's social 
roles? By rejecting C o m m u n i s m and its differ
ent p ropaganda themes, are women i n Eastern 
and Cent ra l Eu rope go ing to re turn to o ld pre-
communis t values, or are they go ing to seek 
references in the Western mode l , now that 
they know the true s i tuat ion o f women in the 
West? 

Whi l e the s i tuat ion of women in ex -commu
nist countries today raises more questions 
than it gives answers, several comments may be 
made. First, the significant drop of the 
n u m b e r o f women representatives in the 
dif ferent newly elected assemblies seem to be a 
direct consequence of the pol i t ical changes 
a n d o f the new importance in elections. 

Fo r the first t ime in 45 years, elections are n o 
longer a matter of masquerade and im i t a t i on , 
but represent a serious question of power; they 
consequently mean real compet i t ion between 
the candidates chosen by the different parties. 
Art i f ic ia l ly raised under Commun i s t regimes, 
the percentage of women representatives can 
seem, i n fact, to be exceptionally low today. 

However, the changes in the East do not mean 
that there is no hope for the growth of femi
n ism in these countries. The r e may be fewer 
women in politics - a consequence of the 
electoral market - but w o m e n may have a 
greater inf luence. Indeed , the intellectuals 
who fought hardest for po l i t ica l change are 
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the very same ones who are most in favour of 
the rapid integration of women in politics. 
Furthermore, in creating opposition move
ments, intellectuals largely depended on the 
presence of well-known women leaders and 
activists (Siemienska, 1990). In Bulgaria, 
women intellectuals, writers, painters, econo
mists, lawyers, appeared at the head of all the 
opposition movements and formed the hard 
core of the opposition's electoral campaign in 
1990. The Socialist Party placed competent 
women in prominent positions to help boost 
party fortunes and give it a more positive 
image. 

Women may have lost numerical importance 
in parliament, but they have gained positions 
of power in government and elsewhere. In 
Bulgaria, Emilia Maslarova is in 1991 Minister 
of Labour and social affairs. In Poland, women 
hold two of the three vice-presidential posts of 
the Polish parliament. In Czechoslovakia, 
Vaclav Havel's government appointed three 
women to important posts in 1990; Olga 
Klimova as Ambassador to the United States, 
Dagmar Buresova as Minister of Justice for 
Czech regions, and Vera Caslavstra as advisor 
on social affairs. Finally, in the new united 
Germany, Chancellor Kohl's government of 20 
ministers includes four women or 20 percent, 
a rate equivalent to that of the new Bundestag 
elected in December 1990 and a result which 
may at least partly be attributed to the fusion 
with the former GDR, which had always had a 
high number of women in its political elite. 

At the present time, the new political parties 
emerging in the post-Communist era are 
concentrating on the problems of economic 
crisis and on the restoration of national sover
eignty. Women's issues and sexual equality 
have hardly been at the centre of political 
preoccupations. However, recent events have 
meant that this kind of problem can no longer 
be considered minor. The questioning of 
abortion rights in Poland has shown that this 
issue is at the heart of violent ideological 
clashes, confirming the power of the Catholic 
Church. 

Other issues (maternity rights, creches) have 
proved that they were merely the tip of a major 
political problem: the passage of a socialist 
economy - which functioned in a possibly 
haphazard way but which nonetheless gave 
certain social advantages to workers. Women 
in the East may well rediscover in 1991 that 
the personal is at the heart of the political. 
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The Mexican women have appealed to the U N 
Convention on the Elimination of A l l Dis
crimination Against Women (CEDAW) that 
was ratified by Mexico. They insist that the 
interests of women center on equality with due 
recognition of cultural, economic, political 
and social diversities. 

In Paraguay, the fourth edition of a Women's 
Forum, was called by the Coordination for 
Women in Paraguay, with the participation of 
peasants, militant political parties, labor 
workers, professionals and representatives 
from public and non-governmental organiza
tions. 

Included among the proposed tasks are con
sciousness raising training for women who 
hold managerial positions but lack a gender 
perspective, and the revision of the electoral 
system to facilitate greater participation of 
women in public roles. The organized Para
guayan women offered their support to Mavi 
Brusquetti, candidate for vice president of the 
Republic under the political movement 
"Encuentro Nacional," marking a historical 
milestone in Paraguay's politics. According to 
her, women can provide another perspective 
to politics and certainly women's participation 
opened discussions and debates to themes 
that might not be addressed otherwise. Unfor
tunately, the political party Colorado won, 
amidst grave accusations of fraud. 

The work realized by the Paraguayan women 
during the last years of Stroessner's dictator
ship and in the first years of the transition has 
had a tremendous impact in the legislative 
formulation of reforms and in terms of global 
political measures that it is probable that their 
successes will be quite significant in years to 
come. 

In Argentina, recent events have provoked 
surprise and at the same time reflection and 
polemical discussions. President Menem 
decreed the formation of a cabinet comprising 
of eight women as part of a series of political 
measures by the Peron government which 

began with the formation of the National 
Council of Women. Along with this measure is 
the signing of the law which requires political 
parties to carry 30 percent of women candi
dates in their electoral lists in areas where 
there are possibilities of their being elected. 

