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The International Institute for Democracy and Electoral
Assistance (IDEA), an intergovernmental organization
with member states across all continents, seeks to sup-
port sustainable democracy in both new and long-esta-
blished democracies. Drawing on comparative analysis
and experience, IDEA works to strengthen electoral pro-
cesses, enhance political equality and participation and
develop democratic institutions and practices. The
inclusive and responsive nature of those institutions is
considered of particular importance if there is to be
effective governance, benefiting a wide spectrum of
groups in society. In this context, IDEA is committed to
promoting women’s participation and representation in
political life. 

The implementation of gender quotas is increasingly
viewed as an important policy measure for increasing
women’s access to decision-making bodies. The intro-
duction of gender quota systems is highly influenced by
recommendations from international organizations and
cross-country inspiration. In 1995, the Beijing Platform
for Action called on governments to take measures to
ensure women’s equal access to, and full participation in,
power structures and decision-making bodies, and to set
specific targets and implement measures to increase sub-
stantially the number of women, through positive
action, among other means. Gender quotas present us
with new challenges, both in practice and as a new field
of research. IDEA is engaged in a research project on the
implementation and practice of quotas in a global per-
spective in cooperation with Stockholm University’s
Department of Political Science. By comparing the use
of gender quotas in different political contexts it is pos-
sible to gauge whether, and under what conditions, quo-
tas can be successfully implemented. This project aims
to raise awareness about the use of gender quotas as an
instrument to increase women’s political representation
and to show that they can and are being applied suc-
cessfully. IDEA also seeks to develop skills and know-
ledge as well as useful networks and partners among the
interested parties to assist them in making progress in
this important policy area. 

As a means of generating comparative information
on quotas, IDEA is convening a series of regional work-
shops. This report documents the discussion and fin-
dings from the first in the series, The Implementation of
Quotas: Asian Experiences, which is to be followed by

workshops in Latin America, Africa, Eastern Europe and
the Caucasus and the Arab World. The workshop was
held in Jakarta, Indonesia, in September 2002. IDEA
has been operating a country programme in Indonesia
since 1999, and the location of the meeting proved
timely given the vigorous debate regarding quota imple-
mentation that was going on during 2002. The debate
culminated in the passage of a new Electoral Law in
February 2003, which carries the provision that political
parties ‘should consider’ including women as 30 per cent
of all electoral candidates. While weak in its implemen-
tation, this was a mild victory for the groups that had
lobbied hard for quotas, and it is viewed as a first step
toward gender equality within political institutions in
the country. 

IDEA’s workshop on quotas in Asia was supported by
many individuals and organizations in Indonesia and
the region, and we are grateful for their enthusiasm and
experience. We thank Professor Drude Dahlerup from
Stockholm University for her expertise and knowledge
in organizing the event, and the staff at IDEA’s offices in
Jakarta and Stockholm, especially Jocevine Faralita and
Kathy Hyttinge, for assisting with logistics and arrange-
ments for this event. 

We also thank the speakers and authors who made
this report possible, particularly Professor Najma
Chowdhury, Professor Drude Dahlerup, Dr Chusnul
Mar’iyah, Ms Milena Pires, Dr Vasanthi Raman, and Dr
Socorro Reyes. From IDEA we are especially grateful for
the expertise and untiring efforts of Ms Julie Ballington,
Manager of the Gender Project, and Ms Cecilia Bylesjö,
IDEA’s gender consultant in Indonesia, who pulled the
event and report together. We also thank Dr Patrick
Molutsi, Director of the Political Parties and Institutions
Programme, and Dr Sakuntala Kadirgamar-
Rajasingham, Manager of the South Asia Programme,
for their input. Lastly, we would like to thank IDEA’s
member states and the Swedish International
Development Cooperation Agency (Sida), for their sup-
port which made this event possible. 

Karen Fogg
Secretary-General

International IDEA
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quota implementation and enforcement, and to
develop a network of researchers and experts wor-
king in this field. The workshop held in Jakarta on
Asian experiences with quotas was the first in the
series. Asia is an interesting region in terms of gau-
ging experimentation with quotas, providing some
of the earliest examples in the world. Pakistan imple-
mented ‘reservations’ as far back as 1956, and
Bangladesh implemented reserved seats for women
in the 1970s. Today, constitutional quotas exist in
India and previously in Bangladesh, and legislated
quotas are implemented in Pakistan, Indonesia and
China. As a region, there is a tendency for quota pro-
visions to be legislated, rather than for political par-
ties to implement their own informal party quotas,
as is common in Western Europe and parts of Africa.
There is also a tendency for quotas to take the form
of reserved seats, a popular method of quota imple-
mentation in first-part-the-post systems, which tend
to predominate in the region.

The objective of the workshop was to provide a
forum to analyse comparative information and
trends, share experiences and provide networking
opportunities for those involved in this debate in the
region. The workshop also aimed to encourage fur-
ther research about quotas for women. Key issues
examined include: the types of quotas in use in the
region (including legislated and political party quo-
tas); when, where and how quotas have worked; the
challenges of implementation and enforcement; and
the controversies concerning, and the consequences
of, the use of quotas. The resource people included
researchers and practitioners from Bangladesh,
India, Indonesia, East Timor, Pakistan and
Scandinavia. Other participants included researchers
and representatives from civil society organizations
and political institutions involved in gender equality

advocacy, democracy and electoral issues in
Indonesia. 

This report is structured around the themes
addressed in the Asian context, providing an overvi-
ew of the presentation and discussion that emerged.
The full papers submitted by the experts are also
included. The themes addressed include how to
lobby for and implement quotas, whether or not it is
desirable for quotas to be implemented by the inter-
national community, the negative effect of reserved
seats for women, and whether quotas lead to the
empowerment of women. Conclusions and areas for
further research are also presented. In this way it is
hoped that the report will serve not just as a record
of activity but also as a reference and information
document for ongoing discussions and planning
regarding women’s political participation in Asia. 

The project will result in a number of outputs,
including a continually updated web site on electoral
quotas for women, a handbook or series of policy
papers providing the above mentioned information
in a format accessible to a large audience, and an aca-
demic book produced by Drude Dahlerup of
Stockholm University, provisionally entitled Quotas:
A key to Equality? An international comparison of the
use of electoral quotas to obtain equal political
citizenship for women. More information about the
project and quotas for women is available at
www.quotaproject.org, or by contacting IDEA.

Julie Ballington

Programme Officer, Political Parties 
and Institutions Programme 

International IDEA

Obstacles to women’s political participation exist
throughout the world in prevailing social and econo-
mic regimes, as well as in existing political structures.
In 2003, the representation of women stands at 15
per cent globally. Although this total has increased in
recent years, minimal progress throughout the world
means that the ideal of parity remains a long way off.
Given the slow rate at which the representation of
women is increasing, various methods, such as elec-
toral quotas, have been proposed or implemented to
address the present gender imbalance in decision-
making. Consequently, governments and political
parties have experimented with different types of
quotas. Electoral quotas may be constitutionally or
legislatively mandated or take the form of political
party quotas. They usually set a target or minimum
threshold for women, and may apply to the number
of female candidates proposed by a party for elec-
tion, or they may take the form of reserved seats in
the legislature.

Increasing women’s representation and participa-
tion in decision-making bodies requires well-develo-
ped strategies and information about which measu-
res have worked successfully in different countries
with different political contexts. In terms of infor-
mation on quotas, there is limited comparative rese-
arch and information about how quotas have been
successfully, or unsuccessfully, implemented and
enforced. Certain country case studies or regional
studies are available, but there is a pressing need to
examine different country and regional examples to
assess the pros and cons of quota implementation on
a global and comparative basis. 

As the debate about the use of quotas as a tool to
increase the political participation of women gains
momentum, IDEA is participating in a global rese-
arch project leading to the production of a compara-

tive practical resource on electoral quotas for women
in collaboration with Stockholm University. The
project includes the first global comparative analysis
of the discursive controversies surrounding quotas
and how they work in practice. The project aims to
study the debates and decision-making processes
that led to the introduction of quotas, the imple-
mentation of various types, including formal and
informal quotas, and the consequences of quotas.

As a first step in this process, a Global Database of
Quotas for Women web site has been produced provi-
ding an overview of the use of electoral quotas for
women worldwide (www.quotaproject.org). It is a
joint project between IDEA and Stockholm
University’s Department of Political Science. The
web site provides information on the various types of
quotas in existence today, detailing the percentages
and targets in countries where they are applicable.
Data is presented for over 90 countries, including 74
countries where quotas have been stipulated in the
constitution, regulations and laws or where political
parties have implemented their own internal quotas.
However, as the web site provides quantitative infor-
mation about quota types and rules, it aims to pro-
vide the data and not to draw conclusions about the
connection between types of quota provisions and
the representation of women globally. Further quali-
tative research is needed to illustrate the effect of
quotas for women and quota enforcement in diffe-
rent countries, and the effect of other factors that
impact on the representation of women, such as the
strength of the women’s movement. 

As a means of collecting this much needed quali-
tative research, IDEA is convening a series of regio-
nal workshops during 2002-2004. These will bring
together researchers and practitioners in order to col-
lect country and region specific information on

About the Project and the Report
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1.1. Overview of Presentation

Professor Drude Dahlerup provided an introductory
overview of the use of electoral quotas for women in
global perspective. She noted that the implementa-
tion of gender quotas can be controversial but that
support for their implementation has, nonetheless,
been gaining momentum in many countries. We
might talk of a ‘quota fever’ in Asia, where even
China has adopted them at the local level. There is a
great need for research and fact finding on the issue
of quotas, to learn from the experiences, positive and
negative, of countries where quotas have been appli-
ed. 

The need to examine experiences with quotas pro-
vides the impetus for the project being conducted by
Prof. Dahlerup in the Department of Political
Science, Stockholm University, with the support of
the Swedish Research Council and IDEA. The rese-
arch will commence with fact finding on countries
where there is little information, to provide systema-
tic comparative knowledge. The research questions
are comparative and contextual, with the aim of pro-
viding an analysis of the effect of electoral quotas. 

The research questions focus mainly on the likeli-
hood of quotas being introduced in a country, the
likelihood of quotas being implemented, and the lik-
elihood that quotas will contribute to the empower-
ment of women in parliament. These questions need
to be considered in different contexts, for example,
in relation to the type of citizenship defined by a
country, which may be based on the individual or on
groups, the institutional setting, including the elec-
toral system, the political party structure and party
organization and the culture or ‘gender regime’ or
the type of power relations that are prevalent in soci-
ety. The primary areas of investigation include: (a)
the discourse, including the controversies, resistance
and support among the women’s movement, (b) the
decision-making process and key actors involved,
leading to the successful adoption of quotas, (c) the
implementation and enforcement provisions, and
(d) the consequences of quotas, intended and unin-
tended. It is anticipated that this study will cover 40
to 50 countries. The project is expected to result in a
thematic book on the use of quotas worldwide edi-
ted by Prof. Dahlerup, an IDEA and Stockholm

University global web site with information about
quotas and research in global perspective, an IDEA
handbook on the application of quotas available in
different languages, and a network of researchers
involved in the study of quotas. 

1.2. Overview of Discussion

In the question and answer session, the need for a
comparative study on quotas was highlighted. This
was particularly noted with regard to different expe-
riences of advocating for quotas. For example: how
were they lobbied for in Indonesia and could resis-
tance from political parties with their own interests
be overcome? Prof. Dahlerup noted that this is an
important area of investigation that will be covered
in the research, examining the decision-making pro-
cesses that led to the adoption of quotas, the advoca-
cy campaigns and how obstacles were overcome in a
comparative perspective. There is also a need to inve-
stigate whether, as a precondition, women need a
certain amount of power in society to lobby for quo-
tas successfully.

A further point was made in the discussion regar-
ding Indonesia, where at the time of the workshop,
women’s groups and activists were pushing strongly
for the adoption of quotas in the political party or
electoral law then under discussion. The quota deba-
te in Indonesia needs to be informed by two impor-
tant factors: there is still strong and adverse gender
stereotyping that creates an obstacle to lobbying
efforts, and there is often misinterpretation and mis-
understanding of religious teachings. The partici-
pants welcomed and applauded the research on quo-
tas being undertaken by IDEA and Stockholm
University. 

8
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For many years feminist organizations around the
world have looked upon the Scandinavian countries,
Sweden, Denmark, Norway and Finland, as a model
for women’s equality. One key factor has been the
very high representation that women have obtained
in parliaments and local councils in the
Scandinavian countries, especially since the 1970s. 

Table 1: Percentage of Women 

in Scandinavian Parliaments Today

Sweden 42% (1998)
Denmark 38% (2001)
Norway 36% (2001)
Finland 37% (1999)

This extraordinarily high level of representation
(seen in a global perspective) has led to the question:
“How did you come that far?” What can we learn
from the Scandinavian experience? As Nordic resear-
chers we have tried to answer these questions by
pointing to structural changes in these countries,
such as secularization, the strength of social demo-
cratic parties and the development of an extended
welfare state, women’s entrance into the labour mar-
ket in large numbers in the 1960s, the educational
boom in the 1960s, and the electoral system.
Strategic factors are also seen as important, especial-
ly the various strategies used by women’s organiza-

tions in the Nordic countries in order to raise wome-
n’s political representation. 

I will, however, argue that the Scandinavian expe-
rience cannot be considered a model today, because
it took 80 years to get that far. Today, the women of
the world are not willing to wait that long.

The introduction of electoral quotas is a symbol
of women’s impatience today and is often an efficient
tool for increasing women’s representation. A very
good example is South Africa, where the introduc-
tion of quotas by the African National Congress
(ANC) made women’s representation in this new
democracy jump to a world high of about 30 per
cent.1

Electoral Quotas 

Quotas are very controversial, yet several countries
around the world, including such diverse nations as
Argentina, Bosnia, France, South Africa, Sweden and
Uganda, have recently introduced gender quotas in
public elections. An electoral gender quota system
sets up a quantitative prescription for the minimum
representation of either sex, such as 40 per cent.
Sweden’s “every second a women” and “parité”
(France, Belgium) are other names for quota sys-
tems.

In political life, quotas have often raised vehement
debates. Research on quotas so far has tended to con-

Quotas - A Jump to Equality?
The Need for International Comparisons of the Use of Electoral 

Quotas to obtain Equal Political Citizenship for Women

By Drude Dahlerup

Why the Scandinavian Countries are No Longer a Model

centrate on these debates and on the actual decision-
making process. These discursive controversies are
also an essential part of the present research project,
but, in addition, an emphasis is being placed on the
too often neglected aspect of the troublesome imple-
mentation of quotas and on the consequences of
introducing quotas. From studies of single countries
we know that a decision to introduce a requirement
of a minimum of 30 per cent of each gender on the
electoral lists, for instance, does not automatically
lead to women acquiring 30 per cent of the seats.
Thus, by comparing the use of quotas in many simi-
lar and different political systems, it is possible to
highlight whether and under what conditions they
can be considered an equal policy measure that does
contribute to the stated goal: equal political citizens-
hip of women.

Introduction of quotas is always highly contro-
versial and yet the debates are often confused and
only understandable if the hidden assumptions
about women and the position of women are scruti-
nized. This makes it possible to see why quotas for
some are seen as discrimination and violation of the
principle of fairness, while others consider them a
compensation for structural barriers that prevent fair
competition. The idea of quotas is often in conflict
with other notions like the prevailing discourse of
fairness and competence, and the idea of individua-
lism. However, quotas are seen as an efficient measu-
re to reach “real” equality, that is, equality of results.

An unclear debate and lack of legitimacy of the
claim often leads to problems at the implementation
stage. In an earlier survey (about quotas) of political
parties in the Nordic countries and of women’s orga-
nizations in the same parties, the Norwegian Labour
Party stated that it takes three elections to implement
a quota system. This is because the party does not
throw out a male incumbent Member of Parliament
(MP) in order to include a women.

The results of previous single country studies are
quite diverse: from the partial failure of the attempt
to introduce women’s short lists in a single majority
electoral system like that of England, which never-
theless has shown some positive results,2 through
often “minimalistic” compliance with the rules by the
political parties in Latin America, which has resulted
in small and uneven gains in women’s representation
in the region,3 to the somewhat stigmatizing conse-
quences of reserved seats for women in Uganda.4

Research on Women in Politics

Today, we see a worldwide increase in women’s repre-
sentation, but the regional differences are immense
(world average 14 per cent)5. The international rese-
arch community has taken a strong interest in the
results of Nordic research, because, since the 1970s,
the representation of women here has been extraor-
dinarily high by international standards. This has
sometimes been attributed to the introduction of
quotas.6 However, this is not accurate, since quotas
in the Nordic countries were introduced after wome-
n’s representation had taken off in the 1970s, and
not all Nordic political parties use quotas, mostly
centre and leftist parties. Furthermore, the few
Danish parties with quotas abolished the system
after just a few years. The Swedish principle of “every
second a women” is not even considered a quota sys-
tem by the general public, even if it is in fact a radi-
cal one, demanding, and in many cases leading to,
50 per cent of each sex as a result.

We need more international comparative studies
of quota systems and of women in politics in gene-
ral.7 The many empirical single country studies and
anthologies of women in politics over the past two
decades8 have paved the way for new, cross-national
comparative research projects.

Research on gender and politics has tried to ans-
wer the two most frequently asked questions, which
from a research perspective are rather complicated.
First, how did this increase in women’s representa-
tion come about?9 Second, what difference does it
make to have many women in politics?10 The inter-
action between the elected women and women’s
organizations has been seen as important to the per-
formance of female politicians and vice versa.11 One
conclusion is especially relevant for the introduction
of quotas: in almost all political systems, no matter
what electoral regime, it is the political parties, not
the voters, that constitute the real gatekeepers to
elected offices. Consequently, party nomination
practices should be kept in focus.12

A new trend is also the growing interest in theore-
tical questions within gender studies, including the
study of gender and politics. The concept of citizens-
hip has been central to many feminist research pro-
jects in recent years, focusing on welfare state deve-
lopment and on the historical connection between
political, social and civic citizenship.13 The concept
of citizenship focuses our attention on comparisons
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between the political exclusion and inclusion of
women and that of other groupings or categories.
The new philosophical discussion of women as a con-
tested category is also highly relevant for studies of
gender and politics, and will be examined later.

The Stockholm University Research

Project: “Quotas - A Key to Equality?” 

Quotas in politics, the labour market and universiti-
es may been seen as an expression of growing impa-
tience among the supporters of equal political and
social citizenship for women, since quotas can lead
to a quantitative jump - if implemented. Whether
quotas per se lead to a qualitative change, that is, to
actual empowerment of women, or may even cause a
certain stigmatization, is an open question which
needs further investigation.

There is a clear consensus among comparative stu-
dies of the representation of women in parliament
that quotas make a positive impact on the numbers
of women represented. To date, there has been no
evaluation of the extent to which the form and effi-
cacy of gender quotas are determined by the model
of citizenship and political system operating within
particular countries. This project addresses this
absence. It seeks to establish whether the precise
form and perceived efficacy of quotas depend on the
nature of citizenship at a discursive level, and the
nature of the political system at an institutional level.

The use of quotas is increasingly influenced by
international recommendations and by cross-coun-
try inspiration. The international idea of quotas,
however, encounters very different contexts in indi-
vidual countries. This meeting is the core of the pro-
ject. Consequently, quotas are being introduced in
countries that do not have a  long history of mobili-
zation of women and of women’s integration into the
labour market and political life as the background
for introducing quotas, as was the case in the Nordic
countries.14 There are several models concerning the
empowerment of women, usually defined as the abi-
lity to act and to prevent action, while citizenship
refers to rights and to capacities for collective action. 

