
“If you want anything said, ask a man, 
if you want something done, ask a 
woman,” said Chitra Lekha Yadav, former 
Deputy Speaker of the Interim Parliament 
of Nepal, quoting Margaret Thatcher, on 
the opening session of the 3-day South 
Asian regional conference on violence 
against women in politics (VAWIP) on 
November 16 at the Hotel Himalaya in 
Kathmandu, Nepal.

The conference, which is the second 
of its kind in the region, was 
inaugurated with a dance performance 
by Subima Shrestha and the group, 
with music composition by Pandit 
Homnath Upadhyaya, to showcase the 
many faces of violence that women 
politicians have to confront. The 
conference brought together lawyers, 
women politicians, advocates, academicians, 
policy researchers, civil society organizations, 
activists and the media from six South Asian 

countries—Afghanistan, Bangladesh, India, Nepal, 
Pakistan and Sri Lanka, along with participants 
from the UK, Australia, Mauritius and Canada.

Dr. Rohit Kumar Nepali, Executive 
Director of South Asia Partnership 
International (SAP I), who organized 
the event, welcomed the participants 
by addressing the urgent need for 
gender sensitive policies and 
provisions at both the national and 
international levels to bring about 
significant changes in this area. He 
said that although violence against 
women in politics occur both 
physically and psychologically, the 
latter is more common in the region. 

“Character assassination of women 
politicians is a common form of 
violence along with murder, rape, 
abductions, kidnapping, intimidation 
and torture to women politicians as 
well as their family members,” he 
said. 

Venkat Rammnayya, Executive 
Director, Youth for Action, said India 

has seen many women leaders who have brought
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Affirmative agendas of political parties

Political parties need to revise their values and principles 
and should not only reserve seats for women but also 
create a mechanism for their safety and security at all 
levels in their involvement in politics. 

Responsive and responsible role of Election 
Commission and judiciary
Proportional representation systems are better for 
increasing women’s representation and the introduction 
of quota system for women ensures a qualitative jump 
into a policy level. 
It is vital to learn lessons from the region on policy 
changes, quota systems, affirmative actions and 
independent election commissions.

Coping mechanisms
There is a need to establish institutional mechanisms 
such as help lines, women’s groups for solidarity, referral 
system, dispute resolution system, forum for discussions 
and discourses, etc. for the protection of women politicians. 
All women in politics need to be groomed and made 
accountable to the society for society to accept their 
leadership. Women should organize themselves inside 
and outside political parties and should urge parties to 
set down clear rules for a candidate’s selection.

Today’s Agenda

Regional Conference Kicks Off

Conference
Special

Invisible Violence Threatens
Women in Politics

Gender sensitive VAWIP policy environment (cont’d...)
Session on responsive and responsible role of Election 

Commission and judiciary
Chair of the Session: Hon. Judge Mahfuza Folad, Afghanistan
Objective of the session: To get insight on the provisions 

and practices of national election commissions 
and judiciary which contribute towards creating 
congenial environment for enhancing the 
participation of women in politics. 

9:05-9:15	 Welcome and objective highlights	
9:15-10:00	 Presentation/experience sharing by speakers	

Hon. Neel Kantha Uprety - Election Commissioner, 
Nepal	
Rabbiya Bajwa, Lawyer,  Pakistan 	
Ram Krishna Timilsina - Registrar, Supreme Court 
of Nepal 

10:00- 10:45	Plenary discussion	
10:45-10:55	 Concluding remarks Hon. Judge Mahfuza Folad 
10:55-11:10	 Tea break

Session on  Affirmative agendas of political parties
Chair of the session:  Riffat Javaid Kahlon, Ex-MNA, Pakistan 
Objective of the session:  To understand the perspective of 

political parties about the affirmative agenda 
to deal with various forms of gender based 
political violence. 

11:10-11:15	 Welcome and objective highlights	
11:15-12:00 	 Presentation/experience sharing by speakers	

Chitra Lekha Yadav - Nepal	
Sumona Dasgupta - India	
Najeeba Sultani - Afganistan

12:00-12:45	 Open discussion

12:45-1:00	 Concluding remarks Riffat Javaid Kahlon 
1:00	 Lunch break

Coping mechanism on VAWIP
Session on Formal mechanism and informal system 

to cope with VAWIP
Chair of the Session: Sharmini Boyle, Chief Editor, 

Young Asia TV,  Sri Lanka
Objective of the session: To share and learn about 

the existing formal and informal 
mechanisms and coping up strategies 
undertaken by women politicians to 
deal with violence against women in 
politics. 

