Women In Politics

 Beyond Numbers: The Zimbabwe Experience, By Catherine Makoni And Tsitsi Matekaire
Background 

The struggle for women to be recognized as human beings so as to fully enjoy human rights to the same extent as their male counterparts remains a major issue in Zimbabwe today. The many gains made by women in the first ten years of the country’s political independence, i.e. between 1980 and 1990 have been eroded by the current political and economic crisis. As such, women are currently denied among other things economic and social empowerment and political participation.  The impact on the political situation is that women are experiencing exclusion in many spheres. In the political arena women have been found useful for their ability to produce, reproduce and in politics for their numbers in campaigning and voting for men. Beyond that, they continue to be marginalized. 

The 1948 United Nations Human Rights Declaration that equaled all persons and declared that no one human should be perceived a lesser being because of her gender was the first real breaking of the ice. This has since been strengthened by the many United Nations Conventions and other bodies’ efforts such as the Convention on Elimination of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW), the 1995 Beijing Conference, the 1997 SADC Gender and Development Declaration and closer at the national level the Legal Age Majority Act (LAMA), which gave legal status to all persons aged 18 years and above. Before the LAMA African women were considered perpetual minors. CEDAW, Beijing and the Southern Africa Development Community (SADC) Declaration articulate the need for women’s political participation. In fact, Zimbabwe adopted women in power and decision making as one of its priority areas under the Beijing Declaration and subsequently adopted the SADC Declaration, which calls for at least 30% representation in all SADC countries by 2005. At the SADC Summit in Botswana in August 2005, the Heads of States agreed to raise the minimum target from 30% to 50% by 2015. The reality is that on the ground very little is being done towards the realization of these goals. Zimbabwe currently has 25 women MPs in the House of Assembly, i.e. 16% and 24 women in the Senate, i.e. 36%. The average is 22%, 8 points below the 2005 SADC target of 30%.

Women’s participation in politics goes beyond their numbers. It is also about the extent to which women ensure that decision-making takes into account women’s perspectives and issues so that legislation, policies and other facets of the national agenda become gender responsive. It is also about interrogating the political environment in which the women are operating and the values and principles that they uphold as they practice their politics. A great challenge for women and the women’s movement in Zimbabwe, that whatever their numbers in Parliament and local government, these spaces continue to shrink for women’s issues and very little in terms of gender responsive legislation has come out of Parliament in the last five to ten years. In fact, what is apparent is a loss of the legislative and policy gains that women had made since 1980 to the early 90s.

The period 1999 to present transformed the face of Zimbabwean politics. In 1999, civil society organizations and players including the women’s movement campaigned for a No Vote to the government’s Draft Constitution. For women, the Draft Constitution failed to provide for women’s fundamental rights, thus the no vote. In that same year the Movement for Democratic Change (MDC), Zimbabwe’s first serious opposition party was formed and in the following year contested in Parliamentary elections and winning 57 of the 120 constituency seats. The elections themselves were marred with unprecedented levels of violence. Many supporters of the MDC were killed, maimed, threatened and women were subjected to rape and other forms of sexual abuse. The same levels of violence were also experienced during the Presidential elections in 2002. Violence made the political arena a difficult one and as a result women were highly intimidated. 

The Games that Political Parties Play 

Politics is largely a contest of power and control. The political party’s mandate is to consolidate such power in its hands. As such even within a political party amongst its own members there is a constant struggle for power and dominance. Zimbabwe has two main political parties, the ruling ZANU PF and the opposition MDC. It is important to analyze the extent to which the political parties have sought to increase women’s representation and participation in decision making. 

ZANU PF adopted a 30% quota as a strategy for increasing women’s representation in its party structures. The party was able to fulfill this quota in the higher-level decision making structures, i.e. its Central Committee and the Politburo. However, in the Provincial and district structures the 30% quota is still to be achieved. This is interesting because it is in the district and provincial structures that candidates for political office are selected and confirmed. With women absent in these structures lobbying for their representation becomes a tall order. 

It is only during the last Parliamentary elections that ZANU PF adopted a quota for women candidates. The quota provided that at least one third of each province’s candidates would be women. If fulfilled ZANU PF should have fielded at least 40 women candidates in the 120 constituencies. There were loopholes with the quota particularly in its implementation based on the following reasons. Firstly, the quota sounded more like a directive from the party leadership than a democratic decision of the party in consultation with its district and provincial structures who would be required to implement the quota. The consensus building was very important because not all of the provincial structures were willing to designate constituencies for women candidates. In certain provinces they accused the party leadership of imposing women candidates, especially where they felt a male candidate would perform better. Some of them did not think the issue was about whether or not a male or female should contest but rather go with the best interests of the party. In certain provinces, women’s constituencies were later taken over by senior male party officials. In the end, ZANU PF fielded 30 out of the anticipated minimum target of 40 women. 

