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Abstract:

Women’s contribution in decision-making bodies and political
institutions has never been encouraging without gender specific reforms
and rules. Efforts have been made since long to change their
marginalized position in legislatures through gender quotas that have
become a widely accepted mechanism for mainstreaming women in
politics. Pakistan is listed in those countries, having women’s
representation at the lowest ebb without gender quotas. The first
constituent assembly of 1947had only two ladies and first two
constitutions of 1956 and 1962 reserved only three percent quota in the
parliament. The constitution of 1973 awarded ten seats to women for ten
years, which were later doubled by General Zia-ul-Huq in 1985. After
lapsing the constitutional provision in 1990, women were almost ousted
from the assemblies and it was only in 2001, when General Musharraf
revived and increased the reserved seats. This increased number has not
conferred the equal political position and status to women. Despite the
quantitative increase, qualitative change has not been visible, having
four subsequent elections. The study is to explore the causes, which are
impeding the path of women’s empowerment and effective role in the
parliament. The study has concluded that women have to face traditional
attitudes, despite having share in decision-making structure. The social
status ascribes to them, realizes them of inferiority and inequality, which
is result of various political, cultural and environmental barriers while
equal status in politics requires a pro-gender approach with flexibility
in political institutions.
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I. Introduction

Women constitute half of the world’s population, but their political participation
is still low in decision-making bodies. The United Nations fixed quota for women in its
Beijing Declaration (1995) and restricted the countries to ensure at least 30 percent share
in legislatures. It called on states to take necessary measures for this purpose, providing
equal access to power venues. Under international commitment, the government of
Pakistan took different measures for ensuring women share in parliament. Initially women
have only three percent representation, but revised quotas enhanced their share, making
them one fifth of the parliament. This increased humber has not provided equal political
position to women and their performance remained normal in the parliament after four
consecutive elections from 2002 to 2018. They participated in proceeding of the assembly,
but contribution in passed bills remained low. Keeping in view, the status of women,
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question is about their empowerment, why change has not been occurring despite their
numerical strength? The major concern is still gender equality and thus the issue of
women’s participation in legislation. The study has investigated the marginalized position
of women, looking at empirical facts and literature review. The study is divided into
different parts. Apart from literature review and theoretical framework, women
representation in parliament is discussed in next part. The remaining part provides barriers
in the path of women empowerment, findings and recommendations.

I1. Literature Review

In classical political philosophy, the focus of the thinkers and philosophers
revolves around the state, political institutions, law, legislation, equality, justice and other
such themes. The role or share in politics on the basis of gender has never been the subject
of inquiry in this philosophy. Women are generally defined in terms of their relation to
family, headed by the male members who have the decision-making authority as they are
considered responsible for the livelihood. All matters are assumed to be decided by them
either those are related to domestic or external affairs. This literature has taken women as
secondary to men in their socio-political role. From Plato to Aristotle and John Locke to
Rousseau, all had a common point of taking politics essentially a male prerogative. In their
view, politics is masculine in its nature and inappropriate for females, having weaker
physical and mental qualities in comparison to men as a writing of Aristotle confirmed,
“With regard to the differences between the sexes, man is by nature superior and leading,
woman inferior and led by men” (Jonasdottr, 1998). Debates on democracy in 19" and 20t
centuries were also centered on the question of who should be represented. Either
representation is to be limited to those who have competency, education and leisure to think
and act wisely about politics like men, property-holders, specific ethnic groups or to be
extended to all adult citizens (Heywood, 1988: 206). Until first quarter of 20" century,
women were not given even vote-right and men were considered capable of running
political affairs. Women have been viewed in terms of domestic duties, child caring and
re-productivity. To some extent, Pakistani society is alike to “classic patriarchy”
(Kandiyoti, 1988: 274).