2:00-2:05	 Welcome and objective highlights	
2:05-3:00	 Presentation/experience sharing by 

Speakers on formal mechanism	
Rabbiya Bajwa - Pakistan	
Nazir Qayome- Afganistan 	
Geeta Pathak-  Nepal	
Qumrunnessa Nazly- Bangladesh

3:00-3:45	 Presentation/experience sharing by 
speakers on informal support system	
Riffat Javaid Kahlon-  Pakistan 	
Sudha Yadav - India	
Ram Kumari Jhakri - Nepal	
Suraia Perlika - Afghanistan

3:45-4:45	 Plenary discussion
4:45-5:00 Concluding Remarks Sharmini Boyle

Reflections
from the first South Asian Regional Conference on VAWIP, 

September 2007, Kathmandu, Nepal

(More on page 8)

Yuko Maskay



In your view, what is the current situation of women’s 
political participation and the violence they encounter 
from various layers of the society: family, workplace 
and the community in Afghanistan?

After the Taliban government was ousted at the end 
of 2001, Afghanistan experienced a big change in 
the status of women. Women has always been active 
in Afghanistan’s politics, both in pre-independence 
and post-independence eras of Afghanistan’s history. 
However, given the oppressions committed by the 
Taliban, the women of the country were able to, for 
instance, run for presidency positions. Despite the 
fact that she was not elected, this opened up the 
way for many other women who could not even 
conceive of such initiatives. Women want to take 
active political part; however, there are many obstacles 
on their way to success. We suffer from the male-
dominated society in which it is still seen as a taboo 
to have a woman as the head. Men simply think 
that women lack the capacity to lead and govern at 
any level. They even quote the Holy Koran, indicating 
that women are inherently incompetent—something 
I strongly believe is a misinterpretation of the holy 
book and merely a justification. In general, we have 
achieved something, but a lot still needs to be 
achieved. We need to fight the obstacles, and we 
have to conquer. We have no other option!

As you mentioned, Afghan women have some extent 
of representation in the Afghan government. What 
do you think about the effectiveness of the women 
who are in decision-making positions? Are there any 
documented reports on violence against them?

Currently, we have 64 women in our Parliament as 
members, the Ministry of Women Affairs and a 
governor—something not heard of in our history. 

However, their effectiveness is under question for 
many reasons. One of them being many women in 
positions of power have been supported in one way 
or the other by men, and hence, they often cannot 
act and decide independently. Even those who have 
come to power either by popular support or due to 
their expertise often play a symbolic role and let the 
men do the deciding because they are smaller in 
number compared to men, and they face various 
kinds of ill-treatment and threats. 

What obstacles prevent young women politicians 
from entering the world of politics in the country, 
and what do you think are their root causes?

The main problem is that men often question the 
character of a woman politician and create false 
rumors about her having “illegitimate” relationships 
with the men they work with. The male dominant 
culture, insecurity, low rate of illiteracy, lack of 
women’s self-awareness about their rights, and family 
obstacles are few of the impediments. One of the 
root causes behind existence of such political violence 
is absence of any kind of legal provision in our legal 
documents about political violence. Even if a woman 
complains of such violence, the court can do nothing. 
It is ironic, but if a husband bans his wife from 
political participation, the judge can do nothing but 
suggest the women to listen to the husband.

In order to address the problem of violence against 
women in politics, beside tackling factors such as 
illiteracy, culture of violence against women, and 
lack of legal provisions to support political rights of 
women, what other systematic solutions do you 
suggest at the national and regional levels?

We must accept that it will take a long time to bring 
concrete changes to the present situation. We must 

have a charter; define violence against women in 
politics, incorporate it in our legal system, and ensure 
our law enforcement systems have the required 
implementation capacity. An ideal situation, in my 
view, would be when we have laws that state all 
kinds of violence, including political violence, and 
for each kind of violence, there should be a 
punishment. 

At the regional level, we need to focus on our 
similarities and create a charter that binds all South 
Asian countries to the articles of the charter. We 
could have a legal mechanism or organizations at 
the regional level with the goal to put pressure on 
the governments to sign international legal laws that 
support women’s rights—their political participation 
in particular. 