In Bolivia, the women are celebrating the 
inauguration of the State's Women's Program. 
They feel that this has opened a venue for 
lively debates between women's organizations 
and government representatives. The reality of 
dictatorships such as Bolivia is that while 
women's organizations flourished, they had 
very limited participation at both government 
and State levels. 

To achieve greater political participation for 
women, it is necessary to present more daring 
proposals and changes in social and political 
systems, not only in terms of choosing repre
sentatives but also in being able to freely 
express our sentiments in both private and 
public sectors. The latest initiatives and expe
riences in Latin America are very optimistic. 

Source: "America Latina, Una Nueva Manera de 
Hacer Politica," Mujeres en Accion, 2/93, pp. 27-
30. his Intemacional, Santiago de Chile. Con
densed version in English by Luz Martinez and 
Lourdes Alvarado. 
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Women and Politics 

in the Middle East 
By Sarah Graham-Brown 

I n the 1990s, the Western image of M idd l e Eastern women's role in politics is contradic
tory. O n the one hand , H a n a n al-Ashrawi appears as the sophisticated, articulate spokesper
son for the Palestinian delegation to the peace talks; on the other, male pol i t ic ians o f the 
Islamic Salvation Front (FIS) i n A lger ia speak of women as subordinates who shou ld no t be 
al lowed to work outside the home, let alone participate in politics. 

Th i s contradic tory image reflects b road con
flicts a n d debates i n the M i d d l e Ejist over the 
nature o f society and the status o f women . 
These confl icts arise i n part f r om the cumula 
tive impact o f a century o f intense e conomic 
change a n d social d is locat ion , generat ing 
crises that have become part icular ly acute over 
the last decade. W o m e n 
have been active po l i t i 
cal players th roughou t 
this process. They have 
not always won the ir 
battles, but there is no 
doub t that they have 
fought them. 

As early as 1911, Egyp
t ian writer Ma l ek H i f n i 
Nas i f s tood u p in an al l -
male nat ional ist con
gress and d e m a n d e d 
that w o m e n have the 
r ight to be educated to 
whatever level they 
desire. Eighty years 
later, w o m e n have 
m u c h greater access to 
educat ion , a n d opportuni t ies to work; i n many 
countr ies they have the vote, and some posi
tive changes have been made in the laws 
govern ing fami ly a n d personal status. Yet there 
has been n o s imp le , l inear "progress." 

Economic changes have altered expectat ions 
and patterns of family life, but not always to 
women's advantage. The extent a n d impac t o f 
economic , social and legal changes varies 
greatly according to social class, geograph ica l 
locat ion and ethnic or nat ional g roup . Today, 
struggles cont inue unabated over w h o s h o u l d > 

cont ro l women ' s lives, 
in the family a n d in the 
nat ion. 

F r o m the first, the 
deve lopment o f wom
en's movements was 
intertwined w i th 
broader movements for 
pol i t ica l change a n d 
nat ional i ndependence . 
In Iran and Turkey , 
women's organizat ions 
developed rap id ly after 
the collapse o f auto
cratic regimes in 1906 
and 1908 respectively. 
In the pe r i od o f com
parative openness 
wh i ch fo l lowed, women 

part ic ipated in pol i t ica l demonstrat ions and 
wrote in the press. Issues s u r r o u n d i n g wom
en's status, part icularly educat ion , were hot ly 
debated, and women contr ibuted to these 
debates. 
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A major limitation of both the independent 
Egyptian feminist movement and the co-opted 
movements of Iran and Turkey was that their 
work influenced only limited sections of 
society. The majority of women, who were 
poor and lived outside major cities, were 
scarcely touched by changes in legal status, or 
by new educational and employment opportu
nities. 

For the states which emerged from colonial 
rule in the Middle East, the "woman question" 
has great symbolic importance. Women are 
used as symbols of "modernization," or to 
promote "national culture," or to stress the 
preservation of "traditional values." Generally 
speaking, however, women's movements 
independent of the state have been allowed 
little or no space to develop. 

State strategies regarding women differ consid
erably. Saudi Arabia and the Islamic Republic 
of Iran exemplify the theocratic imposition of 
strict public controls over women's appearance 
and behavior, enforced by agents of the state. 

In Lebanon, with its weak state and frag
mented society, controls over women are 
largely enforced by community pressures. The 
very limited changes in personal status law in 
the Arab world have presented little challenge 
to male hegemony. Only in Tunisia and the 
former People's Democratic Republic of 
Yemen were changes made to favor women. 

Most "secular nationalist" states - for example, 
Egypt, Syria, Iraq and Algeria - initiated 
changes affecting women's opportunities for 
education, health care and improved access to 
employment. In these states women's organi
zations have usually been closely linked with or 
part of the ruling political party structures. 
Their main role has been to mobilize women 
around the goals and tasks set by the party and 
the state. 

Today there are more individual women's 
voices to be heard in the political and artistic 
arenas (art in the Middle East is seldom sepa

rate from politics). Yet collectively, women still 
have little political influence. 