The theoretical discussion 

In the discussion of quotas, several important discus-
sions about principles merge. Quotas represent a
change in public equality policy, from “equal oppor-
tunities” to “equality of results”. But quotas also

touch on fundamental questions in democratic the-
ory and in feminist theory, and this project intends
to contribute to these theoretical discussions.15

In her classic text, Hanna Pitkin argues that there
is no common understanding about the nature of
representation and about what fair representation
is.16 In terms of the distinction between representa-
tion of ideas versus social representation,17 quotas for
women fall within the latter. Opponents of quota
systems often argue from the standpoint of the first
position. Concepts of universal versus differentiated
citizenship are under discussion here. Also at play are
different concepts of the role of the politician: the
delegate with a closed mandate versus the true repre-
sentative or the public servant versus the group
representative.18

Anne Phillips advocates gender quotas in a system
that combines a politics of ideas with a politics of pre-
sence. Even if she sees the many arguments against
quotas, Anne Phillip asks why everybody agrees on
the demand for the equal participation of women,
but not for equal representation? The fact that
women all over the world have been excluded from
representation must be taken as the starting point,
not the abstract principles of representation.19

Even if quotas often meet with suspicion, all elec-
toral systems include some kind of quotas, for
instance, geographical based quotas, where more
densely populated areas are given a disproportional
number of seats in parliament. The relationship bet-
ween gender quotas and quotas for other social grou-
pings is complicated, since there are women in all
(other) social groups.

Quotas touch on the discussion of why women’s
representation is important. Three arguments are
made today, including those used in the campaigns
for suffrage: (a) women represent half of the popula-
tion and have the right to half of the seats (the justi-
ce argument); (b) women have different experiences
(biologically or socially constructed) that ought to be
represented (the experience argument); and (c)
women and men have partly conflicting interests and
thus men cannot represent women (the interest group
argument).20 A fourth argument deals with the
importance of women politicians as role models that
may pave the way for other women.

In her book Gender and Citizenship, Birte Siim21

distinguishes between three models of citizenship:
the liberal (the UK, the USA), the participatory

1312

Q
u

o
ta

s
 - A

 J
u

m
p

 to
 E

q
u

a
lity

?

(Scandinavia) and the republican (France). The
introduction by Belgium and France of quotas under
the name of parité is supposed to transcend the con-
troversial concept of group representation. Based on
and developing a republican understanding of citi-
zenship, parité does not mean simply adding women,
but implies the recasting of the social pact that ena-
bles women to be representatives of the universal.
This allows ample room for the recognition of a plu-
rality that is irreducible to the plurality of opinions
and therefore makes room for the introduction of
otherness in representation.22

Quotas also touch on the present philosophical
dilemma within feminist theory about “the category
women” and point to the old problem, so well-
known by the feminist movement, that not all
women identify with the group “women”. Women as
a group is both the Achilles heel of the feminist
movement and its raison d’être.

The proletariat say “We”, Negroes also. Regarding
themselves as subjects, they transform the bourgeois, the
whites, into “others”. But women do not say “We”...
Men say “women”, and women use the same word in
referring to themselves23

The present critique within feminist theory is
partly a critique of Western ethnocentrism, stressing
the principle of multiple identities, and partly a post-
structuralist critique, that feminism tends to con-
struct the very category it wants to dissolve.24 But
instead of labelling it with static concepts of “essen-
tialism”, the dilemmas it and strategic choices of
women in various contexts should be explored empi-
rically.25 Studying quota systems implies analysing
what concepts of representation and what under-
standing of women as a group are at play in the
worldwide discussions of quotas for women.

International Comparisons 

of Electoral Gender Quotas

A comparative research design allows for analysis of
how quotas are introduced and of work in different
contexts (structures as well as actors). A selected
number of countries from all regions in the world
will be included, based on the expertise of the inter-
national research network created for this project. It
will be necessary to supplement previous single
country studies to fill gaps. The project will result in
articles for scientific journals and a larger book on
quotas, which will include single country studies by

the internationally well-reputed scholars, in addition
to chapters dealing with the comparative aspects.
Furthermore, a handbook for a general audience is
planned in cooperation with International IDEA,
Stockholm. The international project will deal with
the following four aspects of quotas as a policy mea-
sure (a-d):

a. The Discourse

The Stockholm University project will study the
debate on quotas. This seems to be peculiar to each
country, as it is connected to other recent debates
and to the general discourse on the meaning of gen-
der and on democratic representation (see above).
Even if discourses are increasingly international, the
actual debates still take place predominantly within
national or regional linguistic boundaries. Thus
Mala Htun and Mark P. Jones argue that the princi-
ples of gender equality in Latin America have been
gradually incorporated into the prevailing under-
standing of democracy and modernity, which gives
quotas a symbolic value.26 Notions of difference ver-
sus sameness are at play in these debates: whether
quotas are seen as a temporary or permanent means
can be used as a test of the ontological understanding
of gender differences.27 Furthermore, if quotas are
the answer, what then is the understanding of the
problem and how is it constructed in the public
debate?28

b. The Decision-Making Process

The project will compare the decision-making pro-
cess in the included countries. Here the institutional
setting, the party structure and the influence of the
women’s movement become crucial. Who were the
main actors behind the introduction of quotas?
Some countries have introduced quotas by amen-
ding their constitution or by law. In these cases, the
state intervenes in order to secure equal representa-
tion. In the Nordic countries, gender quotas have
only been decided by law in the case of appointed
representation on public committees and boards.29 In
public elections in the Nordic countries, quotas are
exclusively based on the political parties’ own deci-
sions, as in the case of the Swedish “zipper system”.
Consequently, it is easy to remove quotas again, as
the Danish case reveals. 



c. The Implementation 

of Different Kinds of Quotas

The project will scrutinize the implementation pro-
cess, a usually neglected aspect of quotas - carried out
by researchers as well as by policy-makers. This study
deals only with quotas that are applied in processes
of selection potential or actual candidates for public
elections. The issue of internal party quotas is thus
omitted, as are quotas for public commissions and
boards. National elections are the main focus, but
regional and local public elections are included, pro-
viding the data is available. 

Even if constitutional amendments and new elec-
toral laws may seem more commanding, when it
comes to implementation it is not at all evident that
this method is more efficient than party decisions. It
all depends on the actual rules and possible sanctions
for non-compliance. A distinction must be made
between: (a) the pool of potential candidates, (b) the
actual nominees, and (c) the elected. There are exam-
ples of quota requirements on all three levels, but
most quota systems relate to the second level. Here
the crucial question is where, for example, the 40 per
cent of required women are placed on the lists or if
the districts offer real chances of election. The partly
unsuccessful “women’s short lists” in England pre-
sent an example at the first level, which broadens the
pool from which the selection committee or the pri-
mary may chose candidates. “Reserved seats for
women” is a different quota system, in which certain
seats are set aside, as in Uganda, for example, where
certain regional seats are reserved for women.30

This comparative study can contribute to a much
more solid understanding of how different types of
quotas work, seen in relation to different electoral
and nomination systems (such as primaries or not,
the degree of centralization of the party organiza-
tions, closed versus open lists). It is a preliminary
finding that quotas are less likely to be applied and
to succeed in electoral systems based on single-mem-
ber constituencies, where each party only presents
one candidate - contrary to proportional representa-
tion (PR) systems. But even in a PR-system, small
parties and parties in small constituencies have diffi-
culties implementing quotas without controversial
central interference in the usual prerogatives of the
local party organization to select their own candida-
tes.31 Thus conflicts with other principles might hin-
der implementation. The legitimacy of the quota sys-

tem is crucial. It is one of the hypotheses of this pro-
ject that the character of the debate leading to the
introduction of quotas is just as important to the
result as the electoral system.

d. Consequences of Quotas 

The result of introducing quotas will be studied in
quantitative as well as in qualitative terms. Electoral
statistics can tell the number of women elected.
Unfortunately, the official electoral statistics in many
countries do not have sufficient data on those nomi-
nated by sex, which must be provided through other
channels, for example, through the parties. The con-
sequences of quotas should also be studied in quali-
tative terms, looking into both the intended and the
unintended consequences (such as stigmatization,
glass ceilings preventing the percentage of women
from rising above the quota requirement - or unin-
tended splits between different groups of women).

The preliminary hypothesis of this project is that
quotas that rest on previous mobilization and inte-
gration of women into all parts of society have a bet-
ter chance of succeeding than those without this pre-
condition, leading to permanent empowerment of
women with equal political citizenship. Since quotas
in themselves do not remove all of the other barriers
to the full citizenship of women, the crucial question
is whether quotas imposed because of international
inspiration without mobilization among larger
groups of women themselves can achieve the goal.
Does a critical mass of women count in itself?32

The interplay between the national and the interna-
tional level will also be subject to analysis, especially
the influence of the many international bodies that
increasingly issue recommendations and even rules
in the field of equality policy. Quotas have been
recommended by the United Nations (UN), the
Inter-Parliamentary Union (IPU), the European
Union (EU) and the Organization for Security and
Co-operation in Europe (OSCE), and in internatio-
nal instruments like the Convention on the
Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination Against
Women (CEDAW) and the Beijing Platform for
Action. Many international organizations have wor-
ked on this question: IDEA, the OSCE, the IPU and
the EU, which all have projects on women and deci-
sion-making. No doubt, these international recom-
mendations have given legitimacy to the use of quo-
tas. 
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To what extent and under which circumstances
has it been possible for actors like the women’s move-
ment to use the international recommendations and
cross-national cooperation between organizations to
promote their case at home? The theoretical frame-
work for this study is the present discussion as to
whether social movements in general derive more
opportunities through internationalization and glo-
balization, or whether in fact they are disempowered
by these developments, unless they give up their very
character as democratic grassroots movements and
become professional non-governmental organisa-
tions (NGOs).33

The Importance of Research 

on Quotas

Studying various quota regimes will contribute to
the theoretical discussion of notions of equality, of
representative democracy and of understandings of
gender in politics. Through international compari-
son of the use of quotas, new knowledge is produced,
especially about a previously neglected aspect: the
implementation of quotas and the consequences and
outcomes of introducing quotas under various con-
ditions. The results will be relevant for research into
equality policies and affirmative action in other
fields, for example, in the labour market.

This knowledge will also be useful to policy-
makers working on equality policies and affirmative
action. Under what conditions do quotas contribute
to the empowerment of women in politics? When do
quotas lead to stigmatization? Today, decisions to use
quotas are often based on insufficient discussion of
the principles and a lack of knowledge of whether
specific types of quotas do lead to the stated goal.
The publishing of a global handbook on the imple-
mentation of quotas together with IDEA will make
the research results available to a larger audience. In
general terms, this project will contribute to our
understanding of the interaction between discourse,
institutional setting and actor strategies in promo-
ting policy change and new policy outcomes.
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2 fears that the question of women’s reservations will
raise questions about caste, religion and other ‘divisi-
ve’ categories. As Dr Raman notes: ‘The crux of the
issue is whether indeed the generalized opposition
and exclusion of women characteristic of society is a
sufficient basis for transcending the divisions of
caste, religion and ethnicity and whether indeed the
women’s movement is representative enough to
affect such a unity’. 

2.2. Overview of Discussion

The example of India shows that the introduction
and implementation of quotas can have a great
impact in terms of ensuring women access to politi-
cal institutions and decision-making bodies. The
participants raised the issue of the problems of
implementing the Reservation Bill at the national
level, and whether this was in any way tied to a per-
ception that real power does not lie at the panchayat
level but rather at the national level, and hence there
is a reluctance to give up that power. The discussion
also stressed the importance of political parties wit-
hin the process, and the participants agreed that to
gain the parties’ support in introducing and imple-
menting quotas was an essential part of creating a
strong foundation for increased gender equality. It
was agreed that a demand for gender equality requi-
red extensive research and comparative studies to
overcome the above mentioned obstacles.
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The second theme of the workshop focused on dif-
ferent strategies that have been used to lobby for, and
indeed legislate and implement, quotas at the local
level in India. While quotas at the local level have
been implemented successfully, quotas at the natio-
nal level have not been adopted and the issue has
remained on the parliamentary agenda for many
years. The purpose of this session was to discuss lob-
bying efforts and the legal discussion preceding the
implementation of quotas at the local level, and to
examine the ongoing advocacy that is taking place
around the Women’s Reservation Bill, which propo-
ses a reservation of 30 per cent for women at the
national level. 

2.1. Overview of Presentation

The discussion of quotas for women should be seen
as part of a wider discussion of reservations for his-
torically disadvantaged groups. Dr Vasanthi Raman’s
presentation examined the issue of quotas for margi-
nalized groups in India. She also presented the expe-
riences of quotas at the local government level, and
analysed the different positions regarding the Eighty-
Fourth Amendment Bill, which seeks to reserve 30
per cent of seats at the national level for women. Dr
Raman noted that the issue of separate political
reservations for women first emerged during the
course of the nationalist movement in the 1920s, but
the principle reason for opposing the suggestion of
reserved seats then was that it was at odds with
women’s demands for universal adult suffrage and
the right to stand for election on the same terms as
men. The issue of reservations for other backward
caste groups was brought up again by civil society
organizations in the 1950s when special provision
for the ‘scheduled castes’ and ‘scheduled tribes’ was
written into the Constitution of India and reserved
seats in parliament for these groups were allocated. 

The question of quotas or reserved seats for
women emerged again in 1974 with the Report of
the Committee on the Status of Women in India
(CSWI). The report noted that women’s presence in
the state and central legislatures had been declining
over the past 25 years. While some activists were in
favour of reservations, most women legislators were
of the opinion that quotas were retrogressive and

contradicted the principle of equality enshrined in
the constitution. However, Vasanthi Raman descri-
bed the debate as fruitful and one of the positive out-
comes was that it resulted in an agreement among
parties that there was a need for reserved seats for
women at the local level and in particular for women
from lower castes. In the 1990s, the issue was once
again raised and the recommendation of the CSWI
regarding reserved seats for women at the local level
was passed by parliament in the Seventy-Third
Amendment to the Indian Constitution in 1992,
which came into effect on 24 April 1993. The
amendment mandates that there be one-third repre-
sentation for women in the local self governing insti-
tutions (panchayats); within this one-third represen-
tation for women, the women from the Scheduled
Caste and the Scheduled Tribes were to be given
representation in proportion to their percentage in
the population at the three different levels, that is, at
the village cluster level, and at the block and district
levels. The reserved seats for women opened the door
to women’s political participation. In 1994 and 1995
the first round of elections at the village level were
held and nearly one million women entered the poli-
tical institutions of local self-government. The
second round of elections to the local bodies took
place in 2000. 

When quotas or reserved seats were introduced at
the local level, the women’s movement continued to
lobby parliamentarians to agree on implementing
the reservations at the national level. The Eighty-
Fourth Constitution Amendment Bill, or Women’s
Reservation Bill, seeks to provide one-third reserva-
tion of seats to women in state and central legislati-
ve bodies. Once again, the Reservation Bill high-
lights questions concerning identity, caste and reli-
gion. Civil society groups and the women’s move-
ment support the reservations, as they are viewed as
a protest against the patriarchal power structure and
system of exclusion in India. However, there has
been strong resistance to the Bill from certain politi-
cal forces representing ‘other backward classes’
(OBCs) and minority groups. Such resistance has
also come from women within these groups. The
debate about a quota for women is usually part of a
wider debate on quotas based on caste, and there are
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Citizenship in India made by the Karachi session of
the Indian National Congress, 1931, which called
for equality before the law, irrespective of religion,
caste, creed or sex, universal adult franchise and
women’s right to vote, represent and hold public
office.3 In the face of opposition from the British,
however, the women’s organizations agreed to a com-
promise that restricted the right to vote for women
in urban areas. The assumption was that the urban
women would be in a better position to represent the
women of India. But the opposition to reservation
remained and merit was to be the only criterion.

It is important to note, though, that the opposi-
tion to the idea of reservation was not restricted to
the question of women alone. The AIWC in their
resolution expressed their opposition to the British
‘Communal Award’ of 1932, which sought to provi-
de separate electorates and reserved seats for Anglo-
Indians, Christians, Muslims and Sikhs, and for the
‘depressed classes’. The rationale behind such oppo-
sition was that divisions along the lines of religion,
caste and sect would weaken the struggle against
colonial rule and that legislatures must be filled with
those who would rise above personal or communal
considerations and think of the country’s best inter-
ests. There were dissenting voices: Begum Sakina
Mayuzada felt that desiring the good of one’s com-
munity need not be at the cost of inflicting harm on
others; and K.B. Firozuddin felt that the comparati-
ve educational backwardness of Muslim women
might put them at a disadvantage in joint electora-
tes. A separate resolution calling for the abolition of
untouchability was adopted. 

What is relevant to our present discussion on the
issue of women’s reservation is that a certain defini-
tion of nationalism came to prevail, which claimed
to be above the sectarian pulls of caste and commu-
nity and which was quite different from that which
prevailed until the early twentieth century, when, in
fact, discrete religious communities were not viewed
as inconsistent with an overarching national identity.
The inclusive nationalism that gave space to diffe-
rent identities gave way to a homogenizing form of
nationalism, in which identities based on caste, creed
and so on were seen as obstacles to an Indian natio-
nalist identity. Women’s organizations like the
AIWC shared these perceptions.4

It is important to note, however, that the nationa-
list movement did arrive at a consensus on the issue

of affirmative action or reservation for the depressed
classes and this was given constitutional status in
1950, when special provisions for the ‘scheduled cas-
tes’ and ‘scheduled tribes’ were written into the
Constitution of India. These groups were to be given
reservation in the parliament, state legislatures, edu-
cation and employment sectors in proportion to
their population. Thus, while Article 15(1) of the
constitution prohibits discrimination on the grounds
of religion, sex, caste, birth and a host of other fac-
tors, Article 15(4) states that: ‘Nothing in this article
... shall prevent the State from making any special
provisions for the advancement of any socially and
educationally backward classes of citizens or for the
Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes’. Likewise,
Article 15(3) lays down the basis for the state-
making special provisions for women and children. 

The Committee on the Status of

Women in India (CSWI) 1974

The question of women’s reservations came up once
again in the Committee on the Status of Women in
India (CSWI) in 1974. The report noted that, in
spite of equal rights and universal adult suffrage gua-
ranteed by the Indian constitution, women’s presen-
ce in the state and central legislatures had been decli-
ning steadily over 25 years. While the Committee
recorded arguments in favour of reservations, main-
ly by women activists, women legislators were of the
opinion that women’s reservation would be retro-
gressive and would contradict the principle of equa-
lity guaranteed in the constitution. Those who are
against any form of affirmative action, particularly in
public or government service, often seek recourse in
Article 15(1) or Article 16. The dominant opinion in
the CSWI was against reservations, although there
were two notes of dissent. The arguments in favour
of reservations dealt with: (a) the difficulties women
face in gaining entry into male-dominated political
parties and hence the necessity of reservations; (b)
that reservations for women would ensure a signifi-
cant presence, enabling them to act as an important
pressure group; and (c) the presence of a critical mass
of women would heighten the sense of responsibility
among women, ensuring that their interests would
be adequately represented. The arguments against
reservations were: (a) reservations for women would
be a departure from the constitutional principle of
equality; (b) women’s interests cannot be isolated
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This paper attempts to situate the discussion of
reservations (quotas) for women both in the wider
historical and contemporary context of reservation
for historically disadvantaged groups in India.1 It also
examines the contemporary experience of one-third
reservation for women in the local self-governing
bodies (panchayats and municipalities), which was
constitutionally mandated by the 73rd and 74th
Amendment of the Indian Constitution, which
came into effect in 1994. And finally it attempts to
analyze the different positions on the current
demand for one-third reservation for women in the
assemblies at the state level and in the Union
Parliament, that is, the Eighty-Fourth Amendment
Bill, which is due for discussion in parliament. The
paper focuses on political reservations, since it is this
issue that has been at the forefront of policy and
debates both among policy-makers and the women’s
movement.