There are some laws in every country that, to some 
extent, support women and their legal rights. However, 
the problem is often their implementation. In your 
view, what steps need to be taken to address the 
problem?

Afghanistan is one of such countries. Article 22 of 
our Constitution states that women and men are 
equal but it is not true in practice. I believe there 
are few preliminary steps that needs to be taken at 
the national level: strong central government, decision-
making posts should be distributed equally to both 
men and women and must be merit-based, 
administrative corruption must be removed, physical 
security needs to be established, and law enforcement 
bodies should be strengthened. 

Do women in politics, both voters and participants, 
who experience violence, seek justice and what are 
the consequences of filing such lawsuits? Have you 
experienced violence in your own career?

As I said, we do not have a defined set of violent 
acts particular to politics in our legal system. Some 
report their problems to human rights organizations 
that document the problems but do not have the 
capacity to act on it. Violence in general is sought 
in some cases; however, it is rare and often in favor 
of men.

As far as I am concerned, there are times when I 
experience violence. For example, at the work place 
I get comments about my clothes, my professional 
conduct and even my social activities. 

How do you see the future of women in politics in 
Afghanistan given the fact that the government has 
invited the Taliban for negotiation and power sharing?

I am optimistic despite the problems we face today. 
We have women who act as role models for the rest 
of us. The presidential election is on the way and 
according to surveys more than 40% has registered 
to vote, much higher participation compared to last 
year. We expect a government with popular support—
this means a lot provided that all else goes well. 
The government of Afghanistan should not allow the 
Taliban to play with our destinies again.
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Mahfuza Folad is a Judge at the Supreme Court 
of Afghanistan. For the past decade, she has 
worked as a legal advisor and a defense 
lawyer. Folad has worked hard to influence 
law enforcement mechanisms concerning 
challenging family laws and issues such as 
dowry, divorce, child custody and alimony.

Banned from attending university for 5 years 
under the Taliban regime, in 2002, Folad 
returned to Law School at the faculty at Kabul 
University when the US invaded and subsequent 

political changes gave her an opportunity to 
continue her studies. 

Under the oppressive rule of the Taliban, 
Folad had to migrate to Pakistan, and later 
returned to Afghanistan at a time when 
women were not allowed to exercise their 
basic human rights. At such a juncture, 
Folad chose to be a role model for other 
hopeless women of her country. She began 
to work for organizations by building their 
working capacities and financial abilities. 

Folad worked for the Afghanistan 
Construction and Rehabilitation Unit, a 
women-only hospital, where she worked 
under the pretence of a patient and taught 
computer lessons to women in the hospital’s 
bathroom where she could easily hide her 
teaching materials and computers. 

Folad has worked with the Afghan Women 
Judges Association and established Justice for 
All along with other female lawyers, and began 
to tackle the most pressing issues of women.

•	 Interviewed by Noorin Nazari

The main problem is that men often question the character 
of a woman politician and create false rumors about her 
having “illegitimate” relationships with the men they work 
with. The male dominant culture, insecurity, low rate of 
illiteracy, lack of women’s self-awareness about their rights, 
and family obstacles are few of the impediments.

The main problem is that men often question the character 
of a woman politician and create false rumors about her 
having “illegitimate” relationships with the men they work 
with. The male dominant culture, insecurity, low rate of 
illiteracy, lack of women’s self-awareness about their rights, 
and family obstacles are few of the impediments.
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The session “International Standard of National 
Laws, Policies and Provisions” chaired by Hon. 
Judge Kalyan Shrestha, Supreme Court of Nepal 
saw sharing of national laws, and status of South 
Asian Countries regarding VAWIP as important.

Camena Guneratne of Srilanka, Riffat Javaid Kahlon, 
ex-member of National Assembly of Pakistan, 
Martha Farrell of India, Syed Narul Alam of 
Bangladesh and Sabin Shrestha of Nepal provided 
an overview of existing legal framework, the 
problems, and recommendations, by providing a 
thematic ground to the event.

Guneratne began the session by giving a short 
background of the deep culture of violence that 
exists in the Sri Lankan political scenario, especially 
during the elections. She said “Violence of extreme 
forms like suicide bombings, and assassination has 
become very common           in Sri Lanka, including 
cases of murder, attempted murder and misuse of 
state resources. These make the situation for women 
entering into politics even more difficult.” 