In contrast to Western feminist movements, 
political enfranchisement has not been a 
major priority of women's struggles in the 
Middle East. Turkey has been a partial excep
tion to this rule, but it is notable that there are 
fewer women parliamentarians there today 
than there were after women first got the vote 
in 1934. In general, the struggle for demo
cratic rights for men as well as women has yet 
to be won in most Middle Eastern countries. 
In this respect, access to the right to vote is less 
significant than the right to organize without 
state direction and heavy censorship of unwel
come opinions. 

In the Gulf states, women do not have the c: 
vote. Women were not able to vote in Kuwaiti 
elections in late 1992, despite renewed de
mands from some Kuwaiti women, and the 
role which women played in the resistance to 
the Iraqi occupation. 

The increasing importance of Islamist politics 
has not always prevented women from exercis
ing the vote. Some Islamist groups have recog
nized the potential of women's votes to boost 
their own support. For example, women have 
not been deprived of the vote in Iran under 
the Islamic Republic despite the regime's 
highly misogynist attitudes which have pushed 
women out of public life and limited employ
ment in mixed work places. 

Where nationalist struggles have been intense, 
violent and prolonged - for example, in 
Algeria and in the Palestinian-Israeli conflict -
the outcomes of women's participation in 
political life have been more complex. Some 
women have risked their lives, and many have 
been imprisoned and tortured. Although 
women suffering from these ordeals have 
sometimes been praised as heroic, fears and 
suspicions about their sexual vulnerability 
have often created painful problems in return
ing to ordinary life. 
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T h e Palest inian upr i s ing (intifada) i n the 
occup ied territories, wh i ch began in Decem
ber 1987, has mob i l i z ed more women than 
ever before, y o u n g a n d o l d , i n refugee camps, 
towns and even isolated villages. He i gh t ened 
violence by Israeli o ccupa t i on forces has not 
spared women . Wh i l e to some observers this 
s i tuat ion has b rough t real changes i n attitudes 
toward women 's po l i t i ca l activism, others 
argue that this has been at the expense o f 
at tent ion to women ' s own demands. As one o f 
the leaders o f the women 's movement , A m a l 
Hre i she , put it, the changes for women have 
been "superf ic ia l , no t p r o f o u n d . " 

T h e state a n d po l i t i ca l 
movements have not been 
the on ly factors in f luenc
i n g women 's status. D u r i n g 
the past century, most 
countr ies i n the r eg i on 
have suffered major wars, 
po l i t i ca l repress ion, and 
dispossession o f na t iona l 
or e thn ic groups. T h e 
patr iarchal organizat ion o f 
family and society has 
altered to cope wi th rap id ly 
chang ing condi t ions . 

compared with contro l o f women's sexuality, 
and , i n some regions, genital mut i l a t i on , r isk 
accusations o f betraying their cul ture , the i r 
re l i g ion and even their own sex. In the view o f 
many, to challenge these norms is to accept 
Western norms of sexual and persona l 
behavior. This is despite the fact that many 
women who are crit ical of their own cu l ture 
are also crit ical o f the West and its att i tudes 
toward the Midd l e East. 

Wh i l e some of the ideas advanced o n the 
pol i t ics o f personal life may have been 
"seeded" from the West, their express ion is 
shaped by the region's specific po l i t i ca l a n d 

social context . Mos t 
women who regard 
themselves as f emi 
nists or campaigners 
for women 's r ights are 
acutely aware that they 
may be regarded as 
p r o m o t i n g ideas 
associated w i th cu l 
tures wh i ch have 
cha l l enged a n d t r i ed 
to subvert the i r own . 

Women who challenge 
patr iarchal norms... 
risk accusations of 

betraying their culture, 
their re l ig ion and even 

their own sex. 

In the M i d d l e East, as i n o ther deve lop ing 
regions a n d wi th the possible except ion o f the 
Persian G u l f states, the size o f households has 
shrunk: no longer do several generations live 
u n d e r the same roof. Th i s t h i n n i n g out o f the 
ex tended fami ly has affected some o f the 
mechanisms o f male author i ty over women. 

There has been a growing awareness a m o n g 
activist w o m e n i n the M i d d l e East that even 
where women enjoy greater legal rights (for 
example , i n Turkey or Tunis ia ) o r improved 
rights to educat ion and employment (as i n 
Egypt, Syria a n d Iraq), male cont ro l o f wom
en's persona l lives and sexual behavior is little 
changed . T h i s is h ighly controversial terrain. 

W o m e n w h o cha l lenge patr iarchal norms o f 
virginity at marr iage , male sexual f reedom 

A p r o m i n e n t t r end i n 
the 1980s was the revival or creat ion o f Islamist 
movements in most countries o f the r eg i on . 
These have gained numerous w o m e n adher
ents, i nc lud ing many college graduates. These 
groups are far f rom homogeneous i n the i r 
po l i t ica l stances, but have fairly s im i la r views 
o n the "woman question." They have p layed an 
in f luent ia l role in setting the tone o f the 
debate i n the 1980s, often pu t t ing the i r cr it ics 
o n the defensive. The i r strong c o n d e m n a 
tions, not only o f the encroachment o f West
ern values in the Midd le East but also o f the 
" c o r r u p t i o n " o f indigenous mora l values has 
chal lenged exponents of women 's r ights i n a 
more secular tradit ion. 