Historical Background

A little on the history of women’s reservations is
necessary to disentangle the various discursive
strands that have to be taken into account to arrive
at an understanding of the basis and tenor of the
diverse positions on the current demand for one-
third reservations for women in the state assemblies
and in the Union Parliament.                    

The issue of separate political reservation for
women came up during the course of the nationalist
movement in the 1920s. The principal reason for
opposing the idea of reserved seats was that it deflec-
ted from the demand for universal adult franchise
and to stand for elections on the same terms as men.
Besides, it was felt that there should be no hint of
succumbing to the British strategy of ‘divide and
rule’ by referring to divisions within the national
movement. ‘The public, official language of politics,
especially before a colonial government, had to be a
language of equality and for fundamental rights of
citizenship irrespective of sex, caste, religion or
creed.’2 This opinion was supported by the promi-
nent and leading women’s organizations of the time
(All-India Women’s Conference (AIWC), the
Women’s Indian Association and National Council
of Women in India) and by the Home Rule League,
the Indian National Congress and the Muslim
League. In 1932, a Joint Memorandum on the Status
of Indian Women by the all-India women’s organiza-
tions to the Franchise Committee (set up at the end
of the Second Round Table Conference) expressed
their demand for universal adult franchise ‘irrespec-
tive of any property or literacy qualification, with no
expedients such as nomination or reservation of
seats’. The women’s organizations also endorsed the
declaration of the Fundamental Rights to
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ment and social justice schemes for which appropri-
ate functions and responsibilities have to be devol-
ved. The constitutional amendment was soon follo-
wed by state-level legislation, which brought their
panchayat laws into conformity with the require-
ments of the constitution. The logic behind the sys-
tem of reservations is that institutionalized inequali-
ties require institutionalized countermeasures from
above to ensure some semblance of genuine demo-
cracy.9

Women in Local Self-Governing

Institutions

The most significant and new feature has been bring-
ing about a certain uniformity regarding representa-
tion of the weaker sections of society. While reserva-
tion of seats for scheduled castes and tribes has been
written into the constitution from the outset, the
reservation for women is new and the most impor-
tant contribution of the amendment. According to
many analysts, it has brought a critical mass of
women into these institutions and holds forth tre-
mendous potential. In 1994 and 1995, the first
round of elections to the panchayats was held and
nearly one million women crossed the threshold of
political institutions of local self-government. The
second round of elections to local bodies was conc-
luded in 2000.

What has been the experience of women partici-
pating in these institutions for the first time, both in
terms of transforming these institutions and for the
women themselves? This will have to be assessed in
terms of India’s traditional social structure, which is
characterized by a socially legitimized hierarchy,
based on the caste system, an integral element of
which has been gender discrimination. The caste-
based social order still holds sway in Indian society
and politics, in spite of the fact that the Indian
Constitution is a democratic one which upholds
equality of all and forbids discrimination on the basis
of caste, class, creed or gender.

Women’s marginalization is almost a given in the
Indian social setting. Given this, has the formal
change brought about a significant change in this
situation? Evaluations done on women’s participa-
tion in the PRIs have highlighted the following
dimensions.10 

1. Women have responded overwhelmingly and
participated with full enthusiasm in the elec-
tions and in the proceedings of the PRIs, thus
exploding the myth that they were uninterested
in politics and public life. There is near-unani-
mous opinion among the women that they
would have been unable to accede to these
bodies were it not for statutory representation.

2. While there is a great degree of variation across
the different states in the country, nonetheless,
one generalization can be made - approximately
40 per cent of the women who have entered
these bodies come from marginalized sections
and communities, although the positions of
chairpersons tended to be occupied by women
from the more well-to-do sections of rural soci-
ety. 

3. The female representatives generally enjoyed
the support of their families during the elec-
tions and also in the performance of their new
political roles. Marginalized sections like the
scheduled castes and tribes saw the women
from their groups as representatives of the
interests of their group in the political arena,
while the better-off sections saw women from
their own groups as helping to consolidate their
positions.

4. The self-esteem of the women has increased tre-
mendously, an observation that holds true
across the board. The stepping of women into
the public realm has long-term implications for
gender relations within society and the family.
There are already small but significant changes
as men take over some roles within the family
when women attend meetings.

5. While the presence of women in these institu-
tions over the past eight to nine years has not
transformed the power structure in rural areas
in any significant manner, and vested interests
have tried to use the provision for women’s
reservation to consolidate their position, the
overall experience has been positive. Thus
women are engaging in power struggles that
used to be dominated by men, sometimes as
actors and at other times as pawns. However,
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from the economic, social and political interests of
groups, strata and classes in the society. And linked
to this was the notion that women are not a com-
munity, they are a category; and (c) systems of speci-
al representation for women may generate similar
such demands from other groups and interests and
thus threaten national integration.5 However, there
was agreement on the need for reservations for
women in local bodies so as to protect the interests
of rural and poor women.

The two notes of dissent in the CSWI6 are very
significant because they mark a shift in the percep-
tion of the ‘daughters of independence’ generation
and also because they raise questions about the way
in which political representation has functioned.
Sarkar and Mazumdar note with disarming and
refreshing candour that, as members of the pre-inde-
pendence generation, they had never been suppor-
ters of special representation and that they had in
academic discussions criticized the system of reserva-
tions for scheduled castes and scheduled tribes as ‘a
legacy of the colonial period which institutionalised
the backwardness of certain sections of our popula-
tion’.7 However, the reality has forced them to take a
fresh look at the question. The main reasons for dis-
senting with the majority opinion within the CSWI
also arise out of, and are consistent with, the findings
of the Committee. That is, despite progressive legal
changes, the actual situation of the mass of Indian
women has not changed significantly and the cont-
inuing under-representation of women prevents
them from participating in the country’s decision-
making process. The authors also draw attention to
the narrow social base of women legislators, repre-
senting mainly the upper strata of society. The conc-
luding paragraphs of the ‘Note of Dissent’ merit
quoting: 

When one applies the principle of democracy to a socie-
ty characterized by tremendous inequalities, such speci-
al protections are only spearheads to pierce through the
barriers of inequality. An unattainable goal is as mea-
ningless as a right that cannot be exercised. Equality of
opportunities cannot be achieved in the face of tremen-
dous disabilities and obstacles which the social system
imposes on all those sections whom traditional India
treated as second or even third class citizens. Our inve-
stigations have proved that the application of the theo-
retical principle of equality in the context of unequal

situations only intensifies inequalities, because equality
in such situations merely means privileges for those who
have them already and not for those who need them.8   

Women in Local Self-Government

The recommendations of the CSWI remained in
cold storage until the early 1990s, when the Indian
Parliament passed the Seventy-Third Amendment to
the Indian Constitution with near unanimity in
December 1992. The purpose of this amendment,
which came into effect on 24 April 1993, was to
revitalize local self-governing village councils (which
had been in existence in some states of the country
even prior to this amendment). The Seventy-Third
Amendment has been considered historic and one of
the most significant attempts to move the Indian
polity in the direction of greater democratization
and decentralization of powers. It has also been
regarded as an important instrument for drawing in
the vast sections of marginalized people in the task of
self-government.

The amendment has mandated wider representa-
tion for historically marginalized and excluded
groups like the scheduled castes, the scheduled tribes
and women, thus deepening the roots of democracy.
Following the introduction of the amendment, peo-
ple from the scheduled castes and tribes are now
represented in proportion to their population in the
area of the panchayat (village council) - in its mem-
bership and in proportion to their population in
each state in the positions of the chairpersons of
these panchayats; one-third of the seats are reserved
for women in general in each panchayat, that is, at
the village cluster level, at the block level, and at the
district level. Women from the scheduled castes and
the scheduled tribes have similar one-third reserva-
tion in regard to positions reserved for these com-
munities. Finally, there is one-third reservation for
women in relation to the chairpersons of these bodi-
es.

The reservation is to be rotated among the various
constituencies and panchayats to ensure the widest
spread. Regular elections are to be held every five
years and financial resources are to be devolved by
the setting up of state finance commissions and cen-
tral finance commissions. The states have been man-
dated to make the panchayats institutions of self-
government and to give them responsibility for plan-
ning and the implementation of economic develop-
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point out that it is likely to exclude women from the
‘other backward classes’ (OBCs) and the minorities.
Almost all of the political parties except the
Communist Party of India (CPI) and the
Communist Party of India (Marxist) (CPI(M)) are
deeply divided on this issue. The Hindu nationalist
party in government, the Bharatiya Janata Party
(BJP), is in favour of the Bill in its present form,
although one of its women members of parliament
expressed reservations about the Bill on the ground
that OBC women were likely to be excluded.
Needless to say, there is also strong resistance on the
part of a considerable number of political leaders to
‘encroachments’ into what has been a traditionally
male preserve. The media has trivialized the debate
by often characterizing it as a battle between ‘femi-
nists’ and ‘casteists’. The crux of the issue is whether
indeed the generalized oppression and exclusion of
women characteristic of society is sufficient basis for
transcending the divisions of caste, religion and eth-
nicity and whether indeed the women’s movement is
representative enough to effect such unity.
Unfortunately, so far, the statements of leaders of
women’s organizations that support the Bill have not
revealed enough awareness about the complexity of
the problem nor even enough critical reflection
about the variegated nature of gender relations
among the OBCs and the minority communities.
The tendency on the part of women’s organizations
has been to point to stronger patriarchal norms pre-
valent among the OBCs and the Muslims and the
attitudes of the men of these communities as being
particularly ‘backward’ and ‘male chauvinist’, thus
focusing on the family as the principal site of patri-
archal control and oppression and ignoring its wider
social context.12 The fact that the women and the
men of these groups face the consequences of being
on the lower rungs of a social hierarchy still princi-
pally dominated by upper castes and the reality and
prospects of marginalization as groups must surely
affect the texture of gender relations.

Recent analyses of the Women’s Reservation Bill
raise important although disturbing issues regarding
the relative ease with which the question of women’s
reservation has been accepted by the ruling elites in
the 1990s, as compared to the resistance of the
1970s.13 Menon points to two developments that
could explain the shift.  First, the challenges to the
authority and legitimacy of the nation state by

various movements from below in the wake of an
economic and political crisis in the early-to-mid
1970s; the resurgence of backward caste movements,
regional movements and radical left movements
challenged the nation state and its legitimacy.
Second, women emerged as a significant force in
politics from the 1970s onwards. 

However, it is the changing composition of the
parliament with a significant number of members
from the backward castes that challenges the hege-
mony of the upper castes and has made the question
of women’s reservation more acceptable. Thus gen-
der has been pitted against caste. And it is not a coin-
cidence that this is accompanied by the rise to poli-
tical dominance of right-wing Hindu chauvinist for-
ces. Besides, there is another dimension: the fact that
the women’s movement is no longer perceived as a
threat to the social order is also a result of the coop-
tion of gender issues both by the state and non-
governmental organisations (NGOs).

Other opinions have been expressed by women
activists and scholars, who seriously question the
efficacy of reservation as an instrument to achieve
the goal of equality. These scholars focus on the fact
that even the experience of women’s reservations in
the institutions of local self-government has not been
entirely positive, and that women need to traverse a
long road before they reach the portals of parlia-
ment. They point to the loopholes in relation to the
manner in which Panchayat Raj institutions have
functioned; the crying need for training women and
the need for greater gender sensitivity among the
administration. Besides, there is a feeling that, if
women want to be in national and state-level poli-
tics, they must fight their way up, and as a first step
they must fight for 33 per cent seats for women in
the respective political parties. It is important to note
that usually this reservation about quotas for women
is also accompanied by a reservation about the whole
question of quotas on the basis of caste. There is a
fear that the question of women’s reservations will
raise questions about caste, religion and other divisi-
ve categories.14 

What is happening to Indian society is a criss-
crossing of movements of various oppressed sections.
Often these movements pull in different and even
opposite directions, thus defeating the process of
democratization in the short run. It is a challenging
task both for the leaders of these movements and for
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participation in the public realm for women
means that hitherto marginalized groups and
communities are finding a legitimate space to
articulate their interests and aspirations, and the
female members of these groups are becoming
politicized, although slowly.

But regarding the question of women’s empower-
ment:  (a) Are women beginning to break their silen-
ce, to challenge patriarchal ideology? (b) Are they
beginning to transform institutions and structures of
gender subordination and inequality? (c) Are the
new women in panchayats beginning to gain access
to, and control over, material and knowledge resour-
ces and altering their self-image? (d) Are they gaining
new skills and self-confidence? (e) Are they succee-
ding in avoiding cooption and dilution of the empo-
werment process by pervasive patriarchal forces via
new ways of exercising power and becoming a poli-
tical force?  

Buch’s study of women in the PRIs in the three
most backward states concludes that less than half a
decade is too short a period to see a major shift in the
dominant patriarchal structures reinforced by an
equally patriarchal and paternalistic state apparatus.
However, for a group long marginalized in politics,
even small beginnings are giant steps. Moreover, one
cannot ignore the powerful counter forces.11 

The Women’s Reservation Bill

The Eighty-Fourth Constitution Amendment Bill
meant to provide one-third reservation of seats to
women in state and central legislative bodies. The
current discussions and controversies surrounding it
mirror the contradictions within Indian society and
the contestations in regard to access to power and
resources between those who have been traditionally
excluded and the socially and politically dominant
sections of Indian society. The Women’s Reservation
Bill once again throws up questions concerning cer-
tain kinds of identity, specifically caste and religious
identity, the intermeshing of gender identity with
caste and religion and their articulation in the public
realm, in the field of politics. What is significant is
the sea change in attitude to the question of wome-
n’s reservation among leading women’s organizations
and activists in key periods in the 1930s, 1970s and
the 1990s. 

The core questions to our mind relate to the hie-

rarchy of Indian society and the manner in which
this hierarchy operates in the field of politics and
political representation. It also raises questions about
the nature of representation.

The near unanimous support for the Bill among
national-level women’s organizations is premised on
a certain understanding of the patriarchal forms of
oppression and exclusion that characterize Indian
society and the undeniable reality of declining parti-
cipation of women in political life, specifically in the
legislatures. And historically, the suppression and
exclusion of women has been extremely important in
maintaining a Brahmanical and caste-dominated
social order. Affirmative action for women will
undoubtedly contribute towards the democratiza-
tion of society.

The protagonists of the Bill highlight the traditio-
nally sanctioned exclusion of women from the public
sphere as crucial. However, emphasizing the dimen-
sion of gender oppression at the expense of other
oppressions (of caste, ethnicity, class, and religion,
for instance) glosses over the complex and intricate
ways in which gender oppression is embedded in
these categories. Historically, women’s suppression
has no doubt been very important in maintaining
upper-caste exclusivity and hegemony. Affirmative
action for women would certainly play a role in
undermining male and upper-caste dominance.
Even so, certain recent developments suggest the
need to address gender oppression in more subtle
and nuanced ways, if access to power and resources
to all categories of women is to be ensured.

The continued dominance of the upper castes in
education, administration and structures of govern-
ment is a reality that cannot be glossed over. This has
been paralleled by the increasing presence and visibi-
lity of women from the upper-caste middle classes.
Yet, the women (and men) from the subaltern com-
munities and classes have largely been victims of
‘development’. Besides, the neo-liberal paradigm
combined with the ideology of a right-wing, majori-
tarian, Hindutva nationalism has only exacerbated
the caste, class, religious, ethnic, regional and gender
divides, with women being only more and not less
embedded in their groups, leading to much greater
differentiation among women, which, in turn, has
also meant a more diverse and varied political articu-
lation.  

The opponents of the bill in its present form
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social analysts to unravel the myriad oppressions that
characterize Indian society and to draw out the
major strand that will strengthen and contribute to
the overall process of democratization of society. The
levers of change have to be sought in an overall
democratization of society. And this is even more so
in a plural society like India where the political sys-
tem has to ensure a modicum of equality between all
groups if history’s longest system of oppression is to
be seriously tackled. This would imply that the
struggle for gender equality and justice will have to
be woven into the struggle for emancipation of each
of the oppressed groups and communities.15 

Annex 1:

Women in Decision-Making 

Positions in India

Table 1: Women’s Presence in the Lok Sabha

Seats Women % Women 

MPs MPs

1952 499 22 4.4
1957 500 27 5.4
1962 503 34 6.8
1967 523 31 5.9
1971 521 22 4.2
1977 544 19 3.3
1980 544 28 5.2
1984 544 44 8.1
1989 517 27 5.2
1991 544 39 7.2
1996 543 39 7.2
1998 543 43 7.9
Average 527 31 5.9

Source: Election Commission of India

28

Table 2: Electoral Candidates by Gender

Party Women Contestants Women Elected Men Contestants Men Elected

(as % of (as % of (as % of (as % of 

total contestants) women candidates) total contestants) men candidates)

BJP 7.4 60.0 92.6 53.2
Congress 11.0 28.0 89.0 24.8
Other parties 
fielding women 
candidates 7.2 22.2 92.8 17.3
Independents 4.0 1.3 96.0 0.3

Source: Election Commission of India

Table 3: Representation of Women in State Assemblies (% of Women MLAs)

1952 1960–65 1970–75 1979–83 1993–97 1998–99

Bihar 3.6 7.9 3.8 3.7 3.4 --
Uttar Pradesh 1.2 4.4 5.9 5.6 4.0 --
Rajasthan 0.0 4.5 7.1 5.0 4.5 7.0
Kerala 0.0 3.9 1.5 3.2 9.3 --
West Bengal 0.8 4.8 1.6 2.4 6.8 --
Andhra Pradesh 2.9 3.3 9.1 4.1 2.7 9.5

Source: Election Commission of India

Table 4: Women in Decision-Making

Women Men Women as % of Men

Executive bodies of political parties -- -- 9.1%
Cabinet Ministers 8 76 10.5%
High Court Judges 15 488 3.1%
Civil Services -- -- 6.8%
Executive bodies of trade unions 6 108 5.6%

Source: South Asia HDR, 2000

Table 5: Women in Decision-Making Positions in PRIs

State % Women as % Women as % Women as 

GP Chairpersons PS Chairpersons ZP Chairpersons

Andhra Pradesh -- 33.76 30.00

Himachal Pradesh 36.62 31.94 33.33
Karnataka 33.33 33.71 35.00
Madhya Pradesh 38.66 26.80 37.78
Manipur 33.13 -- 50.00
Uttar Pradesh 33.81 41.29 30.26
West Bengal 4.62 3.00 0.00
INDIA 40.10 33.75 32.28

Source: Government of India
GP Gram Panchayat
PS Panchayat Samiti 
ZP Zilla Panchayat
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Source: Mathew, G., ed, 2000. Status of Panchayati Raj
in the States and Union Territories of India. New Delhi:
Institute of Social Sciences, Concept Publication.
Choudhury, R.C. and Jain, S.P., 1998. India: Rural
Development Report. Hyderabad: NIRD.
GP Gram Panchayat
PS Panchayat Samiti 
ZP Zilla Panchayat
* Scheduled tribes (SC)
** Revised figures
NA Not available
# The above figures are for the new Madhya 

Pradesh as of 1 November 2000
% Figures in parentheses are the percentages 

of the totals.

