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How can politics be defined without women?

How can decision-making organisations address the needs of society effectively without the participation and involvement of half its population? Current public debate on parliamentary seats for women implies a lack of understanding of the responsibility of women and men and why representation for women is important.

A government without a true representation of women is incomplete, undemocratic and unaccountable. Incomplete because there is a deficit of women in institutions of democracy; the voices of women have not informed the governance agenda and women have not been able to stake their claim to participate in Government.

Unaccountable because the institutions of governance have neither adequately established rules and laws or provided realistic resources nor implemented accountability mechanisms to respond to matters that are of utmost relevance to women.

Undemocratic because there is a failure to recognise women as full citizens with rights to participate in governance and to demand accountability from governance institutions.

Failure to understand that the core business of Government is the promotion and protection of human rights for all is a failure to recognise women as 'public persons'.

It is vital to get women into institutions of governance such as political parties, Parliament, Judiciary and the Executive because they make up half of the population and have the right to the seats. Women and men have different experiences which need to be represented.

Their interests may at times conflict and men may not represent women's interests. Furthermore, the presence of women politicians can encourage other women to join formal politics.

Getting women into institutions of governance such as political parties needs conducive norms, rules and practices that will be inclusive and the creation of political space to address women's concerns.

Political structures are, however, major obstacles to women, primarily because they are dominated with male-style politics of competition and confrontation. Men formulate the rules in the political arena - electoral rules, content and priorities of decision making or even parliamentary work schedules.

The majority of women interested in elective politics find gatekeepers who deny them party support, financing, access to political networks and demand more stringent standards and qualifications for women candidates.

Where opportunities for developing women's leadership and orienting them to political life are lacking, where women's socio-economic status denies them resources for political eligibility and ideological and psychological hindrances exist, the electoral field can never favour women.

Women's role in governance must be recognised in policy making institutions and this calls for policies such as affirmative action to provide enabling conditions necessary to establish the legitimacy of women as political actors and to institute their right to political office and other institutions of governance.

Focus must be on equality of outcome for women. Reform of the electoral system is desperately needed to provide a proportional representational system - an electoral system that ensures that the overall votes for a party or coalition translate into a corresponding proportion of seats in Parliament. If a party wins 20 per cent of the votes, it should get 20 per cent of seats in Parliament.

This would allow for several MPs to be elected from each electoral district and institute quotas in proportional representation in ways that work for women. The quotas should be made legal through legislation or the Constitution and reinforced with regulations for implementation and sanctions.

What women should do now is to carefully evaluate different ways of implementing proportional representation.

They must first understand which system will work best in our context. They should then organise inside and outside political parties as active and effective voices urging clear rules for selection of candidates.

Women's civil society organisations should have a strong role in promoting a women's movement to identify and train prospective candidates and shift societal attitudes.

Established women's machinery such as the National Commission on Gender and Development must be well financed and its capacity strengthened to support and monitor implementation of national policies for gender equality.

Parliament, too, must establish and enforce mechanisms that ensure quotas in its committees. Such reforms will have magnificent results - we can expect interactions and partnerships between women and men in Parliament that make social change feasible, set the standard for fair and just social arrangements and allow women's perspectives to be heard.

Women, as citizens of Kenya, have the right to participate in the business of Government.