Sri Lanka has introduced Women’s Charter and     
National Committee on women in 1993—and National 
Plan of Action has been included in State policy 
documents too. Despite this, there is a lack of equal 
participation of women in all decision making positions 
in the public and private sectors. She further added 
that discriminatory practices, stereotypes and 
perception have not yet been tackled in Sri Lanka. 

She said that the Electoral Reform in 2003 had 
addressed the issue of women’s representation 
comprehensively. However, it barely talked about 
the issue of VAWIP. Her recommendations to the 
upcoming constitutional reform in Sri Lanka included 
awareness with regard to VAWIP, assistance to victims 
of VAWIP, maintenance of gender balance in high 
government offices and equipping the State agencies 
to deal with electoral violence. 

The second speaker, Kahlon shared her experiences 
as a woman politician in Pakistan. She expressed 
her disappointment on the indifference of the assembly 
even after the assassination of Benazir Bhutto amidst 
a mass of people. Her concern was regarding the 
fact that the fate of the criminals who commit violence 
against women in politics is unknown to most. She 
expressed that if their fate is known to people, it 
will deter other from committing such crime in the 
future. 

Kahlon said that even women who are educated and 
aware of their rights face discrimination and violence. 
She shared that the general problems that women 
face are sidelined most of the times. Little concern 
is shown with regard to absence of midwives, and 
schools without walls and toilets. “We should educate 
men to bring a change in their attitude and behavior 
so that they learn to take their sisters seriously. 
Their attitude is what will make the difference,” she 
concluded.

Farell from India said that even reservation has 
become a kind of ceiling for the political parties. For 
instance, the Congress has 15% reservation for 
women, and they have the same representation of 
women in the party. However, in the absence of 
quota, the participation decreases considerably. She 
added that the constitution of India does guarantee 
all the rights for women but there are gaps that 
need to be filled and certain policies that hinders 
the process of addressing the atrocities against 
women should be removed. 

She acknowledged the existence of caste-based 
discrimination, physical and psychological violence 
against women in politics. She also added that the 
National and State Women’s Commission needed 
restructuring and reviewing. She concluded by saying 
that there is a culture of silence and humiliation in 
our society and stressed that the time has come to 
break this culture of silence and humiliation. 

Alam from Bangladesh later listed out the main 
causes of VAWIP in Bangladesh, including patriarchal 
structure of the society, religious extremism, and 

discriminatory culture. He presented the standing 
of major political parties of Bangladesh with regard 
to women’s representation. Bangladesh Nationalist 
Party had promised for direct election of women 
but failed to keep the commitment and Bangladesh 
Awami League had promised to increase reserved 
seats for women from 30 to 60 but even it failed 
to do so.

He added that constant effort should be made 
to uphold the strong constitutional mandates of 
full participation of women in all spheres of politics. 
He also stressed on the need to sensitize the 
judiciary and legal functionaries on women’s rights, 
roles and issues in politics. “Bangladesh is 
preparing for its general election on the 18th of 
December and we are planning to pressurize the 
new formed government to implement the 
recommendations that come from this conference 
through the civil society” he concluded.

The final speaker, Shrestha from Nepal briefed on 
the active role of women in various political 
movements in Nepal including the 10-year long Maoist 
insurgency. “The problem is not lack of involvement 
but lack of representation of women in the decision 
making level” said Shrestha. He also added that the 
issue of VAWIP is not new, it had always been there. 
What is new is the fact that we are finally breaking 
the silence that had kept the issue in obscurity.  

The practices followed in politics are not gender-
sensitive, highlighted Shrestha. For instance, the first 
Constitutional Assembly meeting started at 11:00 pm 
at night and lasted till 3:00 am in the morning. This 
odd timing for the meeting had affected the female 
CA members the most. Similarly, women politicians 
face a lot of psychological violence. For instance, 
during the CA elections, lots of questions were raised 
with regard to the district from which the women 
politicians should get the election ticket—whether 
from the district in which she was born or from the 
district where she got married. Such kinds of invisible 
violence discourage women from coming to the 
forefront.  

Hon. Judge Kalyan Shrestha finally concluded the 
session by saying that the problems are common and 
so are the experiences: what is different is the context. 
He pointed that the solution will be of the same 
nature as well. He ended the session by urging women 
not to feel discriminated as this very feeling is a form 
of violence in itself. He called upon women to speak 
up, break their silence and to pave a new path that 
will lead the countries towards peace.