Women’s limited access to resources, public debates and political decision-
making are still inadequately reflected in mainstream governance literature. Several studies
have highlighted the discriminatory attitude of the male members towards female
colleagues in parliaments. Different explanations are floating for selective and restricted
role of women, ranging from domestic duties to physical weakness and inability to make
rational decisions as evidences have been collected from different areas of Pakistan
(Arshad et. al., 2010; Nosheen, et al., 2009). Nelson (2011) observed that women were
given the vote-right immediately after independence in 1947 along with right of inheriting
property and freedom of movement. However, social norms and practices in society were
reverse to it. Naima Tabassum (2016) identified that women’s political participation in
Pakistan might be classified into two broader eras; one from independence time (1947) to
2000 with limited access to assemblies and second after restoration of gender quotas in
2001-02. Farida Shaheed (2002) conducted a national survey, which revealed the lack of
decision-making power on the part of women. She highlighted that women are even
deprived of their basic rights e.g. share in property and marriage with consent. They have
no say in families’ matters or any role in decision-making. The survey also pointed out that
the higher proportion of rural women is more vulnerable as compared to urban women,
who have better facilities of education and health. Implementation of quota policies also
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drew attention of females towards politics and led to increase in their number as voters.
Women’s registered voters increased and more women exercised their vote-right and
contested elections (Bari, 2002; Khattak, 2010).

I11. Research Methodology and Theoretical Framework

The objective of the study is to explore the status of women in the parliament after
increasing the number of reserved seats in 2002. It also aimed to know how far women
have become successful in assuring their presence in legislation. For this purpose, the study
has calculated the number of women in legislature from 2002 to 2018, observing the change
in the political configuration of the parliament. Descriptive and qualitative methods have
been employed. Hitchcock and Hughes (1995) explained that qualitative methodology
enables the researcher to examine social behaviour in a realistic context, to exhibit an active
role in research and attention to participants’ actions and words. Since the purpose of the
study is to examine perceptions and experiences of women in the parliament, the qualitative
method is appropriate. Data is collected through the published material and semi-structured
elite interviews with female parliamentarians, gender activists and NGOs employees from
the unit under study through purposive sampling method. Additionally, a few male
representatives were also interviewed to strengthen the findings of the study. The data
derived from the published material and interviews supported the argument of the study,
providing viewpoints of respondents along with their perceptions and experiences.

A phrase “glass ceiling” was first introduced in the 1980s. It was a metaphor
employed to view the barriers that were preventing women to move on the road of
empowerment despite the specific measures like gender quotas. The quota is generally
considered an effective strategy to increase women’s number in political institutions,
encouraging them to contest elections on general seats. The Oxford Dictionary defines the
glass ceiling barrier as “a circumstance or obstacle that keeps people or things apart or
prevents communication or progress” (Nikolaou, 2017). Glass ceiling is the most
compelling metaphor for identifying the gender disparities in the decision-making bodies,
workplace or any other field. The image suggests that changing trends have led women to
cross through the front door of hierarchies, but at some point, they face invisible and
artificial barriers, which hinder path to upward position, particularly women.

IV. Women Representation in Parliaments

In January, 2020, overall representation of women in world parliaments was 24.5
percent. Only Rwanda, Cuba, United Arab Emirates and Maxico achieved 50 percent or
above number in their parliaments while 24 parliaments have less than 10% women (IPU,
2020). The regions with the highest number of women’s representation always inspire
women belong to regions, having lower representation, instigating them to compete for
access to political empowerment (Matland, 2004). The South Asia has witnessed the
maximum number of women leaders on top positions, but common women’s
representation remained poor. Following table provides women’s representation in South
Asian parliaments according to world index on January 01, 2020.

Pakistan is at the fourth position among the South Asian parliaments and 105" in
the world ranking. In 2002, after revival and increase of the reserved seats by President
General Pervaiz Musharraf under Legal Framework Order (LFO), Pakistan raised high in
ranking of IPU, occupying 31% position (21.6% in lower and 18% in upper chamber), which
was higher than the United Kingdom (17.9% in lower and 16.7% in upper chamber) and
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the United States (14.3% in lower and 13% in upper chamber), having 57" and 74%
positions respectively (IPU, 2003).