Most Islamist groups stress the impor tance o f 
male authority and emphasize the p r imacy o f 
women's roles as wife and mother . T h e y stress 
sexual purity and contro l , and the dange r o f 

Isis lntarn«tionil Mtnila 



l os ing it, as a just i f i ca t ion for increased male 
superv is ion o f w o m e n a n d for insist ing o n self-
con t r o l by w o m e n themselves. 

W o m e n activists wo rk ing w i th in Islamist 
groups clearly have to tread a fine l ine be
tween po l i t i ca l c o m m i t m e n t and the pressure 
to pr ior i t i ze the roles o f wife a n d mother . T h e 
tens ion is no t always resolved. 

T h e issue o f women's dress has recently be
come the most visible symbol ic sign o f the 
struggle over women's identity. "Cover ing u p , " 
wh i ch has become m u c h more prevalent i n 
urban society d u r i n g the 1980s, can range 
f rom cover ing ha i r a n d throat a n d wear ing 
modest clothes to fu l l ve i l ing a n d the wear ing 
o f gloves. 

T h e impor tance ascribed to dress codes also 
reflects a broader concern over women's social 
a n d po l i t i ca l roles, and how these are symbol
ized. Many people in the r eg i on -no t only 
Islamists and their sympathizers-regard this as 
a s igni f icant issue. 

Some w o m e n argue that "modest dress" frees 
w o m e n to move a r ound the streets and the 
workp lace w i thout harjissment by men . O p p o 
nents argue that it is another f o rm of male 
con t r o l a n d male de f in i t i on of women's space. 
They fur ther argue that it stigmatizes those 
who do not c on f o rm a n d denies women the 
f r eedom to dec ide o n their own appearance: 
persona l moral i ty s h o u l d not be confused with 
external con formi ty to norms o f dress. O n e 
consequence o f this visual div ide has been to 
put cons iderable pressure o n young women to 
adopt modest dress, a n d many do so, for a 
variety o f reasons w h i c h may have little to do 
wi th adherence to an Islamist g roup or even 
wi th personal piety. 

W h i l e some feminists view Islam, and indeed 
a l l the major monotheist ic re l ig ions, as incom
pat ib le w i th women 's emanc ipat ion or l ibera
t ion , the majority o f M idd l e Eastern women 
activists seek some k i n d of accommodat i on 
wi th re l ig ious belief, because of its cr i t ical role 

i n ind igenous cul ture . Some w o m e n have 
sought i n the earliest days o f Islam a m o d e l o f 
women 's ro le i n society wh i c h differs f r om 
those wh i ch have evolved since. 

Th i s has been a largely speculative a n d even 
po l emica l exercise, t hough histor ica l research 
has he lped revise ideas about women 's roles i n 
M i d d l e Eastern societies. Stereotypes o f the 
passivity o f M i d d l e Eastern w o m e n i n the face 
of oppress ion are embedded i n most histories 
o f the reg ion , wri t ten by Western a n d M i d d l e 
Eastern male historians. W o m e n a n d their 
concerns frequently have been omi t t ed en
tirely f o rm the histor ical record . Recent efforts 
to recoup this h i d d e n history o f w o m e n have 
cha l lenged these assumptions and revealed a 
far more comp lex p ic ture . 

Recent histor ical work has shown that women 
often played active roles, and o n occasion 
resisted oppress ion , bo th by the state and their 
menfo lk . Some studies also suggest a consider
able dif ference between the way women actu
ally behaved a n d the prescriptive writ ings o n 
"proper " female behavior wh i ch have come 
down to us f rom rel ig ious scholars a n d o ther 
male writers. 

A t the present t ime many M i d d l e Eastern ? 
societies are go ing th r ough part icular ly i n 
tense po l i t ica l a n d cu l tura l identity crises, 
generally coup l ed w i th severe e conomic dislo
cat ion. In these c ircumstances, women ' s 
symbolic roles t end to take o n added signif i- .. 
cance, and to the de t r iment o f the women 
themselves. 

W o m e n as activists a n d part ic ipants in po l i t ica l 
and social movements i n the M i d d l e East, 
cont inue to struggle as they negotiate and 
renegotiate the way they present themselves at 
home, i n the workplace a n d i n the larger 
po l i t ica l arenas o f ne i ghbo rhood and nat ion . 

Source : Pamphlet series from Middle East 
Research and Information Project (MERIP) on 
Women in the Middle East. MERIP, 1500 Mass 
Ave. NW Suite 119, Washington, DC 20005, USA. 
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National Women's Policy: 

PNG Takes the Plunge 
By Eileen Tugum Kolma 

round the Pacific women are working with governments to put promises and dreams 
into the shape of a national women's policy. In the Cook islands a first draft has been devel
oped and in Solomon Islands between 60 and 80 women are meeting to finalise their policy. 
Papua New Guinea's policy was approved in October 1992 and women are committed to 
making it work for them. 

The policy is the single biggest achievement in 
the history of planning for Papua New Guinea 
women. It is also believed to be the first in the 
Pacific. 