The lack of representation of women in the 
decision making level is the problem

International Standard of National Laws, Policies and Provisions

Hon. Judge Kalyan Shrestha chairing the session

Participants at the International Standard of National Laws, Policies and Provisions

Elipha Pradhananga



For centuries, men have claimed their ascendancy 
over women in all spheres of public life. Politics, 
being an influential and powerful social institution, 
has not been spared. To this day and age, politics 
is often automatically funneled into a “male category”. 
Obstacles to women’s political participation exist 
throughout the world in prevailing social and economic 
regimes as well as in existing political structures. 
Women’s representation in parliaments worldwide is 
not very encouraging. They represented 15% of the 
total members in 2003, and in 2008, they occupy 
only 18% of those seats. Given the slow rate at 
which representation of women is increasing, various 
methods such as electoral quotas have been proposed 
or implemented to address the present gender 
imbalance in decision making. South Asia is no 
exception to the trend. 

The implementation of gender quotas is increasingly 
viewed as an important policy measure for increasing 
women’s access to decision making bodies. The 
quota system aims at ensuring that women constitute 
at least a “critical minority” of 20, 30, or 40% or 
even to ensure true gender of 50-50 percent. While 
reserved seats have guaranteed women’s access to 
local as well as national government, albeit in 
relatively low numbers, it is debatable whether 
quotas have really addressed the issue on women’s 
empowerment in the countries concerned. So far, 
quotas have simply facilitated women’s participation 
in politics. Whether this system actually enables 
women to attain any form of independent decision-
making authority is questionable. Many women 
candidates are elected or chosen just to fulfill the 

given quota. In addition, since quotas in themselves 
do not remove all other barriers to the full citizenship 
of women; the crucial question is whether quotas 
can achieve the goal of equality in politics.

Quotas, have, however, been recommended by UN, 
IPU, EU, and the organization for security and 
cooperation in Europe (OSCE), and in international 
instruments like the CEDAW and the Beijing Platform 
for Action. Such international recommendations have 
surely given legitimacy on the use of quotas. Arguably, 
one of the indicators of the success of the reserved 
seats is that women’s presence has increased within 
the local government and is resulting in their greater 
participation in the local bodies. Rwanda is an example 
of the new trend to use electoral gender quotas as 
a fast track to gender balance in politics. It has 
superseded other parliaments in terms of women’s 
representation of 48.8%. Similarly, with regard to 
South Asian region, Nepal’s example shows that the 
introduction and implementation of quotas can have 
a great impact in terms of ensuring women’s access 
to political institutions and decision making bodies.

In India, women’s representation in state assemblies 
remains low while the representation in local bodies 
remains relatively high. This can be attributed to the 
fact that, while quotas at the local level have been 
implemented successfully, quotas at the national 
level have not been adopted and the issue has 
remained on the parliamentary agenda for many 
years.

The present parliament in Bangladesh does not have 
any kind of reserved seats for women. This can be 

one reason why the number of 
women directly elected to the 
legislature is yet to exceed 2.5 

percent of the total 300 seats. 
Similarly, in Sri Lanka, in the 
absence of quotas, women occupy 
only 11 of 225 seats in the 
Parliament, a mere 4.9%, and 
constitute only 1.2% in the 
Provincial Council. This is despite 
the fact that Sri Lanka boasts the 
world’s first women Prime Minister 
and a literacy rate of 90% of Sri 
Lankan women.

While quotas do provide legality 
to women’s inclusion, quotas 
cannot guarantee active political 
participation and decision making 
authority. And they certainly have 
not created provisions for 
eliminating violence against women 
in politics. For instance, Chapter 
5 Article 83 of the Afghanistan 
Constitution states that The Wolesi 

Jirga or the Lower House should have 27% of the 
assembly members as women while the House of 
Elders or the Meshrano Jirga should have 17% of the 
members as women. Owing to this requirement, the 
2005 elections nominated 27.3% seats for women 
in its lower house and 22.5% in its upper house. 
These numbers are higher than in most South Asian 
countries. In fact, the reserved quota is higher than 
that of its powerful neighbor India. While it may give 
a pretty rosy impression, reality is far from perfect. 
For a primarily Muslim state with deeply entrenched 
traditional beliefs and set codes of conduct for 
women, it is an ordeal for female politicians to voice 
their opinions. Despite high representation of women, 
many female candidates and their families were 
threatened for contesting the then upcoming election 
in the year 2005. Similarly, female candidates were 

stigmatized and some were compelled to resign their 
candidacy. Some groups reportedly went as far as 
circulating letters with an offer of $4,000 reward for 
killing female candidates. Nurturing one’s political 
interests in such a scenario is not only difficult but 
also extremely discouraging.