Table 6: State-wise Break-up of Elected Women Members
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S.No. State PRI Total  Elected  

Elected Women

Repre- Repre-

sentatives sentatives

1. Andhra Pradesh GP 230,529 78,000 (33.8)

PS 14,644 5420 (37.0)

ZP -- 363 (33.2)

2. Arunachal Pradesh GP 5,733 86 (1.5)

PS 1,205 39 (3.2)

ZP 77* NA

3. Assam GP 30,360 5,469 (18.0)

PS 2,584 669 (25.8)

ZP 845 NA

4. Goa GP 1,281 468 (36.5)

PS -- --

ZP 35 NA

5. Gujarat GP 123,470 41,180 (33.3)

PS 3,814 1,274 (33.4)

ZP 761 254 (33.3)

6. Haryana ** GP 54,159 17,928 (33.1)

PS 2,718 807 (33.3)

ZP 303 101 (33.3)

7. Himachal Pradesh GP 18,258 6,013 (32.9)

PS 1,661 558 (33.5)

ZP 252 84 (33.3)

8. Karnataka GP 80,627 35,305 (43.7)

PS 3,340 1,343 (40.2)

ZP 919 335 (36.4)

9. Kerala GP 10,270 3,883 (37.8)

PS 1,547 563 (36.3)

ZP 300 104 (34.6)

10. Madhya Pradesh # GP 314,847 106,410 (33.8)

PS 6,456 2,159 (33.4)

ZP 734 248 (33.8)

S.No. State PRI Total  Elected  

Elected Women

Repre- Repre-

sentatives sentatives

11. Maharashtra GP 303,545 100,182 (33.0)

PS 3,524 1,174 (33.3)

ZP 1,762 587 (33.3)

12. Manipur GP 1,556 576 (37.0)

PS -- --

ZP 61 22 (36.0)

13. Orissa GP 81,077 28,595 (35.2)

PS 5,260 1,870 (35.5)

ZP 854 294 (34.4)

14. Punjab GP 87,842 31,053 (35.3)

PS 2,441 326 (13.3)

ZP 274 89 (32.4)

15. Rajasthan GP 119419 38,791 (32.4)

PS 5257 1,740 (33.1)

ZP 997 331 (33.2)

16. Tamil Nadu GP 9,7398 32,795 (33.6)

PS 6,499 2,295 (35.3)

ZP 648 225 (34.7)

17. Tripura GP 5,685 1,895 (33.3)

PS 299 105 (35.1)

ZP 82 28 (34.1)

18. Uttar Pradesh GP 68,2670 174,410 (25.5)

PS 58,165 14,002 (24.0)

ZP 2551 648 (25.4)

19. West Bengal GP 50,345 17,907 (35.5)

PS 8,579 3,015 (35.1)

ZP 723 246 (34.0)
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3 mandatory quota for the Constituent Assembly elec-
tion. The prolonged discussion as a result of the
unwillingness of the IEC and the Electoral
Assistance Division of the UN in New York to inclu-
de quotas in the electoral law ended when the majo-
rity of National Council members contravened their
original decision and rejected the inclusion of man-
datory quotas in the electoral regulation. Following
pressure from women’s organizations, the head of
UNTAET, Sergio Vieira de Melo, instituted a num-
ber of measures to encourage political parties to
include women on their lists, such as the use of extra
air time. The UNTAET Gender Affairs Unit toget-
her with the United Nations Development Fund for
Women (UNIFEM) also trained over 150 potential
women candidates. These measures resulted in the
election of 23 women to the 88-member
Constituent Assembly in the 2001 Constituent
Assembly elections. 

Ms Pires noted that recent experience and divided
opinion over the introduction of mandatory quotas
probably mean that it will be more difficult to intro-
duce quotas for future elections in East Timor,
although advocacy is planned. People who did not
support the use of quotas argue that favourable
results for women were achieved without a quota.
This argument has been put forward despite a nega-
tive experience: one political party was found to have
placed a woman at the top of its list as a strategy to
obtain extra airtime for its campaign. After the elec-
tions and having obtained only one seat, that party
substituted the woman with the next person on the
party list: its male president. Furthermore, the quota
has become a controversial issue and there is no con-
sensus among political players if this is a desirable
measure for the future or even a politically correct
approach. Ms Pires stressed, therefore, the great need
for revision of quotas and other affirmative action
strategies in East Timor so as to level the playing
field, as the state has a responsibility to guarantee
equal participation between men and women. 

3.2. Overview of Discussion

The presentation resulted in a discussion on whether
a top-down or bottom-up approach was desirable for
the Asian context, particularly in Indonesia. The

Indonesian participants viewed international imposi-
tion of quotas as both positive and negative. On the
one hand, the international community’s involve-
ment in the discussion was devastating for the intro-
duction of quotas in East Timor. But, on the other
hand, the participants stressed the need for support
from the donor and international community for the
development of strong civil society mobilization and
to provide the necessary knowledge and resources to
the groups lobbying for the political participation of
women. It was noted that external organizations
with cooperating networks could provide women
with the necessary support, but that further involve-
ment could jeopardize the focus of opposition
groups, drawing attention away from the real issue,
quotas, towards the matter of external interference.
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The third theme addressed in the workshop was the
role of the international community in supporting
electoral quotas. The East Timorese experience of
lobbying for quotas differs from the Indian example,
given the nature of the intervention by the interna-
tional community. The lobbying by women’s groups
to introduce special measures to guarantee women a
place in the new political dispensation took place lar-
gely during the United Nations (UN) administration
of the country through the United Nations
Transition Administration in East Timor (UNTA-
ET), between October 1999 and April 2001. The
implementation of a gender quota was ultimately
rejected by the UN administration in East Timor
after the National Council voted against it. 

3.1. Overview of Presentation

Ms Milena Pires described the experience with quo-
tas as a ‘best and worst case’ of the UN intervention.
There were clear divisions within the UN adminis-
tration: on the one hand, some members of the UN
showed their willingness to support the idea of spe-
cial quotas for women, while, on the other, a great
controversy emerged within the UN as to whether to
stand behind such a measure. This resulted in confu-
sion among UN organs and was also a source of ten-
sion among those Timorese supporting the measure
and those who were opposed. The response from the
UN divided Timorese society; some applauded the
reform while others opposed such a measure within
political institutions. 

In June 2000, over 400 Timorese women from all
of East Timor’s 13 districts attended the First
Congress of Women and adopted the Platform for
Action for the Advancement of Timorese Women.
The Congress discussed affirmative action as a poli-
cy measure to increase the number of women in
decision-making positions, drawing inspiration from
the Beijing Platform for Action. The Congress advo-
cated that 30 per cent of members elected to deci-
sion-making positions should be women and inclu-
ded strategies for training and special support. A
delegation of women lobbied at the National
Council of East Timorese Resistance (CNRT)
Congress, where a resolution regarding women’s
rights was adopted, mandating the CNRT to pressu-

re UNTAET into adopting a policy of 30 per cent
minimum representation of women in decision-
making positions. 

Previously, UNTAET had adopted quotas with a
one-man, one-woman policy for the development
councils on the establishment of the Community
Empowerment Project (CEP). The CEP was esta-
blished at the village and sub-district level. The main
goal was to promote stronger grassroots support, that
is, bottom-up practices and participatory decision-
making. A 30 per cent quota had also been adopted
by UNTAET for women in public administration.
However, when it came to implementing a quota for
the Constituent Assembly, Timorese women had a
very different concept in mind than that of UNTA-
ET. It was proposed that women should make up 30
per cent of party lists and be placed in ‘electable’
positions, and if a party could not meet the target it
would be disqualified from the election. This was
viewed as an interim measure to level the playing
field and to accelerate women’s access to decision-
making. 

Ms Pires noted that the debate on quotas divided
opinion in East Timor among both the Timorese
and the international community. Some argued that
quotas would promote the assignment of unqualifi-
ed women to important positions, that there would
be no substantial improvement for women, as
women had nothing to gain by appointing incapable
and unqualified women, that the selection of candi-
dates should be based on merit, and that there was a
lack of women willing and capable of being elected.
Some political parties also stated that they would be
unable to meet the quota and did not have enough
qualified women to put forward. Opinion among
the donor community was also divided, with most
donors supportive of Timorese demands, but with
others arguing that gender equality was a luxury and
that the demand for quotas was being driven by
women from the Diaspora. 

Within the UN administration, opinion was also
divided between those who supported affirmative
action as means of attaining women’s rights in East
Timor and those, primarily from the Independent
Electoral Commission (IEC), who did not support
quotas. The debate culminated in the rejection of a
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training and peer-support strategies. Although sym-
bolic in some districts, where the councils were con-
trolled by traditional (mainly male) power structu-
res, the inclusion of women in the councils created
the expectation that they should participate and had
a place in decision-making.

UNTAET also continued its attempt to promote
female participation through informal measures,
such as during the setting up of the National
Council (NC), a quasi legislature nominated by the
Special Representative of the Secretary-General
(SRSG) and the UN Administrator. Due to criticism
of women being under-represented in the National
Consultative Council (NCC),2 which preceded the
NC, the UN Administrator issued a directive requi-
ring that at least two of the four nominees to be pro-
posed for selection from each of the 13 districts and
civil society organizations be women. This resulted
in 13 of the NC’s 33 members being women.

During UNTAET, the SRSG also adopted a mini-
mum 30 per cent quota for women in public admi-
nistration. This resulted in just over 18 per cent of
women being recruited. Special measures were also
taken in regard to the establishment of the Timorese
police force, resulting in women making up 40 per
cent of the first wave of new recruits.

The progressive use of quotas was severely tested,
however, when quotas were proposed for the
Constituent Assembly elections. The National
Council was to adopt an electoral regulation for elec-
tions to the Constituent Assembly, which would
draw up the constitution for an independent East
Timor. These elections were to be run completely by
the UN.

The debate was led by REDE, a network of 16
women’s organizations. In keeping with the Platform
for Action, REDE proposed that a mandatory quota
be contained in the electoral regulation. At least 30
per cent of women candidates were to be proposed in
the political party lists and placed in winnable posi-
tions, with every third candidate from the top of the
list being a woman.

REDE argued that this was a temporary measure
to even the playing field and to open the door to
women’s participation in the constitution-making
process and to hasten women’s participation in the
political arena. As well as being a rights issue, REDE
averred that the constitution-making process could
only be representative and truly legitimate if more

than one-half of the population was represented.
Like the CEP, the election of women to the
Constituent Assembly would also create a further
expectation that women should participate and had
a role to play in all aspects of Timorese society. 

REDE recognized and advocated that quotas
alone were not enough. To ensure active participa-
tion, training and support should be part of a pack-
age for women candidates and later members of the
Constituent Assembly. 

Opponents of the use of quotas argued that such
a measure was degrading for women and that their
participation should be based on merit. Others con-
tended that it was symbolic and that it would con-
tribute nothing to women’s rights. Members of some
political parties asserted that it would contravene the
rights of political parties, as they would be forced to
choose and put forward a particular type of candida-
te. Some political parties were more direct in their
opposition, stating that they did not have qualified
women who could be put forward.

The Constituent Assembly elections were based
on a mixed system. Seventy-five national seats were
contested through a proportional system allowing
for candidates to be put forward via political party
lists or on an independent, individual basis. Thirteen
district seats were contested on a first-past-the-post
basis; candidates could be put forward by political
parties or run as independent individuals. The quota
proposed by the women’s network targeted the poli-
tical parties contesting the 75 national seats.

The debate on quotas divided opinion in East
Timor, among both the Timorese and internationals.
The international non-governmental organization
(NGO) community was, for the most part, behind
the women’s network and provided practical support
through research and information-sharing. 

Opinion was also divided within the donor com-
munity with representatives in Dili. For the most
part, donors were supportive of the inclusion of quo-
tas, provided that this was what the Timorese wan-
ted. Reportedly, at least two foreign missions, having
funded the 1st Congress of Timorese Women,
expressed the opinion that gender equity was a luxu-
ry and inappropriate for East Timor at that stage. At
least one of these missions also argued that the use of
quotas was being driven by Timorese women from
the Diaspora.

Although the Beijing Platform of Action of
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The debate on the introduction of special quotas for
women in East Timor took place largely while the
country was being administered by the United
Nations Transition Administration in East Timor
(UNTAET), between October 1999 and April 2001.
The perception that the United Nations (UN) itself
is a great advocate and upholder of human rights and
equity principles had a mixed influence on the deba-
te and its outcome. In some instances, UNTAET
readily adopted affirmative action policies, while in
others it had to be dragged kicking and screaming.
In some cases, members of its staff even actively
interfered in and hindered the debate on the use of
quotas. This is not to say that all Timorese were in
favour of the use of quotas. However, for advocates
of quotas, the UN mission provided to be a double-
edged sword. 

In June 2000, over 400 Timorese women from all
of East Timor’s 13 districts met together for the 1st
Congress of Women and adopted their own
Platform for Action for the Advancement of
Timorese Women. Throughout almost one week of
meetings, the Congress analysed the position of
women in Timorese society and concluded that,
although women constituted more then 50 per cent
of the population, they did not partake in decision-
making, nor did they enjoy the same rights as men.
The Congress discussed affirmative action as a stra-

tegy to increase women’s participation and recom-
mended a series of measures, including a minimum
30 per cent target for women in decision-making
bodies, together with special training and support
for women to achieve this goal. 

Next, in August 2000, a delegation of women lob-
bied the National Council of East Timorese
Resistance (CNRT) Congress, where a resolution
pertaining to women’s rights was adopted. This reso-
lution was passed unanimously and tasked the
CNRT with pressuring UNTAET to adopt a policy
of 30 per cent female representation in decision-
making fora. The Platform for Action and the
CNRT resolution were two important documents
used by women to lobby for equal rights. 

Prior to this, UNTAET had already adopted quo-
tas. Following pressure from Timorese women, it
included a one-man, one-woman policy when it
issued a regulation for development council elections
on the establishment of the Community
Empowerment Project (CEP).1 The CEP set up vil-
lage and sub-district development councils whose
main goal was to promote bottom-up and participa-
tory decision-making in regard to development. It
was conceived as a possible basis for local govern-
ment. 

The CEP also sought to support the contribution
and participation of women, once elected, through

East Timor and 
the Debate on Quotas 

By Milena Pires

Introduction

E
a
s
t T

im
o

r a
n

d
 th

e
 D

e
b

a
te

 o
n

 Q
u

o
ta

s
 



Protests were held by the women’s network, for-
cing UNTAET to make available funds to train close
to 200 potential female candidates for the elections.
Incentive mechanisms were informally introduced,
whereby political parties that included at least 30 per
cent women candidates on their party lists earned
extra campaign airtime on UNTAET-run radio and
television. However the issue of mandatory quotas in
elections remains an unresolved issue in the UN in
New York.

REDE also backed three women candidates for
the national constituency, although none was elec-
ted. Of the Constituent Assembly’s 88 members, 23
of those elected were women.5 Criticism of members
of the National Council who voted against the quo-
tas and belonged to political parties made some par-
ties adopt informal internal quotas for their list of
candidates. 

The Democratic Party, the second-largest party in
the Constituent Assembly and now the national par-
liament, has no female members. A woman headed
the list of the Socialist Party, but having won only
one seat it substituted her with the next person on
the list, who was a man.

Recent experience and the split in opinion over
the introduction of mandatory quotas probably
mean that it will be more difficult to introduce quo-
tas for future elections in East Timor. Some
Timorese are of the view that the election result
shows that a mandatory quota was not needed, as we
now have one of the largest rates of participation of
women in parliament in the entire region. 

The constitution is another important instrument
for women. Although it does not include mandatory
quotas, it tasks the state with ensuring equality of
opportunity between men and women. The consti-
tution also enshrines the principle that equal partici-
pation is a necessary component of democracy. East
Timor will most likely become a signatory to
CEDAW and other human rights conventions when
it becomes a member of the UN, which will further
formalize the state’s responsibility.

The second Congress of Timorese Women is
under discussion.  It will be a good opportunity for
women once again to analyse their place in society
and to pick up the pieces of the many missed oppor-
tunities that could have been afforded by UNTAET,
had there been a standard policy within the UN
itself. There is no assurance that future elections will

deliver the same or better results in terms of the par-
ticipation of women. In fact, quotas and other affir-
mative action strategies may need to be revisited to
level the playing field. 

Notes and References

1. Cultural incompatibility was initially used by
the Governance and Public Administration pil-
lar of UNTAET as an argument against the 50
per cent quota for women in the CEP regula-
tion.

2. The NCC had two Timorese women members
out of a total of 11 members.

3. Communication from UNIFEM in New York,
“Request from Milena Pires, Deputy Speaker of
the East Timor National Council, for UNI-
FEM assistance on the following issue raised by
UNTAET: The introductions of quotas will
detract from the free and fair principle of the
election in East Timor, as it will force political
parties to chose certain types of candidates”,
March 2000.

4. Communication from the Political Affairs
Division at UN headquarters in New York to
the Political Affairs Division of the UNATET
Department of Political Affairs in Dili, March
2001.

5. This is equal to approximately 27 per cent.
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the UN World Conference on Women makes direct
reference to the inclusion of statutory quotas to
address inequality in the electoral sphere, warning
was given that the UN would be forced to pull out if
quotas were included in the Constituent Assembly
elections. UN staff members openly supportive of
quotas were told that they should be defending ‘the
party line’ and that their jobs were under threat if
they continued to support the ‘opposition’.

Article 7 of the UN Convention on the
Elimination of all forms of Discrimination Against
Women (CEDAW) states that:

State Parties shall take appropriate measures to eli-
minate discrimination against women in the political
and public life of a country and in particular shall
ensure women on equal terms with men the right:

a) To vote in all elections and public referenda and to
be eligible for election to all publicly held bodies;
b) To participate in the formulation of government
policy and the implementation thereof and to hold
public office and perform all public functions at all
levels of government.

In fact, UNTAET’s first regulation, which sets out
the principles and framework for the mission, makes
direct reference to its obligations to the principles
enshrined in the CEDAW.  

The debate on the electoral regulation was exten-
ded because the National Council and UNTAET
could not reach a compromise. Although the NC
had adopted the electoral regulation including quo-
tas in principle, final approval was put off in order to
try and convince the Electoral Assistance Division in
New York to agree to their use.

Divisions also emerged within the UN in New
York. The United Nations Development Fund for
Women (UNIFEM) stated that: 

citizenship is inextricably linked to the political rights
to vote and to stand for public office. On account of
socially constructed gender roles, women face a greater
number of obstacles in participating in political deci-
sion activity than men. These obstacles need to be
acknowledged by policymakers, lawmakers and electo-
ral authorities when they determine the conditions of
free and fair elections. Overlooking them will result in
the conclusion that women and men are equally placed
to participate in political life. This conclusion can lead

to unfair discrimination on the grounds of gender ...
and an oversight of the unfair and deeply entrenched,
systemic attitudes and stereotypes that assign women to
the private, and men to the public domain.3

The UN High Commissioner for Human Rights
was also reported to have contacted the SRSG in
East Timor to express support for the use of quotas.
The UN Division for the Advancement of Women
in New York was also reported to be in favour of
their use. However, the Electoral Assistance Division
under the Under-Secretary-General for Political
Affairs was of a different opinion, and the issue thus
remains unresolved in the UN. 

The municipal elections in Kosovo, also held
under a UN peacekeeping mandate, included the use
of quotas for women and became an important focus
for the women’s network. However, although the
regulation for the Kosovo municipal elections was
promulgated by the SRSG, the elections were run by
the Organization for Security and Co-operation in
Europe (OSCE), because it appears that a similar
dispute arose.