Table 1

Ranking Countries Elections Lower Seats % Year Upper Seats %
43 Nepal 11.2017 275 90 32.7% 2.2018 59 22 37.3
67 Afghanistan 10.2018 248 67 27% 1.2015 68 19 27.9
98 Bangladesh 30.12.2018 349 72 20.63% -
106 Pakistan 07.2018 342 69 20.2% 3.2018 104 20 19.2
138 Bhutan 10.2018 47 7 14.9% 4.2018 25 4 16.0
142 India 05.2019 543 78 14.4 7.2018 240 25 10.4
182 Sri Lanka 17.08.2015 225 12 5.3%
184 Maldives 04.2019 87 4 4.6

Source: IPU (2020). https://data.ipu.org/women-ranking?month=1&year=2020

V. Representation of Women in Parliament of Pakistan

The political history of Pakistani women indicates that women have never been
succeeded in getting a proper share in state’s political institutions unless the government
has facilitated them through legal reforms, quota policies and international commitments.
Cultural norms and traditional institutional structure have kept women in a secondary
position. In the subcontinent, quota system brought women in politics in the 1930s when
the British government reserved seats for several marginalized groups on the basis of race,
religion and occupation (Krook, 2009).

In 1947, only two women, Jahanara Shahnawaz and Shaista Ikramullah became
members of the first constituent assembly. The main reason of low number was traditional
culture, which was least accustomed to accept women’s role outside the domestic affairs.
All the three constitutions of 1956, 1962 and 1973 were inclusive for reservation of
women’s seats in national and provincial assemblies. This reservation exceeded merely
three to ten percent (Rizvi & Gilani, 2013). It is noticeable that reservation of seats has
varied considerably in different periods. Ten seats were reserved for women for 10 years
or three elections in the constitution of 1973. In 1985, the constitution was amended and
Revival of Constitution Order (P.O.14 of 1985) doubled the number of reserved seats in
the National Assembly, whereas five percent seats were increased in the provincial
assemblies. The constitutional provision of reserved seats lapsed after three elections. In
the elections of 1990, women’s representation was nominal and only two women won the
general seats. In next elections of 1993 and 1997, same situation was witnessed and only
four and six women became victorious respectively. In this transitional phase, diverse
viewpoints were floating in campaigns about reserved seats, and all were not advocating
reservation, calling it against the norms of a pragmatic society and a constraint for women’s
role. They ignored the fact that Pakistani society and women's status was not raised to the
level of the developed countries and it was evident from elections’ results of 1990, 1993
and 1997, which were conducted after the expiry of reserved seats.

In the democratic era of Nawaz Sharif and Benazir Bhutto, the constitutional
reservation of seats was neither reviewed nor revived. Even in May 1997, a private
member’s Bill for the restoration of lapsed parliamentary seats for women, was defeated
by the Sharif government, explaining that 20 reserved seats would be added for women in
a ‘constitutional reform package,” which would be introduced very soon. The package
neither came in theory nor in practice (Khattak, 2010).
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VI. Increased Gender Quota in Parliament and Women’s Representation

Women’s organizations, female workers/members of political parties and other
relevant forums struggled for a proper share in the parliament and their demand was
fulfilled to some extent, with the implementation of the Devolution Plan 2001 and Legal
Framework Order 2002. The reason for the adaptation of quota was the statistics of all
those elections, which held without reserved seats. Without expedition of reserved seats,
relative success of women in the political sphere was difficult. The proportion of quota
defined for women was 17 percent in parliament and 17 seats were reserved in 100-member
Senate, 60 seats in the National Assembly of 342-member, 128 seats in the four provincial
assemblies of 728-member and 33 percent share in local bodies (Jabeen & Awan, 2017).
Apart from the increased number of reserved seats in 2002, the condition of graduation or
equivalent qualification for candidates brought several females in politics as their male
family members transferred their political legacy to them due to their failure in fulfilling
this condition. This change facilitated women in avenues of power and they were
encouraged to contest elections on general seat as well. This happened due to nature of
Pakistani politics, which was dominated by a small group of elite families or influential
individuals.

The political power has been transferring within these families from one
generation to the other for last several decades. The number of women rose to an
unprecedented level in the parliament and the elections of 2002 and 2008 granted
prominent share to them. For the first time in the parliamentary history, 13 women elected
on general seat in 2002 in addition to 61 reserved seats (one on minority’s seat), making
21.3 percent share. Total female contestants were 57 for general seats. In 2003, 92 women
entered in the parliament, 74 in National Assembly and 18 in Senate (PILDATE, 2004:
16). Ms. Eman Waseem, a female member of the assembly had to vacate her seat for Mr.
Shauket Aziz on August 01, 2004, who became prime minister of Pakistan after winning
elections from this constituency. This reduced the number of female members to 73 for the
remaining period (Mirza and Wagha, 2009).