The policy is based on the country's National 
Constitution which calls for integral human 
development and equality and participation by 
all citizens. Its vision is to "increase participa
tion by women as both beneficiaries and 
agents in the development process and in 
improving the quality of life for all". 
In his address before launching the policy, the 
Minister responsible for women, Andrew 
Posai, said, 'The goal of my government is 
equal participation and contribution by the 
women and men. O u r means to achieve this 
must be partnership". He continued, "Women 
will not resolve their problems alone. 
That means partnership between all 
levels of government, partnership between 
NGOs, partnership with families, businesses, 
churches, the police force. That partnership is 
necessary for progress." Mr. Posai urged all 
Papua New Guinea men and women to "fight 
for general equality with vigour, for the better
ment of P N G " . 

Responding to the launch, the National Coun
cil of Women challenged the government to 
"put its money where its mouth was." Council 
President Maria Kopkop said, 'The Women's 
Policy is a challenge for the government to 

perform according to its promises, that is, to 
formulate a Budget that clearly and honestly 
recognises the vital input and productivity of 
50 percent of the nation's population." 

The policy has not come easy. Those involved 
in selling it to the public and the government 
met a lot of opposition. Many men opposed it 
on the grounds that it might elevate women 
above men. They had to be convinced that far 
from lifting women above men, the policy only 
seeks to create awareness and achieve recogni
tion of women's contribution to nation-build
ing, and to eliminate all forms of discrimina
tion against women. 

The National Council of Women has vowed to 
use the policy at every opportunity to remind 
the government of its commitment to ensure 
that women participate and benefit from 
developments taking place in the country. 
Copies of the P N G Women's Policy may be 
obtained from: 
Women's Division, Dept. of Home Affairs and 
Youth 
P.O. Box 7345 
B o r o k o N C D • 
Papua New Guinea. 

Source: Woimn's News, Vol. 8, Nos. 1 (sf 2, May 
1993. 
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Interview with Sandra Pierantozzi: 

Nipped at the Polls In Palau 
By Bernie Pereira 

Sandra Pierantozzi was the first woman to ever run for the number two job during the 
November 1992 national elections. She missed out by a narrow margin and in this interview, 
reflects on her pioneering political gamble. 

Why did you run? 
SP: I ran for the office of Vice-president because I 

thought that women should have active partici
pation in policy-making. It was a very enriching 
experience which forced me to see how people live 
and what their basic needs are. Because I am a 
woman I was able to do door-to-door campaign
ing. Palauan m^n don't go out campaigning. 
They sit at home and send their wives to do it. 

As a women did you get a lot of 
support from other women? 

SP: Unfortunately no. A big problem was jealousy. 
Somebody gave m£ a label for it - "professional 
jealousy ", which came mainly from my peer 
group. I am a member of a women's club and 
one day my friend asked me why my women's 
club was not supporting me. To my face they had 
said they were supporting me but it turned out 
that they weren't at all. I really have no answer 
as to why or how to change this sort of thing 
except that I believe that the mare we attend 
women's conferences, the more we understand 
the issues, the more we learn that as women we 
need to stand together to push each other up, not 
to pull each other dawn. 

If your peers were not comfortable 
with a woman, then who was? 

SP: In general I found that the older generation were 
happy to accept the idea of a woman in the job. 
Also, I had proven to them that I could do the 
job. In 1991 I became the first minister to 
balance Palau's budget and submit the 
presidential budget to the Senate on tim£. This 
good track record really helped. 

Do you feel defeated? 
SP: I don't consider it a defeat but a major milestone 

in the history of Pacific women. I am a trail-
blazer for women and that is what the younger 
generation was so excited about, that if I could 
do it so could they. 

Did the issue of you being a woman 
get raised a lot in the campaign? 

SP: Unfortunately yes. In one of my campaign 
rounds, one of the questions asked was that if I 
was elected as Vice-president and something 
happened to the President, could I, as woman, 
handle it ? I reminded them that in Palauan 
culture it is the women who bestow titles on the 
chiefs. If a chief doesn't behave, the woman can 
take his title away. So what's so odd about a 
woman as an elected leader? We just have to look 
back to our culture to see that the answers are 
there. 

In the end it wasn't being a woman that lost the 
campaign for me. The real problem was that I 
announced my candidacy very late so I didn't 
have time to campaign. I won't make that 
mistake again. This time I ran on the campaign 
slogan "Why not ? " Next time I'll be more positive 
and say "Of course." 

Source: Wom^n's News, Vol. 8, Nos. 1 isf 2, May 
1993. 
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Netherlands Association for Women's 
Interests, Women's Work and 

Equal Citizenship 

'X he Netherlands Association for Women's 
Interests started in 1894 as the Association for 
Women's Suffrage. It is not l inked to any 
political party. Its members form a cross-
section of political and non-political women 
from different social sectors, all involved in 
placing women's issues on the political 
agenda. It is affiliated with the International 
Alliance of Women ( lAW). The l A W s aim is ' 
Equal Rights - Equal Responsibilities. Equal 
political participation is one of its most 
important prerequisites. LAW has an N G O -
consultative status with various U N and other 
official international bodies. 