In response to an enquiry made by the Electoral
Affairs Division of UNTAET on mandatory quotas
for women it stated:

UNTAET has exclusive responsibility for holding free
and fair elections in East Timor...(and)...while some
countries do have quotas for women (and for other
groups), other democratic countries vehemently oppose
the practise. This would include some members of the
Security Council...Electoral quotas for women (or any
other group) do not constitute international best practi-
ce for elections.4

While Timorese women’s attention was focused on
exerting pressure internationally, specific UN staff
members in Dili were actively lobbying National
Council members. In the end, the majority of NC
members contravened their original decision and
rejected the inclusion of mandatory quotas in the
electoral regulation. Ironically, the majority of
women in the National Council who acquired their
seats through affirmative action by the SRSG and
had been active participants of the Women’s
Congress voted against the inclusion of quotas.
REDE had miscalculated its own level of internal
support.
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4 change came about through the continued efforts of
women. The government of Pervez Musharraf,
which contains women ministers who are gender
sensitive, has helped the situation. One lesson was
how to deal with Islamic conservatives, who are
slowly becoming more liberal. Ultimately, women
are demanding a share of political power, and this
strengthens the image of democracy. This was noted
as a problem for Indonesia, where women have con-
fronted the challenge of convincing men that the
objective is not to take their power away, but to
become equal partners in decision-making. An
important strategy is to develop arguments that will
convince men of the merits of sharing power and
that their power will not be diminished. 

It was also noted that once quotas are implemen-
ted there must be continual support and lobbying
for women in decision-making positions. There is a
need to highlight that both men and women have
responsibilities. For example, in the home, domestic
work is not just women’s work. Furthermore, women
should identify public issues that directly affect
them, such as poverty or HIV/AIDS, and demon-
strate they have a role to play in policy formulation. 
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The fourth theme addressed in the workshop focu-
sed on the empowerment of, and the provision of
skills training for, women newly elected to decision-
making bodies. Quotas that are properly implemen-
ted ensure the presence of women in parliament, but
this does not mean that they will be equipped with
all of the skills needed to make a real difference in
parliament. The experience of Pakistan highlights
how quotas and skills training are used as simultane-
ous strategies for the empowerment of women. 

4.1. Overview of Presentation

Dr Socorro Reyes began by supporting Prof.
Dahlerup’s description of a ‘quota fever’, but noted
that it is not only present in Asia, but also in Europe,
Latin America and the rest of the world. In her pre-
sentation, she began by stating that quotas are not
new to Pakistan, but have been in existence in
various forms in the past. Reserved seats for women
were in existence in Pakistan in 1956, 1962, 1970,
1973 and 1985 in both provincial and national
assemblies, but in small magnitudes of between five
and ten per cent. In 1988, the reservation provisions
lapsed, and in the general election of 1997 women
only constituted four per cent in the provincial
assemblies, two per cent in the Senate, and four per
cent in the National Assembly. 

As part of the democratization process in 2000,
the military government adopted a Devolution of
Power Plan whereby a 33 per cent quota for women
was to apply at the district, tehsil and union council
levels. Women contested not only the reserved seats
but also the open seats on the union, tehsil and dis-
trict councils and the posts of nazims. Non-govern-
mental organisations (NGOs) were involved in lob-
bying and provided training to women considering
running for office. The 33 per cent quota adopted by
the government opened up the political space for
women and provided a strategic opportunity for
them to make a difference in setting and implemen-
ting the agenda of local governments. Women from
different socio-economic, political and religious
backgrounds took their place on local councils,
demonstrating that the quota opened the door for
disadvantaged groups. Yet there were challenges to
implementing the quota, including cultural barriers

- women’s citizenship is not always recognized and
religious leaders or ‘mullahs’ believe that a woman’s
place is in the home - and financial barriers -women
gaining enough financial resources for campaigning. 

But as Dr Reyes points out, a key question
remains: how can women use their critical mass to
affect public policy issues, particularly those related
to poverty reduction, the biggest challenge in
Pakistan? Mentoring and education programmes are
being implemented, but this is a challenge, given
that the majority of women councillors are illiterate,
mirroring the lack of educational opportunities for
women in society. Hands-on, participatory popular
education methods are, therefore, the best approach
to training. The fact that the majority of women
have never sat on local councils before means that
training must start with the basics. In an effort to
ascertain what training was needed, many organiza-
tions conducted surveys and initiated dialogues with
women councillors. 

Dr Reyes also addressed the need for further
action to be taken to strengthen women’s political
participation, and also to increase the number of
seats reserved for women at the national level, which
currently stands at 60 (17%). She suggests that there
are three methods that can be used to overcome cul-
tural barriers and ensure women’s full citizenship,
including (a) awareness-raising through a nationwi-
de campaign that highlights the importance of the
political representation and participation of women
and the important contribution that they can make
to politics, (b) capacity-building that covers the
rights of women as voters, candidates and elected
officials, and provides training for women elected to
decision-making bodies, and (c) research and docu-
mentation, highlighting the difference that women
make in institutions and to policy decision-making.
In sum, the political participation of women is as
much about numbers as it is about their effectiveness
and impact. 

4.2. Overview of Discussion

The discussion focused on the lessons learned from
Pakistan that may be applicable to Indonesian orga-
nizations lobbying for quotas. Dr Reyes noted that,
although there was initially resistance from men,
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and the six seats for peasants and workers (two for
women). Each union council thus has six seats for
women. 

The middle tier, the tehsil council, is composed of
the Naib Nazims of all union councils and represen-
tatives elected from reserved seats for women (one-
third of the number of unions), peasants and wor-
kers (five per cent of the total number of unions),
and minority communities (five per cent).

The top tier, the zila council, consists of all Union
Nazims in the district and, like the tehsil council, of
members elected through quotas: 33 per cent
women, five per cent peasants and workers, and five
per cent from the minority communities. 

The numbers of seats reserved for women in the
different councils are as follows.

Table 1: Seats Reserved for Women

Type of Council Seats Reserved for Women

Union Councils (6,022) 36,132
Tehsil Councils (305) 1,749
Town Councils (30) 161
District Councils (96) 1,988
Total 40,030

Except for the union councils, the members of all of
the other councils are indirectly elected. The elected
councillors at the union level form the electoral col-
lege for all elections to the tehsil/town and district
councils. 

Election Results

The women contested not only the reserved seats but
also the open seats in the union, tehsil and district
councils and the posts of Nazims and Naib Nazims.
However, in some areas of the Northwest Frontier
Province (NWFP),4 women were prevented from
voting or running for office or both by religious
groups and political parties, resulting in a loss of
approximately 650 seats. Overall, women got elected
to 36,187 out of 40,049 reserved seats in the local
councils, while 11 were elected as Union Council
Nazims, one as Naib Nazim and two as District
Nazims.5

Pakistan’s efforts to fulfil its commitments in inter-
national treaties and conventions to promote the
free, equal and full political participation of women
are summed up in the Report of the Commission of
Inquiry for Women (August 1997), the National
Plan for Action (September 1998) and the National
Policy for Development and Empowerment of
Women (NPA) (March 2002). The commission
report and the NPA recommend 33 per cent reserved
seats for women on local as well as national elective
bodies through direct elections and joint electorate.
They also suggest the simplification of rules and the
adoption of measures to ensure that women can
exercise their right to vote. The National Policy,
meanwhile, mandates the adoption of ‘affirmative
action to ensure a desirable level of representation of
women in the Senate and the National and
Provincial Assemblies’.

Quotas are not new to Pakistan. Popularly known
as ‘reservations’, the 1956, 1962, 1970, 1973 and
1985 constitutions all provided for reserved seats for
women in both the provincial and national assem-
blies, but of small magnitude, mostly five to ten per
cent and through indirect elections by the members
of the assemblies themselves. Reservations lapsed in
1988 after three general elections, as provided for in
the 1985 constitution. In the last general election of
1997, women’s representation hovered between four

per cent in the provincial assemblies (two out of 460)
to two per cent in the Senate (two out of 87) and
four per cent in the National Assembly (seven out of
217).2 At the local government level, where five to 12
per cent of the seats were reserved for women
through indirect elections by the councils themsel-
ves, women constituted only ten per cent of the
membership in 1993 (8,246 out of 75,556).3 

Local Level Quotas in Pakistan

As part of the democratization process, in March
2000, the military government adopted a
Devolution of Power Plan, of which the important
feature was the provision of a 33 per cent quota for
women on the district, tehsil and union councils, the
local legislative bodies mandated to approve by-laws,
taxes, long-term and short-term development plans
and annual budgets. The union councils, in addi-
tion, facilitate the formation and functioning of citi-
zen community boards and cooperatives to reduce
poverty, the overriding development goal of
Pakistan.

The union council is composed of 21 members:
the Union Nazim, the Naib Nazim, one member
elected from the minority communities, 12 Muslim
representatives elected to general seats and six  elec-
ted for peasants and workers. The one-third reserva-
tion is applied to the 12 Muslim seats (four women)

Quotas in Pakistan: 
A Case Study1

By Socorro L. Reyes

Table 2: Election Results for Reserved Seats

Province Union Tehsil Town District Total

Councils (6,022) Councils(305) Councils (30) Councils (103) (6,460)

Punjab 20,718 1,074 50 1,115 22,246
Sindh 5,878 297 59 360 6,594
NWFP 3,963 175 30 278 4,446
Balochistan 2,374 215 22 152 2,763
Total 32,933 1,761 161 1,905 36,049
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Table 4: Women’s Representation 

in Provincial Assemblies

Province General Women Non- Total

Muslims

Punjab 297 66 8 363
Sindh 130 29 9 159
NWFP 99 22 3 121
Baluchistan 51 11 3 62
Total 577 128 23 705

Women’s groups argued that the NRB ignored the
collective call of women for 30 per cent reservation
expressed in the national consultation conducted by
the Ministry of Women and Development
(MOWD) in May 2001 and the National Campaign
for Restoration of Women’s Reserved Seats in 1998.
It also failed to reflect the same recommendation of
the Report of the Commission of Inquiry for
Women and the National Plan for Action. Eleven
political parties endorsed the 30 per cent quota for
women in the provincial and national assemblies.10 

Quotas and the Electoral System

The issues raised in regard to female political partici-
pation have focused not only on the 33 per cent
quota for women but also on the electoral system.

According to the present policy on reservations, the
60 seats for women will be filled through proportio-
nal representation (PR), that is, based on the num-
ber of popular votes received by political parties in
the elections. 

While PR is considered the most woman-friendly
of all electoral systems and used by all ten countries
in the world with the highest number of women’s
seats in parliament, there was vigorous opposition to
it among women activists in Pakistan. They conten-
ded that women will be beholden to political parties
whose structures, processes and agenda are generally
patriarchal. Those who are directly elected will most
likely treat women in reserved seats in the provincial
and national assemblies as second-class members.
With their own constituencies as a mass base, they
will be able to respond more effectively to their
needs.

The women demanded direct election by a joint
electorate of women and men in enlarged constitu-
encies created through the fusion of two normal-
sized constituencies. For the general seats, the nor-
mal-size constituency will be operable. All eligible
voters will have two votes: one for the reserved seat
in the enlarged constituency and another for the
general seat in their normal constituency.11
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Difficulties and Challenges 

The unprecedented number of women6 elected to
district, tehsil and union councils in the recent elec-
tions following the adoption of a 33 per cent quota
by the government opened up not only an enormous
political space but also a strategic opportunity for
women to make a difference in setting and imple-
menting the agenda of local governments. With the
devolution process, this level of government is expec-
ted to have the most impact on people’s lives and
offers the greatest hope for social change. But the
basic question is how women can use their critical
mass to affect public policy issues, particularly those
related to poverty reduction, the biggest challenge in
Pakistan.

To determine their readiness and competence to
serve as movers and shakers on local councils, it is
important to examine the characteristics of these
women: their age, education, socio-economic status,
and political background. While very limited infor-
mation is available on this subject, existing studies
show that most are less than 45 years old (57 per
cent); more than half are illiterate (53 per cent);
most are housewives (73.7 per cent); very few own
land; and an overwhelming majority has never con-
tested elections (79 per cent), neither have their
families (64 per cent).7

What are the implications of the socio-economic,
political and demographic profile of the women
councillors? First, it shows that the quota system has
opened doors for socially disadvantaged and margi-
nalized groups that otherwise stand no chance of
winning positions of formal political authority tradi-
tionally obtained through the politics of money,
family influence and party patronage. Second, the
relative youth of the women councillors indicates
that young women have placed enormous faith in
the ability of the political system to address existing
social ills and to institute reforms. Being young, they
are expected to be more open to innovation and cre-
ative change. Third, the fact that housewives contes-
ted and won electoral seats reflects their willingness
to go beyond their reproductive roles as bearers and
nurturers of life and to assume the task of commu-
nity leadership as active agents of social change. But
this also has serious implications for the gender-
based assignment of household roles and responsibi-
lities, as well as for the way that local councils will
schedule the conduct of their business. Men have to

participate in household work in order to provide
women with the time to perform their legislative
duties, and council schedules have to be adjusted to
allow women to combine their multiple roles.
Fourth, that the majority of women councillors are
illiterate underlines the general lack of education
opportunities for women and should be a major fac-
tor to consider when designing not only the curricu-
lum but also the choice of mentoring approaches.
Hands-on, participatory popular education methods
certainly are most appropriate under these circum-
stances. Finally, their newness to politics is both an
asset and a liability. On the one hand, their freshness
brings insights, vision and perspective that political
veterans may have lost through time. On the other
hand, their newness means that training must start
from ground zero. Their capacity to learn, however,
can never be underestimated and the skill with
which they can use their life experiences to develop
pragmatic, workable solutions to concrete socio-eco-
nomic problems might far exceed ordinary expecta-
tions.

To ascertain their training needs, several organiza-
tions8 conducted surveys, dialogues and interviews
with women councillors. In all of these consulta-
tions, the women disclosed their total lack of aware-
ness of their rights, roles and responsibilities. The
women councillors also complained about being
ignored by their male counterparts and the Nazims.
In addition, they do not have any office space, tables
and chairs, and they do not receive stipends to cover
their meals and transportation. The women were not
given the opportunity to participate in council deli-
berations. And their projects were not allocated bud-
getary resources. 

National and Provincial Level Quotas

While the government was supportive of reserving
one-third of the seats on local councils for women,
the same did not hold true for its policy towards
female representation in the Senate and the national
and provincial assemblies. After much speculation
and debate about what percentage the government
would come up with, the National Reconstruction
Bureau (NRB) announced that 17 of the 100 seats
(17 per cent) in the Senate will be reserved for
women and that 60 of the 342 seats (18 per cent)9 in
the National Assembly will be distributed among
four provinces as follows.
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Table 3: Women’s Representation in the National Assembly

Province/Territory General Reserved Reserved Seats Total

Seats Seats for Non-Muslims

for Women (Nationwide)

Punjab 148 35 — 183
Sindh 61 14 — 75
NWFP 35 8 — 43
Baluchistan 14 3 — 17
Federally-Administered 
Territory (FATA) 12 — — 12
Islamabad 2 — — 2
Non-Muslims — — 10 10
TOTAL 272 60 10 342

In the provincial assemblies, 22 per cent of seats were reserved for women. Like the National Assembly, seats are to be
contested in open, general elections.
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Conclusions

To ensure the full and equal participation of women
in decision-making structures and processes at all
levels of governance, a strategic framework is requi-
red that explores ways of overcoming the cultural
and structural barriers to gender balance in political
representation. Three strategic methods are sugges-
ted to address the cultural barriers to the full exerci-
se of women’s citizenship: awareness-raising, capaci-
ty-building and research and documentation.
Support for policy reform in political parties, electo-
ral systems and campaign finance, meanwhile, is
recommended as the best possible way to overcome
structural obstacles. 

Awareness-raising A nationwide information
campaign to highlight the importance of the repre-
sentation and participation of women in decision-
making, the transformational politics of women, and
the political participation of women as a human
right.

Capacity-building A three-phase training program-
me which will encompass the whole range of wome-
n’s citizenship information as voters, candidates and
elected officials. It will include: rights awareness of
voters; young women’s leadership training; how to
run and win; and skills-building for women who got
elected to local councils, and provincial and national
assemblies. These skills include developing a policy
agenda, articulation and negotiation, influencing
and shaping policy decisions, and allocation of
resources. 

Research and documentation To show that
women make a difference, their work in regard to
shaping the institution’s rules, practices and norms,
as well as its policy decisions, should be documented.

Policy analysis and advocacy Three important
areas for policy advocacy to enhance the political
participation of women are democratization of poli-
tical parties, quotas as temporary special measures to
achieve gender balance, and campaign finance
reform.

In conclusion, the political participation of women
is not only about increasing their numbers but also
about effectiveness and impact. Women should be

able to participate in open, transparent, accountable
decision-making processes within policy-making
institutions and mechanisms, not as beneficiaries/
objects of development programmes but as agents/
subjects of developmental change. Their effective-
ness is indicated by the extent to which they are able
to influence institutional rules, norms and practices
and consequently shape the policy agenda and deci-
sions about the use and allocation of resources. Their
impact, however, will be seen in the entitlements,
capabilities and rights that they are able to secure for
women to redress gender disparities and to change
their lives, especially the lives of poor women.
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5 parties. Key lessons that can be learned from the
Bangladesh experience include: quotas should be
based on an understanding of the dynamics of
power, politics and gender relations; quotas should
ensure genuine rather than token representation; the
implementation of quotas should be endorsed as a
means of achieving gender equality; and quotas are
facilitated if there is a sizeable number of women
committed to their implementation. 

5.2. Overview of Discussion

In the discussion session, the example of quotas in
Bangladesh was highlighted for the important les-
sons learned regarding gaining understanding and
support from all levels of decision-making and wit-
hin political parties. The importance of political par-
ties as gatekeepers and the need to make women an
integral part of the political establishment is not
negotiable under any circumstances. The responsibi-
lities of women politicians to support these kinds of
legislative measures will not only strengthen wome-
n’s political gains but will also build a foundation for
a critical mass. The participants that had joined the
IDEA study visit to the Philippines in August 2002
saw similarities with both the political structure in
the Philippines and their own so-called nepotism
within political institutions, as described by Prof.
Chowdhury, and noted that this was one of the gre-
atest obstacles to overcome in their struggle for gen-
der equality. The issue of the ‘quantitative’ aspect of
quotas was of great interest. During the discussion,
interventions were heard that both defended the
quantitative aspect of quotas in terms of guaran-
teeing women’s visibility in parliament, and opposed
it on the grounds that it may not lead to a qualitati-
ve change for women in politics. While there was no
agreement on whether numbers alone are enough,
most participants agreed that, ultimately, the quota
should lead to the empowerment of women and
move beyond the question of numbers to ensure the
effective participation of women in decision-making
bodies. 
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Not all country experiences with quotas have been
positive, as the case of Bangladesh illustrates.
Depending on the type of quota provision, the target
of women to be elected, and whether women are
directly or indirectly elected, quotas can act as a ‘glass
ceiling’ for women and marginalize them in politics.
In Bangladesh, the introduction of quotas for
women in Parliament has been largely negative, as
Professor Najma Chowdhury argued in her presenta-
tion.

5.1. Overview of Presentation

The words quotas and reservations are used inter-
changeably in the Bangladeshi context. Prof.
Chowdhury began by explaining that there has been
a long history of reserved seats in Bangladesh, but
only a few seats have ever been made available to
women, either through direct or indirect election.
The Constitution of the Peoples Republic of
Bangladesh provides for a 300-member parliament.
In the early stages, the parliament comprised a total
of 315 seats, of which 15 were reserved for women
for a period of ten years. Both men and women were
eligible to contest the 300 ‘general’ seats, while
women were indirectly elected to the 15 reserved
seats. Since 1978, the situation has improved; a pre-
sidential proclamation enlarged the number of reser-
ved seats to 30 (an increase from 4.7 per cent to 9.9
per cent) and extended the period of reservation to
15 years from the date of the proclamation of the
Constitution in 1972. In December 1987, the con-
stitutional provision lapsed and was re-incorporated
into the Constitution by an amendment in 1990, to
be effective for ten years. This provision lapsed in
2001. The present parliament elected in October
2001 does not have reserved seats for women, which
is clearly demonstrated by the composition of the
House. 