Such instances prove that quota, in isolation, cannot 
bring equality. Equality requires an amalgamation of 
different factors. Certain steps should be taken to 
transform the social views so that female politicians 
can participate and contribute actively. Women should 
be able to participate in open, transparent, accountable 
decision-making processes of policy-making 
institutions and mechanisms. They should  not act 
as beneficiaries/objects of development programs 
but as agents/subjects of developmental change. 
The crucial thing is that women’s political participation 
is not only about increasing their numbers but about 
effectiveness and impact.

Quota: A Tool to Engender Politics?
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15%	 Women’s representation in parliaments of the total 
members worldwide in 2003

18% 	 Women’s representation in parliaments of the total 
members worldwide in 2008

48.8% 	 Women’s representation in parliament of Rwanda

33%	 Women’s representation in Constituent Assembly of Nepal 

2.5%	 Directly elected women MPs in the 300 seat last parliament 
of Bangladesh 

4.9% 	 Women’s representation in the parliament of Sri Lanka

90% 	 Women’s literacy rate of Sri Lanka

27%	 Seats of the Wolesi Jirga or the Lower House are reserved 
for women by the Afghan Constitution 

17%	 Seats of the Meshrano Jirga or the House of Elders are 
reserved for women by the Afghan Constitution
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Shahnaz Bokhari¸ a clinical psychologist and president of the Progressive Women’s Association (PWA), has been an 
active campaigner for women’s rights. In October 2000 she aided a destitute 26-year-old woman seeking refuge from 
physical violence at the hands of her husband and harassment from his family by first using her own home as a safe 
house and then setting up a shelter. Soon, Bokhari was summoned to court for an unspecified reason which turned 
out to be a hearing for “abetting a woman in attempt to commit adultery” under the Hudood Ordinances. The Federal 
Sharia Court exonerated Bokhariin in February 2003, after two and-a-half years of pressure and support from partner 
NGOs, media and foreign diplomatic missions. Police have continued to raid Bokhari’s home repeatedly, in search of 
other missing women, but despite these threats and invasion of her privacy, she remains dedicated to fighting for 
women’s rights in Pakistan and runs PWA from her private residence.

(Source: Human Rights Watch-www.hrw.org)

Fighting for women’s rights

Shyama Tomar is an elected woman leader of a village council in the central Indian state of Madhya Pradesh. But her 
status in India's male-dominated heartland did not stop a male colleague from allegedly slapping and tearing off her 
clothes in full view of people in a busy public square for discontinuing the free supply of water carried by tanker trucks 
in her water-scarce village to a hotel owned by the vice president of the same village council.  She says her crime was 
refusing an influential upper-caste family in the village a sum of 50,000 rupees ($1,112) from the 179,000 rupees ($3,980) 
of government funds for development work. “Not a single case was registered against me in my 22 years in government 
service as a teacher. It seems I became a habitual offender the moment I took office,” Tomar says. 

(Source: BBC)

Village woman leader fights back

Hamida was running for the third time in one of the ‘general seat’ wards in the Barisal City Corporation Election. During 
her tenure in office for the last ten years she had earned a reputation of working for the community in ensuring services 

and in carrying out development works. A popular figure, Hamida was generally encouraged by the local people to run 
for another term. She did not require money for running the campaign. She was known to be a member of one of the 

left parties. One of the lead political parties nominated a male candidate against her and provided all out support to him 
in the campaign. Use of large amount of money and connivance with the administration running the election by the political 
party resulted in the defeat of Hamida by a very narrow margin. She could not compete with the use of money and corruption 
by her oponent party in question in its campaign against her. The male biased administration in charge of elections sided 

with her oponent party candidate and allowed him to flout all rules of campaigning while being very strict with her. 
“Considerations of party politics over that of women’s empowerment override the considerations of achievement and high 

performance in the case of women in politics”. A desolate Hamida still hopes to compete in the next election.