The Acfion.Men/Women 50/50 of the Neth
erlands Association for Women's Interests 
started in 1985 and aims at achieving equal 
representation of women and men - 50/50 - in 
political functions - by the year 2000! The 
Action M / W 50/50 wants to realize the demo
cratic principle that representative bodies 
should reflect the composition of the popula
tion. 

The Association for Women's Interests uses 
four strategies: 

* to broaden public support 
through consultation and coopera-

' tion with women's organizations 
and national machineries; 

* to emphasize the tremendous 
disadvantage women have in 
politics compared to men and seek 
ways to improve the situation; 

* to influence the attitudes and 
behavior by stimulating discussion 
on positive action and by propagat
ing measures why and how the 

number of women in politics can 
and should be increased; and 

-k to issue press releases and letters 
to both print and broadcast media. 

For more information contact: 
Netherlands Association for Women's Inter
ests, Women's Work and Equal Citizenship 

Oudegracht 139bis 
• 3511 AJ Utrecht 

The Netherlands 
Tel: (+31-30) 367415 

Fax: Joke Huisman-Vaal (+31-35) 891305 

Liberal Women's Brain Pool 
in Mongolia 

I_jiberal Women's Brain Pool (LEOS) is a 
voluntary non-governmental organization 
uniting the women supporting democratic 
views and processes. Its aim is to study the 
possibility of promoting talented professional 
women to serve the state and government's 
economic and political decision-making 
positions. 

It was founded on October 20, 1992 on the 
basis of a historical tradition admiring Mongo
lian women's wisdom, knowledge and ability; 
Mongolia's present social demand and con-
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sumption where highly qualified women in 
different professions are active in political and 
public life even though the percentage being 
elected to decision-making positions of the 
state, government, party, and public organiza
tions is still very low; and world trends promot
ing women to economic and political decision
making positions and increzise their influence 
and role in the society. 
LEOS projects and activities include an infor
mation fund related to women problems 
which was conceptualized to facilitate its 
overall program. O n this regard, a study is 
being conducted: 

* to identify a pool of talented 
professional women; 

ir to popularize these women 
through radio, television and 
press; and 

* to arrange work for indirectly 
influencing persons in decision
making positions of the state, 
government, party, and public 
organizations. 

For more information contact: 
Budragchaagiin Uranchimeg 

General Counci l of Mongolian Women's 
Federation 
Ulaanbaatar 

Mongolia 
Tel: 328060 

P. Altantsetseg 
Women's Council , Ulaanbaatar City 

Ulaanbaatar 
Mongolia 

Tel: 22913 

Jambalorjiin Erdenechimeg 
Kiiural of Citizen Representatives of the 

Capital City 
Sukhbaatar Square, 11 

Ulaanbaatar 
Mongolia 

Tel: 22007 

And now for the bad news... 

Dutch Party to Exclude Women 

T 
JL he Dutch right-wing protestant party SGP, 

have decided to ban women from party mem
bership. This decision was based on their 
interpretation of the bible that women should 
not be politically active. The conspicuous vote 
came from the men, though women have a 
total two-thirds voting membership. 

The motion was met with aversion by most 
other political parties and the women's move
ment. Upon the request of the women's 
groups, the Dutch Prosecution Office will start 
an investigation on the legitimacy of the SGP 
decision. 

The motion also contradicts the policies of the 
state as the Dutch government favors the 
adoption of the Convention on the Elimina
tion of all Forms of Discrimination Against 
Women (CEDAW). 

Source: Women Envision, No. 8, December 1993 
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Bangkok 
Over four hundred women communicators 
from media organizations and networks in 
more than 80 countries in all continents of the 
world met in Bangkok, Thailand (12 -17 
February 1994) to discuss issues related to the 
theme of Women Empowering Communica
tion. The conference was organized by the 
World Association for Christian Communica
tions (WACC) in London , Isis International in 
Manila and International Women's Tribune 
Centre (IWTC) in New York. 

In a final statement, participants declared: 

O u r goal is a more just, people-centred and 
sustainable world order. We are concerned 
about development trends: globilisation of 
economies and the media. This is leading to 
centralisation of control over both resources 
and decision-making, with the result that one 
culture dominates and marginalises women, 
nature, minorities and indigenous and Third 
World peoples. 

Women are concerned with the basic needs of 
our societies, with the creation of life and the 
preservation of the environment, but we are at 
the bottom of all hierarchies including reli
gious bodies. If our interests are met, the 
interests of all humanity will also be satisfied. 
As women working in communication, we see 
our role as one of ensuring that women's 
interests, aspirations and visions are centrally 
located and disseminated. 

The so-called 'mainstream' media are a male-
dominated tool used by those in power. At the 
global level they are controlled by the North; 
nationally they are in the hands of the local 
elite. As they are now structured, the media 
propagate unsustainable lifestyles, militarism, 
growing pauperisation and consumption 
patterns which turn people into consumers 
not only of goods but of ideas and ideologies: 
women, children and the majority of men are 
invisible and their voices are unheard. There is 
particular lack of respect for the integrity and 
dignity of women: stereotyped and dehuman
ised, we have been turned into commodities. 
The excessive use of violence in these media 
is destroying the sensibilities of all humanity. 