Prof. Chowdhury raised the question: for whose
benefit was the quota introduced? Electoral and
party history shows that, in the first election held in
1973, political parties used the reserved seats as the
means to elect women. The quota was treated as the
sole avenue for women’s entry into the legislature
and the general seats as the monopoly of male poli-
ticians. This approach to reserved seats left electoral

politics open to male domination and control, with
women left to contest the reserved seats. Parties
demonstrated no political commitment to share
general seats with women. 

Prof. Chowdhury also raised the important issue
of whom the women legislators represent. While
quotas ensure that a critical mass of women are elec-
ted, the quota moves beyond numbers and involves
an expectation among those whose entry was facili-
tated by the quota to intervene in policy issues. By
and large, women in Bangladesh have not served as
advocates of women’s rights. The system by which
women are elected into politics limits their possibili-
ty to become political actors in their own right, as
well as their ability to function as advocates for
women’s issues. Women who seek to introduce a
gender perspective into politics risk their own posi-
tion in the political establishment, and if a woman is
elected through special measures she is also not seen
as a full member of parliament. The need for civil
society backing and networking among different
groups of society is necessary to support women and
to promote women’s issues in the larger establish-
ment. 

The debate about quotas in Bangladesh continues
today, with much criticism of how quotas have in the
past afforded women visibility, but not empowered
them. The women’s movement in Bangladesh has
brought the issue of quotas into public discourse by
voicing criticism of quotas as practiced previously
and by articulating demands to change fundamen-
tally the constitutional provision. The movement has
urged ‘representation’ to be grounded at the grass-
roots level, and has argued for a higher representa-
tion of women in the legislature and for the intro-
duction of direct election of the seats. In 2001, 20
women’s groups formed a women’s council and lob-
bied the government, political parties and parlia-
mentarians. The council carried out street activities,
formed human chains and hosted discussions. In
September 2002, further protests were held, but
these attempts at reform have so far failed. The
movement has continued to lobby and push for its
demands. But Prof. Chowdhury noted that the patri-
archal system and public policy are factors that cont-
inue to produce negative responses from political
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the date of promulgation of the constitution of the
republic in December 1972. To trace the latter deve-
lopments in brief, the constitutional provision lapsed
in December 1987 and was re-incorporated into the
constitution by an amendment in 1990 to be effec-
tive for ten years from the first meeting of the legis-
lature next elected. This provision also lapsed in
2001. The present parliament, elected in October
2001, does not have reserved seats for women, as was
the case with the House elected in 1988.1

Reserved Seats: Making Women

‘Visible’ in the Legislature 

The prime consideration for granting reserved seats
to women was their political weakness in contesting
male candidates for general seats. The quota or reser-
vation was considered an appropriate political device
for guaranteeing women ‘protected’ representation
in the legislature. The constitutional debates over the
draft articles incorporating the provision of the
quota or reservation for women in the legislature
basically centred on the number of seats to be reser-
ved and the move was justified as a safeguard made
constitutionally in view of women’s drastically une-
qual political strength. 

In 1972, the constitution framers thought that
ten years would be an adequate period for women to
acquire the skills and resources to enter successfully
the arena of electoral politics. Thirty years later, in
2002, the demand to reintroduce the quota contin-
ued. During these 30 years, a total of eight parlia-
ments were elected, of which only two contained
reserved seats. The ongoing discourse envisages the
quota as a tool for women’s political empowerment
and is premised on the affirmation of voter support
gained through direct election to an increased num-
ber of legislative seats. 

Quota: FOR Whose Benefit? 

The electoral history of the Bangladesh Parliament
shows that, beginning with the first election in inde-
pendent Bangladesh, in 1973, the party that attained
majority seats in the general election had its own
women party members elected to the reserved seats.
Electoral nominations in the early years indicate that
the quota was treated as the sole avenue for women’s
entry into the legislature and the general seats were
the monopoly of male politicians. The trend diver-

ged somewhat with the emergence of two women2 as
the leaders of their respective parties. On the path of
their political career following their lateral entry into
party leadership, they have sought a peoples’ manda-
te and contested in direct election from multiple ter-
ritorial constituencies as demonstrations of popular
support and political strength. There is some inhe-
rent contradiction in that they have treated the gene-
ral seats as a reservoir of political power, but have not
taken proactive measures to encourage women of
their respective parties to contest and claim these
seats. This approach to reserved seats has left the
entire electoral field open to male domination and
control. The nominations awarded by the parties,
especially the party that expected to win the majori-
ty of seats, reflected their stand on the issue: whether
novice or experienced, women who aspire to hold
legislative seats must find their way into the legislati-
ve arena via the pathway of the reserved seats.
However, a few women from all three parties that
held state power in Bangladesh, the Awami League
(AL), the Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP) and
the Jatiyo Party (JP), received party nominations to
contest general seats and won. These women repre-
sent basically three categories: (a) those who had
blood or marriage ties with the leadership, (b) a
wife/daughter of a deceased member of parliament
(MP), and (c) those whose political strength accrued
from years of association with the party organization. 

Segregated in the ‘separate enclosure’,3 as it were,
the reserved seats also served as a ‘vote bank’ for the
party in power, because it is the numerical majority
of the party that enabled all of its nominees to get
elected to the reserved seats. 

The reserved seats also came to be bartered for the
sake of building a majority alliance with a willing
partner. The barter took place following a parlia-
mentary election when the parties were in a position
to assess their respective numerical strength in the
legislature, and before the formal nomination pro-
cess to the reserved seats began. In such cases, the
leading party negotiated the support of a coalition
partner in exchange, among other considerations, for
a certain number of reserved seats. Such political
understanding loosened the monopoly grip of the
ruling party on the reserved seats, as the coalescing
partner received two or three seats to nominate and
get its women members elected as members of parli-
ament.4
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Bangladesh’s experience with quotas for women in
parliament has been largely negative. Instead of con-
tributing to women’s political agency and autonomy,
they have accentuated their dependence in politics
and reinforced their marginality. The present paper
is organized around issues and processes that have
undermined the effectiveness of the quota as a stra-
tegic political device for ensuring that women’s voi-
ces are heard and their priorities reflected in state
policies. 

Some clarification is necessary at the outset about
the use of the word ‘quota’. In this paper, it is used
interchangeably with the term ‘reservation’. The
reservation of seats for women refers to the principle
of organizing the composition of a legislative/local
body, according to which a certain number of seats
are exclusively earmarked for women. The term
‘reservation’ in this context has colonial roots, refers
to safeguarding the participation of a vulnerable
group and has been used in the constitutional lang-
uage of Bangladesh from before liberation. 

In a way, the word ‘reservation’ has a passive con-
notation in that it refers to numbers without much
reflection on the interface between numbers and
outcome. Quotas relate to gender politics and con-
textualise the inner dynamics and policy outcomes of
a body in terms of gendered representation.
Although there are some intrinsic differences, the

terms quotas and reservations have been used inter-
changeably both by Bangladeshi and foreign scholars
and political observers. 

This paper provides a brief history of the quota,
notes its salience in regard to the participation of
women in legislative and electoral politics, assesses its
workings and examines the ongoing discourse on the
re-institution of quotas. In doing so, the paper tou-
ches on the standpoint of major actors in the debate
as constructed. 

Reserved Seats for Women in the

Bangladesh Legislature 

The Constitution of the Peoples Republic of
Bangladesh provides for a 300-member parliament
(the Jatiyo Sangsad). Originally the parliament com-
prised a total of 315 seats, of which 15 were reserved
for women for a period of ten years. The 300 ‘gene-
ral’ seats represent single-member territorial consti-
tuencies that both men and women are eligible to
contest. The 15 seats reserved for women were indi-
rectly elected. Members elected to general seats con-
stituted the electoral college for the reserved seats. 

In 1978 a presidential proclamation enlarged the
number of reserved seats to 30 (increasing the mini-
mum guaranteed representation of women in the
legislature from 4.7 percent to 9.9 percent) and
extended the period of reservation to 15 years from
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dates from the need to campaign and canvass for
votes or to strengthen constituency linkages. Thus
the allocation of electoral zones (women’s constitu-
encies) practically amounted to procedural formali-
zation. This relative detachment from grassroots
mobilization and dependence on the party leaders-
hip marginalized the political status of the reserved
seats of parliament. 

The Discourse on Quotas 

in Bangladesh 

The framers of the constitution provided for the
reservation of seats for women in view of the obsta-
cles they faced in contesting elections. Their percep-
tion and that of subsequent (male) politicians reflects
a paternalistic approach towards the reserved seats -
affording visibility to a small group of women but
not empowering them. Indeed, the method of elec-
tion disempowered the reserved seats. 

The women’s movement in Bangladesh brought
the issue of quotas to public discourse by voicing cri-
ticism of quotas as practiced and by articulating
demands for redesigning or reintroducing the consti-
tutional provision with some fundamental changes.
In the construction of the debate, the movement
urged for representation to be grounded in the grass-
roots, claimed a larger share of representation for
women in the legislature and stood for negation of
male domination in order to ensure women’s politi-
cal survival and advancement. 

Coalition-building on the issue of quotas

The dissolution of parliament in December 1987
caught the women’s organizations unprepared, as the
House, elected in 1986 and carrying the reservation
provision with it as stipulated under the constitu-
tion, was to complete its tenure in 1991.
Nevertheless, individually and collectively, they reite-
rated their stand in conventions, seminars and con-
ferences. They urged re-incorporation of the consti-
tutional provision and were practically unanimous
on two issues. They demanded an increase in the
number of reserved seats (most put the figure at 64
to correspond with the country’s 64 administrative
units), and the introduction of direct election to
these seats with a view to bringing women into the
political mainstream. Several organizations also
urged that political parties award a certain percenta-
ge of party nominations (the figures ranged between

ten and 20 per cent) to women for general seats. 
The reservation provision was re-inserted into the

constitution in 1990, to be effective from the next
election to the legislature. The measure was one of
political expediency; it retained the earlier system
and was in no way attuned to the demands of the
movement. The next legislature was elected in 1991
and the constitutional amendment thus came into
force. Towards the end of the following ten years, the
movement mounted a concerted effort to mobilize
opinion and to create the necessary political will to
provide for a quota system that reflected their stated
stand. Before the impending dissolution of parlia-
ment in 2001, some 20 women’s groups and non-
governmental organisations (NGOs), mobilized by
the Mohila Parishad (Women’s council - the largest
movement-oriented women’s organization), lobbied
the government, political parties and parliamentari-
ans. Women activists instigated street activities, for-
med human chains, and staged rallies and symbolic
protests. Women’s organizations, civil society groups
and NGOs shared discussion sessions. However, this
heightened level of advocacy failed to have any
impact.7

The women’s movement offered various formula-
tions with regard to numbers, basically in response to
women politicians’ concerns that the demarcation of
64 electoral constituencies covering the entire coun-
try would render electioneering unmanageable. The
various formulations were also intended to assure
that any scheme to increase the number of women’s
seats would also involve an increase in general seats
and that women’s constituencies were expected to
superimpose on and not cut across the territorial
constituencies, which constituted the power base of
male politicians. 

Most of those elected to reserved seats preferred
the existing system, as it made the electioneering
process less expensive, strenuous and uncertain.
They distanced themselves from the movement on
the grounds that direct election to women’s seats
would involve extensive campaigning, requiring
both expense and political workers even if the con-
testants were all women. As practitioners of politics,
they tended to regard the movement’s stand as being
rather detached from politics as it is. They also felt
that the recent trends of extravagant spending and
violence in elections seriously disadvantaged wome-
n’s participation in direct election, which pitted
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The provision of legislative quotas or reservation of
seats for women in parliament benefited the ruling
party, which explains to some extent the approach of
the two major parties in Bangladesh to the ongoing
discourse on quotas. The provision also benefited
male politicians in control of the patriarchal party
machinery, who demonstrated no political commit-
ment to share the general seats that, being directly
linked to constituencies, could contribute to or rein-
force the political strength of women. 

Quotas across the Board 

Bangladesh’s experience shows that the successful use
of quotas (in terms of representation and participa-
tion) in the legislature is dependent on the existence
of similar provisions along the way that leads to the
legislature. In other words, there is a need for quotas
in the executive or decision-making body of succes-
sive units of the party organization, stretching from
the local to the national level, as well as in other deci-
sion-making bodies, for example, the parliamentary
election committee entrusted with the nomination
of party candidates. Political parties in Bangladesh,
however, provide for, in pursuance of respective
party constitutions, a women’s affairs secretary in the
party units at different levels. Parties also have
women’s fronts, which are relatively isolated bodies
in terms of their interaction with the party leaders-
hip as compared to other front organizations of the
party, such as the student front, youth front and
trade union. 

However, women legislators and political deci-
sion-makers on the whole did not attach importance
to the need for the provision of quotas to be orche-
strated in all representative and statutory bodies in
order to maximize its gains.5 The theory of critical
mass illustrates the strategic importance of numbers
and proportions in terms of the capacity of a social
category or group to influence the policy environ-
ment of the institution. The quota moves beyond
numbers and involves commitment and capacity on
the part of those whose entry was facilitated by the
quota to intervene in policy issues. The ability and
willingness to mediate and negotiate state policies in
regard to the gendered interests of its citizens is a
prime test for quotas. With a few exceptions, women
members of the Bangladesh legislature have not ser-
ved as advocates for women’s rights in their capacity
as legislators.6

Representational Issue: Dilemma of

Representatives in Reserved Seats 

Who does a woman legislator, elected to a reserved
seat, represent? The issue of a women’s constituency
has surfaced from time to time in the nomination
process for reserved as well as general seats. Being a
transitory member of her natal family, a woman is
not in a position to nurture and claim her constitu-
ency of birth. Being a stranger/newcomer to her hus-
band’s constituency area, she is also likely to face dif-
ficulty in adopting her constituency by marriage. 

Women MPs also suffer the drawback of having to
nurture constituencies, which, on average, are ten
times larger than territorial constituency areas for
general seats. This is due to the fact that, for the pur-
poses of election to reserved seats, the country is
divided into 30 electoral zones, while for the purpo-
ses of delimitation of constituencies for the 300
directly elected seats, the country is divided into 300
constituencies. 

On the whole, women legislators elected to gene-
ral or reserved seats tend to define their representa-
tional role in a broader sense. In the context of a
patriarchal political culture, a woman MP faces some
inherent political risks in being seen as an advocate
of women’s rights and issues even if she is committed
to these causes. 

(Male) MPs elected from territorial constituencies
to the legislature have, on occasion, belittled the sta-
tus of women MPs in reserved seats as nominated,
and not elected, members of the House. There is also
a strong popular perception that women members in
reserved seats were nominated to the legislature by
the majority party largely because the final stage of
the electoral process, that is, the contest, did not take
place, as no opposition candidates were put up.
Consequently, the process of entry into the legislatu-
re devalued the political strength and status of
women members in reserved seats, and quotas or
reservation came to be viewed as falling short of
‘genuine’ representation. 

The question as to ‘who does a woman legislator
elected to a reserved seat represent’ is quite superflu-
ous in view of the electoral process. The nomination
process was more conditioned by the social network
of political support, where ‘social work’ and some
linkage (at the formal/informal/personal/family
level) with the party organization were recognized.
Nomination by the majority party spared its candi-
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The nomination procedure gave rise to allegations of
manipulation by the social elite and political hierar-
chy as well as by the civil administration. Later chan-
ges increased the number of nominated women
members to three and provided for indirect election,
giving rise to similar criticisms to those levelled
against the process of indirect election prevailing at
the national level.9 In 1993, direct election to reser-
ved seats for women in the union parishad (union
council) was provided for through legislation by par-
liament.10 Under the new provision, the first elec-
tions to the union parishad were held in 1997 and
brought into the local government system some
12,828 women in reserved seats through direct elec-
tion. 

The direct election of women to local bodies has
brought about a qualitative change in their 
role perception. On the whole, they have claimed a
space within the local bodies and have raised spirited
calls to have their terms of reference and spheres of
activity defined. NGOs have come forward with
projects to develop the skill and capacity of these
members elected directly in seats reserved for
women. 

The bigger and richer national pie 

Obviously, allocation of a one-fourth quota for
women in local bodies through direct election
demonstrates that there was strong political will to
do so behind it. What explains the strong resistance
to reintroduce quotas for women in the legislature
(advocacy groups have put forward various figures
but none have exceeded one-third)? Such resistance
may be due to apprehension that any reorganization
of constituencies through fresh delimitation with a
view to accommodating the women’s quota would
expose some of them to the risk of losing their hold
on the party organization and electoral constituency.
There are bigger stakes involved in being closer to
state power and higher prospects of access to resour-
ces and policies. Finally, patriarchal apathy towards
women’s claim to power, policy-making and inclu-
sion in the public space could be a factor in shaping
the response of political parties and leadership to
quotas for women in parliament. Implementation of
quotas would require amendment of the constitu-
tion. The ruling coalition led by the BNP has the
necessary majority to carry forth an amendment. It
seems that neither the AL nor the BNP would be

averse to reintroducing quotas as they were. What
they are unwilling to accede to is the demand for
implementing a meaningful quota. 

Lessons Learned: 

Concluding Comments 

Bangladesh’s experiment with legislative quotas was
conditioned by political factors and processes within
which it operated. An analysis of these factors and
processes highlights the following lessons:

1. The provision of quotas should be based on an
understanding of the interface of power, politics and
policies in terms of gender relations. 

2. The purpose of quotas should be ‘authoritative’
representation rather than ‘token’ representation and
hence adequate consideration needs to be given to
issues of number/proportion of representation, selec-
tion/nomination and election procedures. 

3. Successful implementation of the quota depends
on its acceptance and endorsement as a workable
device for achieving gender equity, by all major
actors in the political process, including political par-
ties. 

4. The effect of quotas is facilitated when there is a
relatively sizeable number of committed women
members within the institutions/organizations/
committees. 

5. Success in advocating for the introduction of quo-
tas by the women’s movement is likely to be con-
tingent on the movement’s capacity to build strategic
alliances across political parties, women’s groups,
women in politics, citizen bodies. 

6. Provision for quotas enjoys a better prospect of
implementation at the local level as it opens up
women’s access to limited resources and power only
to deal with local issues. The perception of politics in
terms of a zero-sum game on the part of the (male)
political hierarchy and (male) party leadership in
matters of access to state power and resources
explains, to some extent, the resistance to quotas at
the level of national politics. 
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them against male contestants. There have been
exceptions, though, who saw in the existing method
of reservation the reasons for women’s subservient
status in politics and wanted the system to be repla-
ced. 

Political parties, with the exception of some leftist
parties, do not give much credence to women’s claim
to ‘substantial’ and ‘substantive’ representation. The
issue is not considered central to the political pro-
cess. Parties have made pledges, based on strategic
considerations, to take necessary steps to incorpora-
te the movement’s demands once elected to power.
The pledges have not been redeemed on one pretext
or another. 

Following the formulation of the National Plan of
Action after the Beijing conference, the Government
of Bangladesh announced, in 1997, a National
Policy for the Advancement of Women. The Policy
called for a larger number of reserved seats in the
legislature for women through direct election. The
provisions of the draft Fourteenth (Constitution
Amendment) Bill prepared by the AL government in
1999, proposing, in essence, the replication of an
earlier system, trifled with an important policy decla-
ration that aimed to strengthen women’s political
participation. 