In the elections of 2008, 64 women contested on general seats and 16 became
successful while 60 came through the reserved seats, having 76 seats (National Assembly,
2008). One positive sign was entrance of Dr. Fehmeeda Miza as speaker of the National
Assembly. Prior to 2013 elections, provision of graduation was removed from elections’
laws. Total female contestants in 2013 elections were 161 on general seats, but nine were
winners. This decline reduced women strength to 70, making 20.46% share (National
Assembly, 2013). In 2018 elections, candidate-statistics indicated that 183 women were
(105 women had party tickets), on the ballot in 272 constituencies of the NA and only eight
won the elections. Along with 61 reserved seats (one on minority seat), total number was
69, making 20.17% share (National Assembly, 2018).

Prominent women politicians like Zubaida Jalal, Zartaj Gul, Nafisa Shah and
Fehmida Mirza were in winning list with a high margin of votes (Ali, 2018). No doubt, the
number of women candidates increased in 2018, but did not convert into winning position.
Following is detail of women in NA from 1947-2018. These figure 1 & 2 reveal that there
is still a long road to be covered by women for a satisfactory position in legislation. The
continued domination of males in politics and political parties, together with the dynastic
control of leadership positions, have damaged the political culture, discouraging
democratic norms to include women in the mainstream politics.
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VII. Women in Senate of Pakistan

The constitution of 1973 redefined the parliament, introducing a bicameral system
of legislature. The article 59 of the constitution explained the composition of the
parliament, consisting of the President, the National Assembly and the Senate. Originally,
the Senate had 63 seats. Later in 1985, under a Presidential Order, seats were increased in
both houses and number rose from 63 to 87 in Senate, but women were not given any
specific representation. However, in NA, women and minorities each were given 10 seats,
while seven general seats were also added, making it house of 237-member.

From 1973 to 1975, Saima Usman Fateh was the single elected female in Senate
while Asifa Faroogi was the next, who remained in the house from 1975 to 1977. Both
senators belonged to the Pakistan People’s Party (Women’s Parliamentary Caucus, 2010).
During the military regime of General Zia-ul-Haq (1977-1985), the Senate remained
inactive. However, it was revived in 1985, but without any seat for women. During this
period, the senate was a male dominated institution in its composition. From 1988 to 1994,
tradition of one woman continued. However, two women succeeded in gaining
membership of the Senate from 1994 to 2000 (Tabussum, 2016). This situation changed in
the Musharraf regime in 2002. The first elections of Senate held in 2003, which brought
18 women, 17 on quota and one general seat (PILDAT, 2004). Senate elections are to be
conducted over three years after retirement of the half of its members. Next elections held
in the years 2006, 2009, 2012, 2015 and 2018. In 2010, under the 18th amendments, four
seats were added for numerical minorities, one for each province. The elections of 2009
and 2012 witnessed a reduction as no female won the general seat. However, a change
occurred in 2015 and two women won general seats along with reserved seats, making 18.3
percent share. In March 2018, 20 women became senators (three on general seats).
Following figure 2shows the gender-wise composition of Senate from 1973-2018:
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In 2018, a decline occurred in the lower house, but the Senate has a different trend,
which was visible in March 2018. Both houses collectively had one fifth (69+20=89)
representation of women in the parliament. Increased gender quota led to show various
analysts their strong optimism about women empowerment. In their opinion, women would
work on those matters that had been ignored in the previous parliaments. But a few voices
have negated this viewpoint, showing their concerns regarding patriarchal practices of the
society, which focus on women’s domestic role. It is also argued that these ‘controlled
political opportunities’ are cosmetic and created to show a liberal and progressive image
of the government to the world.

Figure 2
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Source: Inter Parliamentary Union, Pakistan Senate http://archive.ipu.org/parline-e/reports/2242_arc.htm,
retrieved August 15, 2019.