For all these reasons it is essential to promote 
forms of communication that not only chal
lenge the patriarchal nature of media but 
strive to decentralise and democratise them: to 
create media that encourage dialogue and 
debate; media that advance women and peo
ples' creativity; media that reaffirm women's 
wisdom and knowledge, and that make people 
into subjects rather than objects or targets of 
communication. Media which are responsive 
to people's needs. 

In the years since the Nairobi World Confer
ence on Women, which closed the United 
Nations Decade for Women in 1985, our 
networks and levels of organisation have 
grown. We have made many interventions and 
taken many actions at all levels: local, national, 
regional and international. Yet despite our 
achievements, negative global trends have 
become more powerful. 

In this context, we examined various strategies 
aimed at strengthening and empowering our 
communications. They include: 

-k Strengthening peoples', and more speci
fically women's media, including story-telling, 
visual and performances arts, which bui ld on 
their knowledge, wisdom and creativity. 

The integration of humane values into 
our media creations such as harmony with 
nature, cooperation, nurturing, caring, love 
and compassion, and our struggles for free
dom, to ensure that our alternatives do not 
become hierarchical, undemocratic and 
elitist. 

ir Education and Training methodologies 
to access existing media for women's organisa
tions and community groups in order that 
they can effectively communicate their own 
messages and concerns. 

* Increased opportunities for technical 
training for women i n the area of communica
tions. 

•k The incorporation of gender-sensitivity, 
local history and cultural diversity i n the 
education and training of professionals in the 
field of communications. 
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if T h e development of national c u r r i c u l a 
tha t encourages critical t h i n k i n g a m o n g future 
genera- t ions through formal a n d n o n - f o r m a l 
e d u c a t i o n . 

* The expansion o f gender-specif ic m e d i a 
research and d o c u m e n t a t i o n at the loca l level. 

•k P r o m o t i n g lobbies a n d campaigns 
directed at o p i n i o n makers a n d m e d i a con
sumers to raise p u b l i c awareness o n h o w issues 
of development affect w o m e n . 

if S trengthening m o n i t o r i n g networks wi th 
legal backing to guarantee the democrat i c 
f u n c t i o n i n g of m e d i a . 

ir Strengthening o u r l inkages wi th p o t e n 
t ia l allies throughout hierarchies (govern
m e n t , politicians, corporat ions , d o n o r s , m e d i a 
managers) to turn strategies i n t o concrete 
ac t ions . 

if B u i l d i n g links a n d sol idarity between 
w o m e n a n d gender-sensitive m e n w o r k i n g i n 
m e d i a at a l l levels a n d i n a l l c o n d i t i o n s . 

if C o n t i n u i n g to b u i l d l inks a m o n g 
w o m e n ' s networks and forge broader l inks 
•mth o t h e r people-oriented networks. 

if P i n p o i n t i n g special n e t w o r k i n g cons id
era t ions a n d strengthening i n f o r m a t i o n 
exchanges : between u r b a n a n d r u r a l groups 
a n d organisations, across language barriers, at 
v a r i e d levels of consciousness a n d access to 
technology, in oppressive condi t ions . 

if E n s u r i n g the widest a n d most a p p r o p r i 
ate dissemination of i n f o r m a t i o n related to 
U n i t e d Nations meetings that c o n c e r n 
p e o p l e ' s lives and future, i n c l u d i n g t r a i n i n g 
i n methodologies o n how to use this 
i n f o r m a t i o n . 

* W o m e n ' s part icipation a n d the i n c l u 
s i o n o f w o m e n ' s perspectives to be assured i n 
a l l stages o f the preparatory process o f these 
meet ings . 

We a lso ca l led o n the conference organisers 
to s p e a r h e a d the f o l l o w i n g activities: 

A w o r l d w i d e effort to d o c u m e n t a l l 
forms o f w o m e n ' s c o m m u n i c a t i o n practices, 
a n d organise workshops o n h o w they can be 
used effectively. 

* E x p l o r e possibil i t ies for estabUshing a 
w o m e n ' s satellite network. 

if Ensure swift g l o b a l d i s seminat ion o f 
w o m e n ' s views at the 1995 W o r l d C o n f e r e n c e 
o n W o m e n a n d N G O F o r u m i n B e i j i n g via 
satellite c o m m u n i c a t i o n s . 

* Organise a v ideo p r o d u c t i o n o n 
w o m e n ' s lives a r o u n d the w o r l d f o r viev«ng 
a n d d isseminat ion at B e i j i n g . 

if B u i l d suppor t for o n e day d u r i n g the 
B e i j i n g conference w h e n m e d i a houses w o r l d 
wide p r o m o t e p r o g r a m m i n g by a n d about 
w o m e n . 

if Organise one day at the start o f 1995 for 
the m o n i t o r i n g o f a l l m e d i a a n d use data as 
the basis f o r an analysis o f where w o m e n are. 

* B u i l d suppor t for 1996 to be dec lared 
Internat ional Year o f W o m e n C o m m u n i c a t i n g . 