The male-biased administration

As Afghanistan’s most senior and famous female police officer, based in the country’s ultra-conservative south, Lieut.-
Col. Malalai Kakar knew she was a marked woman. Her taboo-shattering career had spawned numerous death threats. 
Kakar was shot dead by Taliban militants in Kandahar. She had been a police officer before the Taliban took over in 
1995—once killing three would-be assassins—but was forced from her job by the regime’s edict against women working 
outside the home. She returned to the force after the Islamists were toppled in 2001, and became one of its most 
senior officers, heading a unit that specializes in spousal abuse and other crimes against women, which are often 
overlooked in southern, Pashtun culture.

(Source: Revolutionary Association of Women of Afghanistan)

Woman police director gunned down by Taliban

Vivienne Goonewardene was a pioneer socialist, trade unionist and several times Member of Parliament, who had been 
involved in the independence movement in the 1930s and 1940s.  In 1983 she participated in a lawful demonstration against 
the U.S. military occupation of Diego Garcia.  Following this demonstration, she was physically assaulted in a police station 
in Colombo.  She subsequently made an application to the Supreme Court complaining that she had been unlawfully arrested 
and subjected to cruel, inhumane and degrading treatment in contravention of her constitutional rights.  The Court found 
in her favor in respect of her allegation that she had been unlawfully arrested and awarded her damages. This was a case 
where the laws enabled her to obtain a remedy. Following the decision of the Court, the police officer who had been found 

guilty of abusing Goonewardene’s fundamental rights was promoted.  Further, mobs gathered outside the residences of 
the three judges who had delivered the verdict, creating disturbances and shouting slogans.  Their placards referred to 

the judgment in this case.  All attempts to call the police were unsuccessful and they did not arrive until after the mobs 
had dispersed. It was alleged that the mobs had been transported in buses of the State bus service.

(Source: The Sunday Times)

Socialist mobbed after getting justice from the court
Vivienne Goonewardene was a pioneer socialist, trade unionist and several times Member of Parliament, who had been 

involved in the independence movement in the 1930s and 1940s.  In 1983 she participated in a lawful demonstration against 
the U.S. military occupation of Diego Garcia.  Following this demonstration, she was physically assaulted in a police station 
in Colombo.  She subsequently made an application to the Supreme Court complaining that she had been unlawfully arrested 
and subjected to cruel, inhumane and degrading treatment in contravention of her constitutional rights.  The Court found 
in her favor in respect of her allegation that she had been unlawfully arrested and awarded her damages. This was a case 
where the laws enabled her to obtain a remedy. Following the decision of the Court, the police officer who had been found 

guilty of abusing Goonewardene’s fundamental rights was promoted.  Further, mobs gathered outside the residences of 
the three judges who had delivered the verdict, creating disturbances and shouting slogans.  Their placards referred to 

the judgment in this case.  All attempts to call the police were unsuccessful and they did not arrive until after the mobs 
had dispersed. It was alleged that the mobs had been transported in buses of the State bus service.

(Source: The Sunday Times)

Laxmi Mudvari, [31] a member of the regional committee of Nepal Communist Party- Maoist is also an area coordinator of 
Sunsari district. She got involved in politics with the aim of filling the gap between the haves and the haves not with the 
encouragement from her family and relatives. She was disappointed to find many issues dominated by men even within 
the party. The women who have joined the Maoists are struggling against discrimination in society, family and the party 

as well. She too faced societal discrimination and was left out. She points out that inadequate skills among women, their 
insignificant involvement in intellectual meetings, and a lack of interest and leadership quality as the cause of women’s 

backwardness.  She agrees that there exists discrimination of women in politics and demands for a 50 % seat reservation 
for women. She believes that with the increment against women in politics their situation can be improved. Even though 

she isn’t fully satisfied with the activities going around, she is happy to find that her confidence, involvement in social 
activities, and awareness of political matters have increased.

Discrimination against women in political parties
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Geeta Pathak
Geeta Pathak is a lawyer by profession 
and has been teaching law for a long 
time. 

She has done LL.M. in human rights from Hong 
Kong University. She completed her Degree of 
LL.M. in 2001 with distinction. She has been one 
of few regular women-practicing lawyers in Nepal.

Pathak has co-authored a book called Gender 
and Law-Nepalese Perspective with her husband, 
Yubaraj Sangraula. In the book, they have 
attempted to consider women’s rights to equality 
in Nepal from a jurisprudential perspective and 
have examined the judgments of the Supreme 
Court in relation to women. Pathak has been 
a strong advocate of women’s right and has 
worked on different issues of violence against 
women.