VIII. Discussion and Findings of the Study

In terms of women’s participation, the period 2002-2018 was very conducive. Not
only their number was increased, but participation was also admirable. They worked as
active members and attended the meetings of the houses on regular basis except a few
exceptions. They actively participated in legislative interventions under the ‘Rules of
Procedure and Conduct of Business,” which were designed to intervene and speak on public
issues through different methods (PILDAT, 2018). Number of interventions made by
women was higher than male members as women raised more Questions and Point of
Orders (POs) and contributed in Resolutions, Motions, Calling Attention Notices and
parliamentary discussions. All this indicates their efforts to establish their role in policy-
making, strengthening their parliamentary performance. However, their contribution in
treasury bills was very low. In these years, 50, 116 and 182 treasury bills were passed by
12 13" and 14™ NAs respectively, but women’s share was nominal and their active
participation was limited to submission of Private Members Bills, for example, women
submitted almost one hundred PMBs in 12" NA, but only one bill was passed (Mirza &
Wagha, 2009). Women constitute 20 to 22 percent of the parliament, but their share in
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lawmaking was very low. Their share in the ministries and parliamentary standing
committees was not up to mark, which hindered their role in monitoring the official tasks.
In standing committees, members are generally nominated on political affiliation and men
are beneficiary. The standing committees, headed by females held frequent meetings in
comparison to male-headed committees with one or two exceptional cases (personal
communication, May 22, 2019).

In reality, working environment was not much encouraging and remained
unfriendly to women. Many female respondents have complaint about males’ behavior,
which discouraged them to seek the political positions, throwing them into
disadvantageous status. Sometimes, the name of family honour or childcare was exploited,
refusing to give them a nomination or control of a public office. In several cases, these
practices were used due to women’s weaker social background, low literacy and scarcity
of economic resources on their disposal to break into electoral offices and institutions
(personal communication, September 2, 2019).

Political culture prevailing in political parties have been consistently identified
for women’s under-representation because of its role as the main ‘gatekeepers’ of elected
bodies and decision-making positions and this trend has been identified throughout the
world (IDEA, 2016). The parties are assumed to disseminate the values of the political
system and mobilization of public opinion for political action. But in many instances,
parties do not stimuli to the women’s participatory role and kept them passive observers of
political scenario. Entry of those women is encouraged, who are less sensitive to the
gender-specific agenda. In Pakistan, political parties are mainly headed by males and
women generally inherited this position from their fathers or husbands. There are several
examples like Benazir Bhutto, Ghanwa Bhutto, Begum Nasim Wali Khan, Maryam Nawaz
Sharif etc. All these ladies proved their capabilities and worth to hold these offices, but
they were bound to work on party lines rather than resolving gender issues. There are
survey-based evidences in several studies, which indicate that female leaders' preferences
were geared by the party policy or sometimes they worked for social issues like education,
healthcare, exogenous childcare and elderly care (Childs and Webb, 2012).

There have been a number of laws pertaining to the political mainstreaming of
women, playing a significant role in enhancing the number of women candidates in
assemblies. The Election Act, 2017 allows the Election Commission of Pakistan (ECP) to
declare an election void, if women’s votes are less than ten percent of the votes cast in a
constituency. This provision was to keep parties away from making an agreement to ban
women from voting. The Act also restricts the political parties to allocate at least five
percent tickets to female candidates on general seats. In the general elections of July 25,
2018, total 11,885 candidates were on the run. About 94 political parties had 5,768 male
ticket holders while female ticket holders were 305, who were contesting elections. They
were barely 5.2 per cent of the total ticket holders of political parties. Not a single female
candidate was fielded by 45 per cent of political parties in these elections (Ghauri &
Malik, 2018). Double standard was also observed in the ideological political parties. On
one hand these parties showed reluctance to award tickets to women in the name of religion
while on the other, they nominated a huge number of women on reserved seats (Jabeen,
2019). In 2013, 69 women had party tickets. Jamat-e-Islami Pakistan and Jamiat Ulma-e-
Islam Pakistan did not give a single ticket to women on general seats, while nominated 165
and 131 candidates respectively on reserved seats. Eight parties did not field a single
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candidate in these elections and women comprised about seven percent of the nominated
candidates of the parties (FAFEEN, 2018). A report of the Aurat Foundation highlighted
that male-dominated political structure determined women’s political role as voters and
candidates (Legislative Quotas for Women, 2012).

There are certain factors, which constraint women’s independent role. For
example, in several areas of Pakistan, women made complaints of not having permission
to travel outside the homes without a male escort. In these areas, women cannot join any
political activity without the consent of their families, which are bound by cultural
traditions. Besides, a large number of women continue to be deprived of voting by their
elders’ decision or some type of agreement among the candidates for not taking out their
women for polling. This was confirmed by many respondents and an NGO provided a list
of 80 polling areas across Pakistan, where this practice was exercised.