However, women’s groups continue to lobby and
agitate in a bid to push forward their demand. As the
parliament convened for a session in September
2002, the women’s movement took to the streets,
spotlighting several issues, including the demand for
women’s seats. A source of weakness in relation to
the movement’s agitation for reserved seats has been
an occasional tendency to put several issues on the
platform, all of which deserved to be regarded as cri-
tical; lumping them together appeared to dilute the
impact. Second, the movement’s varied and at times
shifting stand on the number of seats to be reserved
and the method of election to be adopted appeared
to undermine its underlying unity of purpose. Male
party stalwarts called for consensus and unanimity
within the movement as a precondition for any mea-
ningful dialogue. A third factor that weakened the
force of the movement was the occasional regrouping
or re-mapping of strategic options by groups and
organizations in order to be in a position to lead the
movement and to perform a mediating role in nego-
tiations. 

Linking quotas to a time frame and the building of a
political resource 

Advocacy for implementation of quotas in
Bangladesh has always stipulated a limited timefra-
me. Quotas are viewed as an interim measure and
women politicians in the legislature were expected to
build their political bases within the stipulated peri-
od. It was felt that quotas for women in party nomi-
nations to general seats would eventually make them
redundant. 

Gains Made Through Quotas 

Quotas provided women with the only viable route
to the legislature, as the successive parliamentary
election results indicate. The number of women
directly elected to the legislature is yet to exceed 2.5
per cent of the total 300 seats.8 Indeed, when a
powerful woman party politician was defeated in the
general election, she was later nominated by her
party (which obtained a majority) for a reserved seat.
Quotas, in providing women with a convenient con-
duit to the legislature, opened up for them the
opportunity to enter the power spheres. In practice,
they were nominated to the panel of chairpersons to
preside over the House in the absence of the Speaker,
Deputy Speaker and others in order of precedence,
and as members of select and standing committees.
They enjoyed access to distribution of goods and
patronage and the potential to bring in resources,
especially for development projects in their constitu-
encies. They were relatively powerful women in a
society where women are generally denuded and
devoid of power. Also, being elected to the legislatu-
re made them eligible for ministerial positions. 

A few of the women whose entry into the legisla-
ture was facilitated by quotas in course of time ‘gra-
duated’ as active participants in national politics.
They emerged as important members of the entou-
rage of women leaders in electoral campaign trails
and in supportive roles during risk-laden periods of
political agitation. 

Quota at the Local Level: 

How is it Different? 

Article 9 under the Fundamental Principles of State
Policy of the Constitution of Bangladesh stipulates
the representation of women in local government
institutions. Women’s representation was first provi-
ded through nomination of two women members.
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Article 65 (2) 

Parliament shall consist of three hundred members
to be elected in accordance with law from single ter-
ritorial constituencies by direct election and, for so
long as clause (3) is effective, the members provided
for in that clause; the members shall be designated as
Members of Parliament. 

Article 65 (3)

Until the dissolution of Parliament occurring next
after the expiration of the period of ten years of the
Parliament beginning from the date of the first mee-
ting of the Parliament next after the Parliament in
existence at the time of the commencement of the
Constitution (Tenth Amendment ) Act, 1990, there
shall be reserved thirty seats exclusively for women
members, who shall be elected according to law by
the members aforesaid: 

Provided that nothing to this clause shall prevent
a woman from being elected to any of the seats pro-
vided for in clause (2). 

Annex 2: 
Votes and Seats Received by Women

Contestants in Parliamentary

Elections 

The following table illustrates the enormously vulne-
rable status of women in electoral politics.

Election Year % of Women % of General

Candidates for Seats Won

General Seats by Women*

1973 0.3 0.0
1979 0.9 0.7 
1986 1.3 1.7
1988 0.7 1.3
1991 1.5 1.7
1996 1.4 2.3 

Source: Chowdhury, Najma, 1994. “Women in Politics”.
Empowerment A Journal of Women of Women. Vol. 1,
p. 42. Naribarta (Women’s News, a Bangla newsletter
published by Women for Women). Vol. 1, September
1996. Figures for elections held in February 1996 and
October 2001 not included in the table.

* The third column represents figures following the sur-
render of seats where candidates won more than one,
and those who subsequently entered the legislature via a
by-election. 
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What is the theoretical construct within which advo-
cacy for quotas is grounded in Bangladesh politics?
Discursive issues, such as whether men, who are the
primary actors in politics, are able to mediate wome-
n’s concerns have not featured in the discourse on the
quota. The purpose of reservation of seats in parlia-
ment was not seen in terms of creating equality of
opportunity or outcome for a disadvantaged social
category. Reservation or quota was considered a con-
venient device to facilitate entry into the legislature
by an excluded and vulnerable group. The idea of
reservation or quotas as a strategy for political empo-
werment came into focus in later years. By then, the
concept of women’s empowerment was already in
vogue in development dialogues and initiatives. The
basic thrust of the argument for the reinstitution of
quotas hinges on the right to political representation
of half of the country’s population. In other words,
the argument was tacitly built around issues of
democratic representation, governance and citizens-
hip. 

Annex 1: 
Provisions Regarding the Quota 

or Reserved Seats 

Constitution of the Peoples Republic 

of Bangladesh 

Article 65 (2) 

Parliament shall consist of three hundred members
to be elected in accordance with law from single ter-
ritorial constituencies by direct election and, for so
long as clause (3) is effective, the members provided
for in that clause; the members shall be designated as
Members of Parliament. 

Article 65 (3) 

Until the dissolution of Parliament occurring next
after the expiration of the period of ten years from
the commencement of this Constitution there shall
be reserved fifteen seats exclusively for women mem-
bers, who shall be elected according to law by the
members aforesaid: 

Provided that nothing to this clause shall prevent
a woman from being elected to any of the seats pro-
vided for in clause (2). 
Second Proclamation Order No IV, 1978 

Article 65 (2) 

Parliament shall consist of three hundred members
to be elected in accordance with law from single ter-
ritorial constituencies by direct election and, for so
long as clause (3) is effective, the members provided
for in that clause; the members shall be designated as
Members of Parliament.

Article 65 (3) 

Until the dissolution of Parliament occurring next
after the expiration of the period of fifteen years from
the commencement of this Constitution there shall
be reserved thirty seats exclusively for women mem-
bers, who shall be elected according to law by the
members aforesaid: 

Provided that nothing to this clause shall prevent
a woman from being elected to any of the seats pro-
vided for in clause (2). 
Constitution (Tenth Amendment) Act, 1990 
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Notes and References

1. For successive constitutional provisions relating
to quotas, see Annex 1. 

2. They are: Begum Khaleda Zia, the present
Prime Minister of Bangladesh and chairperson
of the Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP); and
Sheikh Hasina, past prime minister of the
country, and presently leader of the opposition
in parliament and party chief of the Awami
League (AL). 

3. The seating arrangement for women MPs in
reserved seats inside the chamber of the legisla-
ture reflected their segregated status. 

4. In the Fifth Parliament, the BNP gave two
reserved seats to the Jamaat-I-Islami; in the
Seventh Parliament, the AL conceded three
seats to the JP; and in the current parliament,
the BNP surrendered three seats to Jamaat. 

5. A draft private members’ bill submitted by a
woman member in a reserved seat proposed a
maximum two-third/minimum one-third for-
mula for male and female representation respec-
tively in the parliament, in the cabinet, in party
nominations for elections, in parliamentary
standing committees, in the higher judiciary, in
the election commission and in the public ser-
vice commission. The draft proposal, however,
failed to elicit support among members, both
male and female. Also, a private members’ bill
cannot propose a constitutional amendment. 

6. See for example, Begum, Maleka, 2000.
Songroksita Mohila Asan Sorasori Nirbachan
(Bangla: Reserved Seats for Women Direct
Election). Dhaka: Anyaprokash, p. 20. 

7. Also see Chowdhury, Najma, 2001. “The
Politics of Implementing Women’s Rights in
Bangladesh”. In Bayes, Jane H. and Tohidi,
Nayereh eds. Globalization, Gender, and
Religion: The Politics of Women’s Rights in
Catholic and Muslim Countries. New York:
Palgrave, pp. 207-208. Chowdhury, Najma,
1994. “Bangladesh: Gender and Politics in a
Patriarchy”. In Nelson, Barbara and
Chowdhury, Najma eds. Women and Politics
Worldwide. New Haven and London: Yale
University Press, pp. 98-101.

8. See Annex 2. 

9. For background, see Chowdhury, Najma, 1985.
“Women in Politics in Bangladesh”. In Qazi
holiquzzaman, Ahmad et al. UN Decade for
Women 1976-85: Situation of Women in
Bangladesh. Ministry of Social Welfare and
Women’s Affairs, Government of the Peoples
Republic of Bangladesh, pp. 259-63. 

10. Ordinance 1983 as amended by Act No. 20 of
1993, section 3. See The Union Parishads
Manual, 1998. Dhaka Law Reports, 2nd
Edition 1998, p. 6.
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6 to representation of women of at least 30%’. 
This was a mild victory for the groups that had

lobbied hard for quotas, and as a first step toward
gender equality within political institutions it was
celebrated. However, it also affected other political
dynamics in Indonesia. For example, there are now
28 women among the 150 members of the
Indonesian Electoral Commission at national, pro-
vincial and kabupaten/kota levels. However, the dis-
cussion and debate between different groups contin-
ues and the women’s lobby is now focusing on pro-
viding training and skills development to potential
candidates. The aspiring candidates have had the
opportunity to meet with former and current parlia-
mentarians to discuss strategies, and the internatio-
nal community has contributed information on the
electoral system and candidate recruitment proces-
ses. The Indonesian quota discussion has moved
from a theoretical discussion to a practical imple-
mentation phase, where women are working hard to
develop their skills and capacity to stand for election. 

6.2. Overview of Discussion

The participants were pleased to hear of the debate
that has been ongoing in Indonesia and the mobili-
zation of the women’s movement. There was a dis-
cussion as to whether it is a better option to lobby for
quotas within political parties, or whether it prefera-
ble that quotas should be legislated in political party
or electoral laws. Some country experiences show
that if a majority party adopts its own party quota,
then contagion may result and opposition parties
may also include quotas. But there was no consensus
as to what is the best method. In East Timor, the
women’s lobby advocated for both approaches, using
the law as a first means, but lobbying for political
party quotas as a fall-back strategy. But in Indonesia,
most political parties do not support the idea of quo-
tas, and there is also a problem of leadership within
political parties, where the president herself is open
in her criticism of quotas. 

In terms of mobilization, it was noted that there is
no ‘consolidated’ women’s movement in Indonesia
with a clear strategy and way of working. This has
similarities with the Bangladesh case where the
women’s movement put too many issues on the
agenda, which diluted the impact of having a conso-
lidated women’s movement. The implementation of
quotas failed because the women’s movement did not

have alliances with women in political parties, the
media and civil society organizations. It was noted by
the Indonesian participants that there is no strategic
plan of action, and that alliances do need to be for-
med. However, there are different networks of
women’s organizations. One network lobbied mem-
bers in committees where the laws are being debated,
and also drafted an alternative electoral law with a
minimum 20 per cent quota provision at the natio-
nal, provincial and district levels. A second proposal
was to allow independent candidacies so that women
in parliament can unite without being restricted by
party discipline. It was also noted, though, that not
having a consolidated women’s movement may also
be an advantage if there is mobilization among and
pressure from different sectors of society. It was also
noted that it is important to include men in lobby-
ing efforts and that alliances should be sought with
the media. 

In the Nordic countries, a strategy was employed
of doubling the number of members of committees
to avoid conflicts with men, and that way to comply
with the quota provision. The women’s lobby also
works with nomination committees of political par-
ties, as they determine who will be on party lists.
Women argued that this was where a 50 per cent
quota for women should apply. 

It was also pointed out that there are negative
aspects when only women lobby for women’s issues,
as that takes the onus off men to address those issu-
es. In this sense, the resource argument can be used,
where women and men together define the common
good, as is the case in France. It may be more advan-
tageous to talk about gender and governance than to
talk about women’s issues in political decision-
making. Men should be included in lobbying efforts
around quotas and in discussions about gender issu-
es.
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At the time of the workshop, Indonesia was a coun-
try-in-waiting regarding the implementation of spe-
cial measures to increase the political representation
of women, with various proposals for quotas being
forwarded by the women’s lobby. The workshop,
therefore, provided interesting examples about how
to lobby for, implement and evaluate quotas, and it
served as a great opportunity to gain knowledge
about different country experiences in Asia. It also
provided impetus to embark on new strategies that
may be applicable to the Indonesian political envi-
ronment. 

6.1. Overview of Presentation

Dr Chusnul Mar’iyah provided an overview on the
status of women in politics and lobbying efforts that
have been conducted by the women’s movement
around the quota issue. The application of quotas is
considered by those demanding them to be the most
expeditious means of increasing the representation of
women in the political process. Dr Mar’iyah points
out in her paper that the general opinion among the
women’s movement is that, if quotas aim to reduce
gender injustice without a definite quota being intro-
duced, injustice between men and women will
remain. The issue of gender equality is often raised in
societies in transition to democracy. The issue has
become an integral part of the Indonesian political
agenda when discussing such political concepts as
democracy, citizenship and nationalism, which are
often considered gender-neutral. In practice, these
concepts are extremely gender biased. Political rights
for women are basic human rights, and human rights
are an integral part of democracy. 

Dr Mar’iyah provided an overview of the debate
regarding quotas in Indonesia, and some of the chal-
lenges that have emerged. At the time of the work-
shop, there was a debate about which law quotas
should be legislated in, either in the general Law on
Elections, or the Law on Political Parties. With
regard to political parties, it was noted that it had
been a hard battle to win them over, but five politi-
cal parties - Golongan Karya (Functional Group
Party in Indonesia), Partai Kebangkitan Bangsa
(National Awakening Party), Partai Persautuan
Pembangunan (National Development Party), Partai

Amanat Nasional (National Mandate Party) inclu-
ding FKKI (Awakening of the Indonesian Nation
fraction) and Reformasi - were supportive of the
quota debate. While there is general support among
women’s organizations for the implementation of
quotas, there is a perception that that there is a shor-
tage of women wanting to enter politics. Other chal-
lenges include the economic condition of women. In
Indonesia the discussion concerning quotas is close-
ly linked with the overall socio-economic position of
women: women need to be part of economic deve-
lopment. Political culture also tries to convince
women that their most effective contribution is to be
made at the local level; hence politics at the national
level is seen as less ‘attractive’. The internal mecha-
nism of the political party recruitment system is the
most challenging factor for the women activists or
politicians. 

As was mentioned in other presentations, Dr
Mar’iyah noted the importance of examining politi-
cal and social contexts when discussing gender issu-
es. She stressed the importance of lessons learned
from other countries seeking to implement gender
quotas and to undertake comparative studies of gen-
der in politics in the region as well as globally. She
defines groups like civil society activists, political
party members, academics and the media as impor-
tant for positive developments, and stressed that gre-
ater cooperation between them was necessary to
lobby the political establishment.

The issue of electoral systems has been an issue of
particular interest for the women’s movement in
Indonesia. In developments since the workshop took
place, in 2003, a new General Law on Elections was
passed and the Political Party Law was amended. The
electoral system to be used in the 2004 election is a
proportional representation (PR) system with open
lists. A ‘weak’ quota for women was included in
Article 65 of the election law: ‘Each participating
political party may nominate candidates for the
Dewan Perwakilan Rakyat (House of
Representatives), Dewan Perwakilan Rakyat Daerah
(Regional House of Representatives), and Dewan
Perwakilan Rakuat Daerah I and II (People’s
Representative Council Provincial and District/City
level), for each electoral district, giving consideration

60

6. Lobbying for Quotas: The Indonesian Experience in 2002



62

women’s political interests are represented.
A quota for women is intended to ensure that

women hold a specified percentage of positions in
political parties, parliament, state committees and
government institutions. The quota system is a
mechanism to reduce obstacles in the recruitment
process, not at the individual level, but at the level of
those who control the recruitment process. It is often
said that the problem lies in the availability of
women qualified for the positions in question, or
that women are not interested in becoming involved
in the political arena. This issue relates to the social
and cultural context of the nation. In the context of
modern political life, a quota system ensures that the
recruitment of women into political life is guaran-
teed to reach the significant level of 30 per cent. The
quota is a provisional mechanism to ensure the
recruitment of women into the political domain so
that political, economic and ideological obstacles in
the path of women’s progress are minimalized. In
short, the quota is intended to overcome prejudices
that prevent the entrance of women into the politi-
cal arena.

The quota system can also be implemented in a
gender-neutral fashion. For positions usually domi-
nated by women, the quota system can be utilized by
men. In practice, though, it should be noted that,
within sectors in which women predominate, men
often control leadership positions. For example,
many studies have demonstrated that, in the areas of
cigarette production and electronics assembly, a
majority of workers are women, who are valued for
their perceived manual dexterity in repetitive tasks.
However, management and supervisory positions are
usually held by men. A quota system could become
a mechanism for increasing productivity, because
with the implementation of a quota, we would not
suffer the loss of half of the available human resour-
ces in Indonesia.

Comparative Experiences 

Over the past decade, a number of nations have achi-
eved significant increases in the proportion of women
in national representative institutions. This has been
supported by the Beijing Declaration for Action in
1995 and the Inter-Parliamentary Union (IPU) con-
ference in New Delhi in 1997. A 1995 United
Nations (UN) Progress Report, which analysed gen-
der and development in 174 countries, stated:

While it is true that there is no direct connection bet-
ween the level of participation of women in political
institutions and their contribution to the advance of
women, a level of representation of 30% in political
institutions can be considered critical to ensuring
women have meaningful influence in the political pro-
cess. (IFES) 

There are several different examples of how a quota
has been utilized in the political process. First, a
quota has been implemented through legislation in
Italy to achieve a level of representation of 50 per
cent; since 1993, Argentina has imposed a quota of
33 per cent; Brazil has a quota of 20 per cent; and
India has a quota at the local level. In France, the
level is 50 per cent. Second, a quota has been imple-
mented through electoral legislation requiring politi-
cal parties to present female candidates. In
Argentina, there is a quota in districts of true belie-
vers, or winnable seats. Third, political parties often
have a policy of implementing informal quotas. For
example, the African National Congress in South
Africa imposes a quota of 30 per cent. The Labour
Party in Australia and the PJ (Justicialist Party) and
the UCR (Radical Civic Union) in Argentina also
impose informal quotas. 

In addition, a quota has been imposed through
the constitution in a number of nations, including
Uganda, where 39 seats are reserved for women. In
Argentina, electoral legislation since 1993 has requi-
red political parties to select women candidates for at
least 30 per cent of winning seats. The number of
women members of parliament in Argentina is 33
per cent. In India, a quota of 30 per cent at the local
level is enshrined in the constitution.

What About Indonesia?

The opinion expressed by President Megawati
Sukarnoputri in various speeches that a quota for
women would denigrate the position of women
must be considered highly debatable. 

First, in the context of the social problems of cor-
ruption, collusion and nepotism that have destroyed
the nation’s economic system and social capital, this
issue must be considered as one related to the digni-
ty of the country. The crisis of trust between mem-
bers of the community and the state has resulted in
the outbreak of extreme communal violence. State
violence and communal violence, even domestic vio-
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In recent years, the issue of the representation of
women and their participation in the political pro-
cess has become increasingly significant in Indonesia.
On at least two occasions, on 22 December 2001
and 21 April 2001, the president gave speeches to
women activists in which she pleaded with them not
to press for a quota, on the grounds that its imple-
mentation would have an adverse affect on the stan-
ding of women. It is clear that many politicians have
a poor understanding of the importance of the repre-
sentation of women and their participation in the
political decision-making process. It remains to be
seen how the increasingly expressed demands of
women activists in political parties to raise the level
of female representation in the political process (as a
fundamental human rights issue) will be addressed.