When one looks at the MDC, the issues become interesting. MDC is supposed to be the democratic and progressive alternative to ZANU PF. It is the party which will introduce a democratic government based not only on the rule of law, but on respect for the human rights of men and women. However an examination of the party’s practices reveals that it has not done much in past elections, to promote women’s participation as candidates. Despite provisions in the party’s constitution that MDC is a democratic party and believes in gender equality there were no specific mechanisms to increase the number of women candidates. The party’s selection criteria guidelines provided for a two-tier candidate selection process. The first related to the constituencies that MDC had sitting MPs. The party’s district executive would confirm the candidature of all sitting MPs by at least a two-thirds majority. If the district structure did not confirm the MP then the process would be open for primary elections. The MDC had 7 sitting women MPs and there was a lot of campaigning by men to oust them. There was an expectation from women within the party that the party would promote the automatic retention of sitting women MPs as candidates. However that did not happen. Fortunately, all of them were retained as candidates. The second issue within the MDC was that of women’s participation in the structures selecting the candidates. There was a provision in the selection guidelines that merely encouraged the main district structure to consider incorporating the youth and women’s district structures into their structure for voting purposes. In a lot of constituencies the main structure refused to incorporate the two structures so to a large extent women were excluded from participating in the candidate selection. It is therefore ironic that the party that is supposed to be the progressive in advancing equality, democracy and respect for human rights is found wanting. 

Overall, the sincerity of political parties in addressing the issue of numbers is questionable. In the Zimbabwean context where we have a first past the post electoral system, the constituency where one is contesting is vital. Whilst the caliber of the candidate is important, what carries the day is the political party’s popularity in that constituency. The electorate will not vote for a woman on the basis of her sex, but rather are more inclined to vote for her if they support her party’s policies and principles. On this basis, it would make sense for a political party that seeks to promote women’s representation to field women in constituencies where it has support. However, in the Parliamentary elections, ZANU PF fielded 20 women in rural constituencies and 10 in urban constituencies. The 14 who won were all in rural constituencies where ZANU PF has support. All the 10 in the urban constituencies lost. MDC on the other hand fielded 13 women in rural constituencies and 5 in urban. All except one candidate in the rural constituencies lost precisely because MDC is an urban-based political party. Fielding women where they are unlikely to win demonstrates the lack of seriousness in political parties. It is really a situation where political parties want to be seen to be doing the right thing but not entirely committed to the outcomes. The role of the women’s structures in the parties becomes crucial in ensuring that women’s agenda is prioritized. 

Numbers vs. Principles and Values 

One of the major challenges in the fight for increased representation or participation of women in decision-making is the question of how to balance our quest for numbers and the principles and values of the women who eventually make it into positions of power.  It is also along the same lines as the quality versus quantity argument. Do we have as many women as possible purely on the basis that women as a matter of right must be involved in decision making and political processes or do we insist on women who can make a difference or bring about some positive political change? There is an expectation from the women’s movement that women MPs will take forward the gender agenda for transformation of policies and laws. But women MPs or leaders do not always believe in the gender agenda. Should there be a correlation between the numbers of women in Parliament for instance and the kinds of laws or policies that come out of Parliament? 

In the pre-election period in 2000, which was marred with violence, there were allegations of some women candidates’ involvement in acts of violence. This is definitely going against human rights principles and values. If these women get into Parliament do we celebrate and can we even engage them on women’s or other governance issues?  

The Vice- President-A case study

Zimbabwe’s experience shows that representation should not just be a matter of numbers, quality does matter. When Africa’s first female vice president, Joyce Mujuru was appointed to the second most powerful post in both government and in her party, ZANU PF, in 2005 the women’s movement was at a loss on  whether to celebrate or not. Here was a woman who had achieved this never-before-achieved-feat, who for all intents and purposes had just assumed a very powerful portfolio-what should the response of women’s organisations be? The response was ambivalent; some celebrated her achievement, while others did not. Why did some women not celebrate? Because her appointment was seen as one of the games that political parties play.  It was viewed as expedient for the leader of the party to appoint Joyce Mujuru to that position at that point in our history. She belonged to the right political camp. She did not pose a threat to the rule of the party leader and was therefore a safe bet for him. It is also useful to mention that her appointment went against the wishes of some of the senior members of the party, who had proposed a different woman vice-president. Since the landmark 30% women representation at the most senior positions within ZANU PF, the Women’s League had agitated for a woman to occupy one of the party’s and ultimately the country’s three top positions. However, the implementation of the decision took more than five years to implement and it is difficult to assume that it was merely a gender issue. Do we need as women to interrogate the politics behind an appointment or do we applaud the appointment and hope to influence the appointee to take forward the women’s agenda?  Do we allow leaders to appoint women because it suits their political agenda or we push for women’s appointments because the women deserve the appointments?  When the president suddenly remembered he had gender commitments to meet and it was time for a woman to make it into the top leadership was it a case of the ends justifying the means? 