Absence of National Identity Cards is also one reason, which deprived a
considerable number of women from their vote-right as was reported in the previous
elections of 2013 (Rauf & Shah, 2015). In this context, ECP took a few remedial measures
and removed various barriers, facing by female voters. In more than 70 districts, the ECP
used vans to create mobile registration offices that accessed women living in remote areas
away from electoral offices. These collaborations have helped women in acquiring their ID
cards and approximately 46.7 million women were registered to vote. A positive
development was viewed in relatively conservative areas like Upper Dir district and North
Waziristan, where women voted for the first time in the 2018 elections. This wave was the
result of the persistent efforts of the government, NGOs and civil society as all worked in
collaboration for the community (FAFEEN, 2018). However, women still accounts for 44
percent of the registered voters, which is a slight upgrading from 43.6 percent of 2013
elections (ECP, 2018).

Another barrier is selection on reserved seats. As many respondents made
complaints of women’ dependency upon male counterparts. Almost 80 percent female
respondents opposed the selection by male members, calling it a biased practice, which
stigmatized women’s position, leaving them on males’ disposal for their selection. It was
proposed that female suffrage and selection of women members by women are to be
addressed through electoral reforms. The political system expects equal contribution and
responsibility to work with responsibility, while taking charge of any post, but reward for
men and women is not equal. Another observation was preference of the voters for male
candidates to choose them as their representatives at all levels of assemblies in comparison
to women. In their view, male members are easily accessible and vying to provide
resources, which otherwise not possible for women without constituencies. Furthermore,
access to the upper strata of society is difficult, particularly women. Here majority of
women politicians belongs to elite class. A research on voter preferences before the local
government elections of 2015 revealed that voters seemed less interested in female
candidates, and preferred male candidates who had personal and political connections with
the public, political parties and political institutions (Jabeen, 2019).

IX. Conclusion

Women contribution in legislation is linked with the reserved seats and
combination of several other factors like role of political parties, women-friendly policies,
electoral system and laws for implementation of equal representation. But women were
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almost ousted from decision-making process in the absence of reserved seats as the
statistics of the elections from 1990 to 1997 identified and general seats were not easy to
win due to traditional thinking. Revival and increased number of seats have brought them
back in the parliament and they are performing an active role in legislation. They have
altered their societal perspective to some extent and their performance is better. Several
pro-women policies and legislation are the result of their advocacy and involvement.
Gender quotas have provided descriptive representation in terms of women’s presence in
decision-making bodies with their participation in parliamentary affairs, while substantive
representation is still away and their share in law-making is nominal and women on
reserved seats are bound to follow their parties’ policies.

A system with active political participation of the masses with accountability has
not been promoted in parliament. Reserved seats improved the situation and women at least
succeeded in showing their presence with maximum attendance in the sessions of the
parliament. But they have not succeeded in making the political activities as the “Public
Sphere,” and they are still attributed as “Private Sphere” and political arena is assumed
unacquainted with women’s role. Political parties also behaved as male-dominated
empires, where women have been accommodated as successor of the family or in the
absence of a suitable candidate. Women’s representation never remained the priority
agenda of the regime or political parties. The inauguration of quota has provided a base for
women, but not succeeded in translating it from gender sensitivity to gender empowerment.
Reserved seats in itself are not a solution and cannot remove all the barriers and hindrances
in the way of political empowerment as the facts revealed. No consistence evidence is
available, showing change in public policies due to quota-induced growth in women’s
representation in parliament. For empowerment, yet several miles are to cover to access
the destination of equal status and authority. Here are a few recommendations to provide
sufficient opportunities and deliberations in the political arena as simple participation is
meaningless.

e Female politicians must promote women’s policy preferences and instead of
focusing on social issues, laws on women specific issues to be introduced.

e Quality in representation and opportunities are generally conditioned with formal
education, and women must equip themselves with required knowledge,
education and wisdom to avoid becoming the “token representatives.”

e The selection process requires to be revised with allocation of constituencies.
Concept of indirect elections for reserved seats indoctrinated in 1973 Constitution
requires to be amended as currently party bosses decide the fate of women
members/candidates.
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