We fur ther recognise that to achieve o u r goal 
o f social just ice a n d part ic ipatory democracy, 
we sha l l have to b r i n g pressure to bear o n 
those w h o now h o l d power. A n d so we ident i 
fied the f o l l o w i n g strategies o n w h i c h to focus 
these efforts: 

Governments and Policy-Makers 

T o i m p l e m e n t the n u m e r o u s in ternat ional 
convent ions a n d agreements re la t ing to 
w o m e n i n c l u d i n g the N a i r o b i Forward 
L o o k i n g Strategies, the C o n v e n t i o n o n the 
E l i m i n a t i o n o f A l l F o r m s o f D i s c r i m i n a t i o n 
Against W o m e n , the V i e n n a Declarat ion o n 
H u m a n Rights , A g e n d a 21. 

Funding Organizations 

T o re-examine their f u n d i n g pol ic ies g i v i n g 
pr ior i ty to s t rengthening women 's m e d i a a n d 
c o m m u n i c a t i o n s networks t h r o u g h s u p p o r t 
that is relevant, practical a n d substantial . 

Bangkok 
17 February, 1994 
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sis International is an international non-governmental women's organization, founded in 1974 to 
promote ttie empowerment of women through information sharing, communicat ion a n d networking. Its 
network reaches over 50,000 individuals a n d organizations in 150 countries, from grassroots groups to 
policymakers. Isis International's activities include resource centers a n d information sharing, publications 

a n d communications, health networking, a d v o c a c y of women's issues a n d skills sharing. It has two offices, one 
in Santiago, Chile a n d the other in Mani la, Philippines. 

Isis International Resource Centers 

The Resource Center of e a c h office houses a col lection of documentat ion a n d information from all over the 
world on a wide range of development a n d women's issues. This information is processed by the Resource Center 
and Information Program of e a c h office a n d incorporated into bibl iographic, human resources a n d d a t a bases. 
It is m a d e avai lable to all interested groups, institutions a n d individuals through information services and 
specialized publications including resource directories, bibliographic catalogues a n d publications on specific 
themes. The Resource Centers are also open to visitors. 
Regular Resource Center publications include the bilingual Sose de Dafos Mujer - Women's Data Base a n d 
Documenfas, a bibl iographic bulletin in Spanish, from our office in Chile a n d Resource Update, a bibliographic 
bulletin and Information Packs on key issues, in English from our office in the Philippines. 

Isis International Publications 

The Communicat ion Networking Program of e a c h office publishes a quarterly magazine: Mujeres en Accion, 
in Spanish, from our office in Chile a n d Women in Action, in English, from our office in the Philippines. These 
publications bring together information, analyses a n d perspectives about a n d from women around the world 
a n d serve as communicat ion channels for sharing ideas, experiences a n d models of organization a n d action. 
Books on key issues are published twice a year in Spanish through the Isis Internacional Ediciones d e las Mujeres 
in Chile and on an occas ional basis in English through the Isis International Book Series in the Philippines. 
The Women's Health Journal in English is published by the Health Networking Program of our office in Chile with 
the collaboration of the office in the Philippines. The office in Chile also publishes the Spanish language Revista 
de la Red Salud de las Mujeres Latino Americanas y del Caribe. Women Envision, a monthly newsletter in English 
is published by the A d v o c a c y a n d Campaigns Program in our office in the Philippines. It contains information 
on activities leading up to the World Conference and N G O Forum in China 1995 a n d other international meetings 
a n d campaigns. 

Health Networking 

The Health Networking Program of our office in Chile coordinates the Latin Amer ican a n d Car ibbean Women's 
Health Network while the office in the Philippines undertakes health networking activities in the Asia-Pacific 
Region. Both offices offer health information services a n d resource materials. 

Advocacy, Campaigns and Policy 

Our office in Chile coordinates the Information a n d 
Policy Program on Vio lence Against Women in Latin 
Amer ica a n d the Car ibbean. The A d v o c a c y a n d C a m 
paigns Program of the office in the Philippines produces 
Act ion Alerts on campaigns , actions and solidarity a p 
peals of women's groups a n d networks around the worid. 

Networking Services 

Both offices offer referral a n d assistance to individuals 
and organizations, locally a n d internationally in linking 
with others around the worid. 

Training 

Both offices offer technical assistance a n d training in 
communication and information management a n d in 
the use of new information technologies. 
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"Creative women are not 
necessarily ttiose who hold 
political power... (but) ...those 
who introduce into life other 
and new dimensions of the 
human experience and vision. 
The concept of power 
underlying the expression 
'political power' is a 
mechanistic one but we no 
longer live in the realm of 
simple and harsh mechanical 
facts. Women, though 
exercising functions which 
traditionally belong to the 
political power sphere can only 
succeed Insofar as they 
exercise leadership and not 
power. Political power for 
women always risksr^--'-
appropriation of its goafs by 
those who have no Interest in 
the issues for which women ore 
fighting. Leadership cannot be 
wiped out by electoral vote. It 
means sense of purpose and 
direction, the capacity to 
generate energy. It is a 
permanent commitment to 
others and to society." 

Maria de Lourdes Pintasilgo 