The demand for a quota system for women is a
demand for a policy that achieves a measurable out-
come. The quota mechanism is considered by those
demanding it to be the fastest means of increasing
the level of representation of women in the political
process. Affirmative action through the imposition
of a quota has even been proposed for professional
recruitment processes in other areas. A quota is a
mechanism for reducing gender injustice; without a
definite quota, gender injustice will continue to
occur. The issue relates to the politics of presence. 

The debate concerning the increased representa-

tion of women through the imposition of a quota is
an integral part of the debate regarding the develop-
ment of a democratic political system built on the
principal of gender equality. The demands for a
quota are an integral part of the demands for wome-
n’s rights in the political sphere. Why are political
issues important for women? Because women form
the majority of citizens in this country, yet their
rights as citizens are given insufficient consideration,
and they are continually marginalized in the deci-
sion-making process. In this short essay, issues rela-
ted to the quota will be explored, and examples of
implementation in various other nations will be exa-
mined in order to determine how a similar quota
should be introduced in Indonesia in order to deve-
lop a democratic political culture. 

What is a ‘Quota’?

Political concepts such as democracy, citizenship and
nationalism are often considered neutral. In practice,
however, they are extremely gender biased. Political
rights for women are basic human rights, and human
rights are an integral part of democracy. The invol-
vement of both women and men in the decision-
making process is a sine qua non in democracy. The
quota is a mechanism for achieving a significant
increase in the level of representation of women in
the political process and a means for ensuring that

The Political Representation of
Women in Indonesia:
How Can It Be Achieved?
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an initiative to achieve this goal. This issue must
become the responsibility of all elements of the com-
munity and the state, including the executive and the
legislature, as well as political parties, NGOs, the
media and the academic world.

Conclusion: 

Affirmative Action Through Quotas

We hope that a policy of affirmative action will
change the face of politics by drawing attention to
the issue of gender justice. This issue should not be
seen in terms of a ‘gift’ (to women) of positions on
state committees, but in the context of the need for
the state not to lose more than half of the potential
leaders required to solve the nation’s problems - a
nation in which more than 51 per cent of citizens are
women. In order not to lose valuable human resour-
ces, a quota is essential. By involving women in the
decision-making process, the process of democratiza-
tion can begin. Democracy without the involvement
of women is not democracy. 

Affirmative action is a policy to reduce gender
injustice. When the goal of true equality is achieved
through education and throughout all areas of the
nation’s life, affirmative action will no longer be
required. We are still in a society that is highly dis-
criminatory of women. Existing stereotypes of
women create prejudice. The quota is a provisional
mechanism to achieve the objective of accelerating
the rise in the level of women involved in the deci-
sion-making process. With a quota, we can reduce
the level of injustice and discrimination practiced
against women. Without a quota, such injustice and
discrimination will continue. Drude Dahlerup’s
chapter in the Women in Parliament handbook pro-
vides a complete overview of the necessity for affir-
mative action and of the experiences of other coun-
tries, demonstrating that it is required to improve
the situation of the majority of citizens of this nation
and showing that justice is a required principle in the
development of a country. 

65

lence, appear to be a common occurrence in our
country. Look at the cases of Aceh, Ambon, Irian
Jaya, Poso, Sambas and Ternate. Who are the actors
in these war-making forces? The question is whether
women have been involved in negotiations in Aceh
(in fact, following criticism on this issue, a few have
been included) or in Poso? We must ask whether the
majority of women citizens of Indonesia are truly
regarded as citizens or stakeholders in this nation.
Thus, the contribution of women is required to
resolve national problems. 

Second, in the political sphere, what percentage of
members of the DPR (Dewan Perwakilan Rakyat,
House of Representatives) or MPR (Majelis
Permusyawaratan Rakyat, Consultative People’s
Assembly) are women? Approximately nine per cent
of members of the DPR, and an even lower percen-
tage in the DPRD I (province) and DPRD II (dis-
trict) are women. In fact, there are no women mem-
bers in some DPRD II in several provinces. The per-
centage of Echelon I civil servants in Indonesia is
only 4.3 per cent, while only two members of cabi-
net are women, in addition to the president.
According to an official government report, there are
no women Ulama (religious scholars) in Indonesia.
This is because the concept of the Ulama is identifi-
ed with men, despite the fact that many religious
scholars and experts are women. In Indonesia, not
one single chairperson of a KUA is a woman, despi-
te the fact that there are 6,000 such positions. No
woman holds the position of provincial governor,
and only 1.5 per cent of regents/mayors, or six indi-
viduals, are women. 

What is the condition of our political system? At
present, Indonesia is displaying its ugliest characte-
ristics. As Peter Merkl has stated, politics has a ‘good
face’, when it is involved in the establishment of a
just social system. However, politics also has an ‘ugly
face’, when it is involved in the search for power and
wealth for its own sake. One way of improving the
welfare of members of the community would be to
involve both women and men in the decision-
making process. 

Third, the economic crisis that began in 1997 has
had different effects on men and women. Women’s
health conditions have declined because, for exam-
ple, a housewife traditionally eats last at mealtimes.
The government has not paid attention to the esta-
blishment of policies targeting women. Indonesian

women working overseas (TKW) form a significant
force in the economy these days. What strategies has
the government implemented to protect these
women? There have been many cases of these
women being exploited, even raped, by their
employers overseas. At the same time, macroecono-
mic policy has not addressed the issue of improving
conditions for women. The problems of domestic
economics and unemployment have not become a
priority for the government. 

Thus, if we are addressing the issue of the stan-
ding of women, we should first examine the existing
political and social context. Let us analyse the means
by which the position of women can be improved in
the democratic process. Let us learn from the exam-
ples of countries that have successfully implemented
affirmative action through the imposition of a quota
to determine the strengths and weaknesses of these
systems. We also need to undertake studies of gender
in politics. The male stream theory of politics is still
dominant in Indonesia. Development of a new poli-
tical theory that engages the issue of gender has yet
to occur in Indonesia. There are extremely few poli-
tical scientists who have conducted studies on the
deconstruction of male stream political theory.
Gender blindness in political science in Indonesia
and male domination of the political process have
prevented the achievement of gender justice in the
realm of politics. Consequently, the demands for a
quota system by women activists in political parties,
non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and in
academia are extremely relevant in this context. 

Until now, the government and the majority of
women’s organizations have placed greater emphasis
on practical issues affecting women. For example,
issues like women’s poverty, poor health, and low
levels of education have been addressed through
measures intended to generate income for women
through the establishment of cooperatives and other
means, to improve health by opening mother and
child health clinics, and to improve education by
opening schools. However, since independence,
there have been few strategies to address directly the
issue of why women are impoverished, because this
has not been a national priority. 

The establishment of a policy to ensure the invol-
vement of a critical mass of women in the political
process is not merely the president’s responsibility.
However, the president could become the leader of
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governments. Women from different socio-econo-
mic, political and religious backgrounds took their
places on local councils, demonstrating that the
quota indeed opened the door for disadvantaged
groups.

Quotas are Controversial

The case of East Timor is illustrative of the contro-
versial nature of quota implementation. While the
UN administration had initially endorsed the use of
quotas in some forms (particularly at the village and
district level and in the administration of the UN),
when it came to electoral administration, quotas
were rejected, with UNTAET stating that: ‘Electoral
quotas for women (or any other group) do not con-
stitute international best practice for elections’. East
Timor is also illustrative of the argument often used
by those opposing quotas, namely that unqualified
women will be elected, that candidate selection is a
party prerogative best based on merit, and that there
is a shortage of ‘willing’ women to contest the poll.

Sharing Power with Men

Introducing quotas for women implies that their
access to political power will increase, but this sug-
gests a commensurate decrease in access to power by
men, which many view as a threat. The issue of sha-
ring power was viewed not as taking power from
men but rather as distributing power evenly among
citizens in the development of a democratic system.
This perception emerged in the discussion on India,
a country that has a long history of applying reserved
seats (for scheduled castes). The participants raised
the problem of passing the Reservation Bill at the
national level, and whether this was in any way tied
to a perception that real power does not lie at the
panchayat level but at the national level, which crea-
ted a reluctance to give up that power. This was also
noted as a problem for Indonesia, where women
have confronted the challenge of convincing men
that the objective is not to take their power away, but
to become equal partners in power sharing. An
important strategy is to develop arguments that con-
vince men of the merits of power sharing and that
their power will not be reduced. In order to make
room for women in politics, traditional concepts of
‘merits’ as synonymous with men’s experiences must
be challenged 

Reserved Seat MPs versus 

Political Party MPs

An important area of investigation is the experiences
of governing by women elected to reserved seats.
Evidence from suggests that, with the advent of
reserved seats in parliament for women, there was
little pressure exerted on the political party to chan-
ge or to take on the concerns of women. Chowdhury
notes that the quota was treated as the sole avenue
for women’s entry into the legislature while ‘general’
seats were considered the monopoly of male politici-
ans. Therefore, parties demonstrated no political
commitment to share general seats with women. In
this way, quotas may act as a ‘glass ceiling’ for
women, as parties become less willing to address gen-
der issues because women have ‘their seats’. 

A further issue raised was: who do women legisla-
tors in reserved seats represent? While quotas ensure
that a proportion of women are elected, there is
often an expectation that those MPs whose election
was facilitated by the quota should intervene in poli-
cy issues. By and large, women in Bangladesh have
not served as advocates of women’s rights. The sys-
tem by which they are elected into politics not only
limits their possibility of becoming political actors in
their own right but also limits their role as advocates
for women’s issues. Women who seek to introduce a
gender perspective in politics may risk their own
position in the political establishment. If a woman is
elected through special measures she is also not seen
as a full member of parliament, and, with no consti-
tuency behind her, she might lack a power base of
her own.

Quantity versus Quality: 

Do Quotas Empower Women?

A theme that was often touched on in the discussions
related to whether quotas really lead to the empower-
ment of women. While quotas ensure women a pre-
sence in parliament, there is no guarantee that
women will be able to use that power effectively. The
debate about quotas in Bangladesh continues today,
with many criticisms of how reservations have in the
past afforded women visibility, but not empowered
them. The women’s movement in Bangladesh has
brought the issue of quotas into public discourse by
voicing criticism of quotas as practiced previously
and by articulating demands for fundamental chan-
ges to be made to the constitutional provision.
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At the workshop in Jakarta in September 2002,
various types of quota provisions were discussed,
including constitutional, legislative and political
party quotas, with constitutional quotas being
implemented in India and Bangladesh, legislated
quotas practiced in Pakistan and political party quo-
tas introduced in East Timor. Asia provides some of
the earliest examples of reservation in the world,
with Pakistan implementing ‘reservations’ as far back
as 1956, and Bangladesh implementing reserved
seats for women in the 1970s, although on a small
magnitude of between five and ten per cent. As a
region, there is a tendency for quota provisions to be
legislated, although some political parties have
implemented their own informal party quotas, as is
common in Western Europe and parts of Africa.
There is also a tendency for quotas to take the form
of reserved seats, a popular method of quota imple-
mentation in first-past-the-post systems, which tend
to predominate in the region.

The comparative analysis that emerged from the
workshop is extremely valuable for identifying stra-
tegies for quota implementation and for assessing
both positive and negative lessons learned. The
workshop began with key questions: what is the lik-
elihood that quotas will be introduced? What is the
likelihood they will be implemented? And what is
the likelihood that they will lead to the empower-
ment of women? In the case of Indonesia, it emerged
that there is a strong mobilization of women with
many organizations involved, and that there are win-

dows of opportunity for reform, given that the elec-
toral system is being debated and that the political
party law is being reformed. It is also important to
note how the argument for quotas is being articula-
ted - what kinds of arguments are being forwarded
for the inclusion of women in democracy building,
in terms of citizenship and in terms of the resources
that women bring to politics. In respect of successful
implementation, it emerged that preciseness in the
terms of sanctions for non-compliance is the key. It
is not apparent that quotas will lead to the empo-
werment of women, but, as the case of Pakistan illu-
strates, training and capacity-building are two com-
ponents needed for a successful result. 

Some of the main lessons from the region include
the following. 

Quotas Open the Door 

to Women in Politics

The examples presented at the workshop confirmed
the prime argument used for quotas: if properly
implemented, they are an effective means of fast-
tracking women’s access to decision-making bodies.
In India, analysts acknowledge that the quota
brought a critical mass of women to institutions,
with nearly one million women entering councils at
the local government level. In Pakistan, the 33 per
cent quota adopted by the government opened up
the political space to women and provided a strate-
gic opportunity for women to make a difference in
setting and implementing the agenda of local
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introduced until women already had obtained 20-25
per cent in parliament, thus consolidating women’s
political power. Quotas ensure a quantitative jump,
shifting from a concept of equality of opportunity to
equality of result. However, this will only happen if
quotas are properly implemented. In Sweden, the
Social Democratic Party has an internal quota of a
minimum of 40 per cent women, combined with a
‘zipper’ system (alternating one man, one woman on
the party list). Similarly, the African National
Congress party in South Africa has a 30 per cent
quota for women. Yet countries like France have dif-
ferent electoral systems and different quota rules,
which have a direct effect on the number of women
elected in the system. For example, the implementa-
tion of quotas was successful at the local level but less
successful at the national level in France. Therefore,
extensive research is required about the introduction,
implementation and enforcement of quotas in diffe-
rent political and social contexts and in different
electoral systems. Other issues to consider include
whether there are sanctions for non-compliance, and
agencies that enforce compliance, whether quotas are
temporary or permanent and what other types of
quotas exist, such as quotas based on geography or
language. 

Country Contexts are Important

The discussion concerning identifying, implemen-
ting and evaluating quotas within an Asian context
highlighted the importance of considering country-
specific contexts. If quotas are being implemented in
countries with a limited history of women’s mobili-
zation and women’s integration into political life, the
type of quota intervention needs to be chosen care-
fully and determined by the social and cultural con-
texts and political climate in the country. The high
number of countries in the Asian region undergoing
development and transitioning to democracy has
opened up the space for articulating a political agen-
da that includes women, and thereby possibly laying
the foundations for controversial measures like quo-
tas. The participants also pointed out the importan-
ce of discussing gender quotas within the specific
Asian context where there is a strict hierarchy among
classes and castes, and where divisions exist based on
religion, culture and ethnicity. This was exemplified
in the case of India. 

In many aspects, these challenges are summed up

in the case of Indonesia. Cultural barriers and stere-
otyping of women were presented as obstacles to
women’s political participation in Indonesia. Politics
is viewed by many women as dirty and corrupt,
which acts as a deterrent. Violence connected to
politicking is also prevalent in Indonesia, where the
1998 riots have been followed by increasingly high
levels of violence. The risk of violence increases clo-
ser to the election, and for women who are conside-
ring entering politics, this is a major hurdle to over-
come. 

The Need for Further Research 

The successful implementation of quotas seems to
depend on well-developed strategies and strong civil
society mobilization, as well as political will. But the
lack of comparative research makes it difficult to
generalize about successful strategies and to present
‘best cases’ of how quotas can be implemented. It is,
therefore, extremely important to generate more
comparative research and to learn both positive and
negative lessons of individual country experiences
with quotas. Questions such as the likelihood that
quotas will be introduced and implemented and
whether they will contribute to the empowerment of
women should be studied and compiled as case stu-
dies in a global context. The study should focus on
the discourse, including the proponents and oppo-
nents of quotas, what political parties believe and
how quotas were put on the legislative agenda.
Enforcement and the consequences of implementing
quotas are an important part of such a study. The
examples and experiences contained in this report
are not only relevant to the Asian context but should
also be seen to contribute to a growing awareness of
the need to generate global and comparative know-
ledge about quota implementation and enforcement.
While there is agreement that there is an emerging
‘quota fever’, there is also some agreement that quo-
tas in themselves are not sufficient to change funda-
mentally women’s systematic under-representation.
Yet quotas are a key step towards ensuring inclusive
decision-making processes and policy development,
thereby involving women in the decisions that have
a direct bearing on their lives and the lives of their
families. Underpinning all efforts is the need to fos-
ter political will that nurtures and promotes true
gender equality. 
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Dr Raman points out that a similar scenario is
apparent in India where some women activists and
scholars have seriously questioned the efficacy of
reservations as an instrument for the achievement of
equality. These scholars stress that the experience
with women’s reservations in the institutions of local
self-government has not been entirely positive and
that women need to traverse a long road before they
reach the steps of parliament. These groups question
the manner in which local government institutions
have functioned, the dire need for training of women
and the need for greater gender sensitivity in the
administration. However, the reservation system in
India did allow women to enter local government,
largely for the first time. What is not apparent is
whether the impact women are able to make is ham-
pered by the reserved seats they find themselves in,
and how this may differ to PR systems, under which,
typically, political party quotas are implemented. 

This issue was of interest to the Indonesian parti-
cipants, as much of the discourse has focused on the
qualitative aspect of gender equality and the need to
look beyond numbers to develop strategies to incre-
ase women’s skills and ability to participate actively
in politics. The issue has become important as
Indonesian politicians have questioned women’s
competence and ability to stand for election and the
contributions that they can make to developing
democracy. These arguments have been articulated
not only by males but also by the female politicians
already involved and positioned within the political
establishment. 

Training and Skills Development

The experience of Pakistan highlights how quotas
and skills training are used as simultaneous strategi-
es for the empowerment of women. The shortco-
mings of many inexperienced politicians are acknow-
ledged but measures are being taken to empower
both women and men that are new to politics. As Dr
Reyes argues, the empowerment of women is one of
the fundamental tasks in building gender equality,
and women need to use their critical mass to affect
public policy, particularly that related to poverty
reduction, the biggest challenge in Pakistan.
Mentoring and education programmes are being
implemented, using hands-on, participatory popular
education methods. She highlights the importance
of training and the need to educate not only women

in powerful positions but also women at the grass-
roots level to overcome the stereotypes of politics
and politicians. 

Are Quotas a Temporary Measure?

In Bangladesh, reserved seats have always been insti-
tuted on a temporary basis. Following the expiration
of the last quota provision in 2000, the representa-
tion of women decreased from nearly ten per cent to
two per cent in one election. This raises important
questions around whether quotas should be institu-
ted on a temporary or permanent basis. Some of the
participants argued that quotas should be considered
as a temporary measure, not only for strategic rea-
sons when seeking to have them introduced, but also
because the quota in itself should change perceptions
about gender equality, thereby levelling the playing
field for men and women to contest elections on an
equal basis. However, the example of Bangladesh
illustrates that timing is extremely important and
that quotas should not be abolished until the politi-
cal playing field is truly even. 

Women’s Networks and Mobilization

The papers suggest that a strong women’s network
and civil society support are key to successful intro-
duction of quotas. For the implementation of quo-
tas, pressure should not only come from above but
also be supported from below. This is clearly illustra-
ted in the cases of Bangladesh and East Timor, where
networks of women continue to lobby for quota
implementation, although they have not yet succee-
ded in the legislature. The Indonesian example also
illustrates how creating and maintaining networks
and the mobilization of women can have successful
results. An important lesson was how organizations
worked with extended networks among women,
from both formal political institutions as well as
from the grassroots level, at a critical time when both
the electoral law and political party laws were being
redrafted. 

The Rules of Implementation 

are Important

Professor Dahlerup cautioned that, while significant
gains have been made in Scandinavian countries,
they should not be considered the model, as it took
80 years to shift from no women in parliament to
35-45 per cent. In Scandinavia, quotas were not
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paign for gender balance in political representation
(50:50: Get the Balance Right!!!), the centrepiece of
the Gender and Governance Program of Women’s
Environment and Development Organization
(WEDO), which has now been endorsed by 170
organizations from 52 countries. In Pakistan, she
designed and wrote the curriculum for the training
of 40,000 women councillors elected under the
government’s 33 per cent reservation policy for
women. 
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