Beyond this, Joyce Mujuru’s appointment also raises the question whether it matters what party or institution the woman is a part of. She is at the apex of a government that stands accused of gross human rights violations, a government that has enacted a host of laws aimed at repressing dissent, punishing political opponents, laws that have resulted in the shrinking of political as well as civil society space. Her government has refused to consider engaging civil society in a process of constitutional reform, preferring instead to undertake piecemeal amendments meant to further entrench itself in power. Since her appointment, her government has enacted a law under which the government can withdraw passports of human rights activists. Just recently over a hundred women activists engaging in peaceful protests on Valentine’s Day were arrested and detained under some of the notorious laws enforced by her government. Should women have celebrated? 

The Senate- Using gender for political expediency-A case study

Gender equality has been used to justify certain acts of government that serve no other purpose than to entrench the power of the government at the expense of democratic principles. A case in point revolves around the recently constituted senate. This legislative body came about as a result of a very controversial amendment to the constitution of Zimbabwe, constitutional amendment No. 17. This amendment was vehemently opposed by civil society. It sought among other things to re-introduce a senate, whose mandate was not totally clear. For most Zimbabweans, in the myriad problems facing the country, a senate was just not a priority. Besides, it would constitute an additional burden on the fiscus- something the country just could not afford. Apart from the re-introduction of the senate, the same amendment sought to ouster judicial authority in matters pertaining to land, the government was given the power to withdraw the passports of human rights activists, effectively preventing them from travelling outside Zimbabwe. In a country where it is of vital importance to have an independent and functional judiciary to curb the excesses of the executive, this was an extremely objectionable move. There was therefore a lot to object to in the Constitutional Amendment Act No.17 of 2005. However as has become the norm, gender and women’s rights, once again came up. In the same amendment, it was proposed to amend a section of the constitution that women have for a long time complained about- section 23, which deals with equality. The amendment would introduce additional grounds under which discrimination would not be allowed, these would include, sex, pregnancy, marital status and disability. Women once again found themselves at sixes and sevens. Should they celebrate these amendments, when there was so much else wrong with the 17th amendment? 

The coup for the ruling party was to reserve some constituencies as “women’s” constituencies, to enable a certain number of women to make it into the senate. Their cherry on top of the icing was to appoint a prominent member of the women’s movement to the senate. The critical questions for a lot of women remained. Should women celebrate these micro level concessions and ignore the macro-level politics? Should women’s rights organisations celebrate the appointment of one of their own, to a body that is essentially a toothless bull-dog, created against the wishes of the people, largely seen as being created to reward ruling party cronies made redundant by losses in recent elections, and causing such a burden on an already overburdened population? Whose functions remain as yet undefined? Should this “achievement” be celebrated?

The above cases raise a number of critical issues for women. In talking about women in power, should it matter what kind of institution a woman becomes a part of or does it not matter as long as she is in power? If for instance, a woman is part and parcel of a political party that routinely uses violence to coerce and intimidate the electorate and that violence including rape, committed against men and women alike, becomes the means to get her elected into power, what should we do about it? Is this the kind of woman in power that we would want? 

What about the woman who is in power but does nothing to champion the rights of women? Who in fact does a lot to further entrench and reinforce patriarchal notions of women and men, like declaring that a woman should know her place within the home (be subordinate to her husband- the good woman syndrome). 

When we talk about participation in politics, should it matter what calibre of woman gets to make it, or should we concentrate on getting the numbers in place and not worry about anything else? In Zimbabwe we have women who have been in Parliament consistently since 1980, a period of nearly 26 years, but during that time, they have not done much, if anything to advance the rights of women. Some of them are conspicuous by their silence when in Parliament, emerging only to sing, ululate or jeer depending on the occasion and what their party calls on them to do. They do not contribute to debates, some do not have the capacity to understand the issues, while yet others have no interest in even understanding the issues. In a country suffering under the burden of high prices, shortage of commodities and extreme poverty, it took a male member of parliament to bring to the attention of the house the fact that there was a shortage of sanitary wear for women and for those who could find it, the cost had become prohibitive. But then the same can be said for men –so should we necessarily expect a different standard for women or all leaders regardless of sex should conform to the same standard of leadership?  

Conclusion 

The Zimbabwean scenario presents interesting political questions for women as we seek to achieve gender equality. There is always a supposition that the women’s movement must do all it can to increase the numbers but at what cost? On the other hand, raising the above questions seems to imply that there is a different and more onerous standard demanded of women in leadership, politics or decision making if they are to make the grade. For instance, if male MPs are incompetent and not conversant with some of the critical issues in our country, is it fair to demand that female MPs should be conversant in the same issues? If the political waters are muddied and dirty (violence and corruption), if this is what it takes for a woman to make it, is it okay for the woman to “play the game?” What standard do we then use and whose standard will it be? The male standard? Whatever the case, it seems clear from the Zimbabwean experience that quality is as important as quantity, that the push should be for us to look beyond the numbers, so that the numbers can bring about the desired change.
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