Najeeba Sultani is presently working 
as Master Trainer with Western 

Afghan Women Network, educating women 
about gender, civil and human rights. Sultani 
received a medal by Kofi Annan, former UN 
Secretary General on the occasion of  the World 
Refugee Day as an acknowledgement of her 
contribution to gender equality and human 
rights activism in Afghanistan. Sultani has also 
worked with the United Nations Assistance 
Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA), Afghan Women 
Social Education, and the Ministry of Education 
in Heart province, promoting civil rights, gender 
equality, fair election mechanisms during the 
2004 presidential election, and capacity building 
projects for women both in the capital city and 
at district level. Sultani has developed training 
materials for numerous courses and workshops 
organized by prominent organizations on areas 
such as Women in Development, Children Rights, 
and Human Rights.

Najeeba Sultani

Dr. Nazir Qayoome completed his 
degree in Medicine from Kabul 

University, but his passion for rehabilitation and 
reconstruction of his country took him to the 
University of East Anglia, United Kingdom, where 
he did his Masters Degree in Rural Development 
and Gender.  For Human Rights Watch, he worked 
with 300 communities on empowering women 
through socio-political and economic means 
across Afghanistan in close cooperation with the 
Ministry of Women Affairs. Working with prominent 
international organizations such as the Swedish 
Committee for Afghanistan and Aga Khan 
Foundation, gave Dr. Qayoome an opportunity 
to witness the issues and problems of women 
in rural and isolated areas of Afghanistan. With 
such exposure, he not only questioned such 
inequalities, but also took active initiatives to 
raise the concerns among men and to call for 
immediate action.

Dr. Nazir Qayoome

Nazly Qumrunnessa

Neel Kantha Uprety
Neel Kantha Uprety was appointed 
as the Election Commissioner of Nepal 

by the Constitutional Council through Parliamentary 
hearing process on November 9, 2006. Uprety 
worked as a Senior Election Coordinator during 
the Presidential, Parliamentary and Provincial 
Council Elections in Afghanistan for the United 
Nations.
He had worked as a Project Manager/Senior 
Electoral Advisor for DANIDA at the Election 
Commission of Nepal in 1999 and 2004. Capacity 
building of the Election Commission and 
improvement in the electoral registration system 
were two main activities of his assignments. He 
is known as the architect of voters' registration 
system who led a team of professional to convert 
the conventional electoral roll preparation system 
into computer based integrated voters' database 
system in 1996. It was considered as a paradigm 
shift in the preparation of electoral roll in Nepal. 
His involvement in different capacity for planning, 
managing and implementing all 5 elections of 
Nepal after 1990 were opportunities to develop 
him to an international election professional.

Ram Kumari Jhakri
Ram Kumari Jhakri is the first President 
of All Nepal National Free Student 
Union (ANNFSU). ANNFSU is the 

student wing of Nepal’s 3rd largest party Communist 
Party of Nepal- Marxist/Leninist. 
After completing school education from Prithvi 
Secondary School of Myal Pokhari VDC of Gulmi, 
Jhakri entered the Kathmandu Valley to pursue 
nursing training. But fate had something else for 
her and she joined Padma Kanya Multiple College 
from where she began her mainstream political 
journey. Jhakri, who leads one of the nation’s 
largest unions of students, said the age-old 
concepts are gradually changing and now Nepalis 
have accepted that women can do anything that 
a man can do. Politicians mention Jhakri's 
contribution to the People's Movement II as 
special. Students consider her highly focused on 
youths' progressive empowerment. A documentary 
was also filmed on her life. The documentary was 
called the “Sari Soldiers” and observes six 
extraordinary women’s lives (including Jhakri’s) 
and their involvement in the decade-long conflict.

Sharmini Boyle
Sharmini Boyle has been working as 
a television director/producer in Sri 
Lanka for over 25 years. At present 

she is the Chief Editor at Young Asia Television, 
an organization that is dedicated to social and 
development communication, producing television 
programmes on issues of social justice, sustainable 
development and conflict resolution. Since 1998, 
Sharmini Boyle has been leading several media 
interventions for peace, initiated by YATV. These 
include the production and broadcast of a weekly 
peace-building programmes and other innovative 
communication projects relating to the conflict 
and its resolution in Sri Lanka. Sharmini Boyle 
also works as a video journalism trainer and 
consultant for initiatives to promote media 
freedom, women's rights and peace building.

Sumona DasGupta holds a doctorate 
in Political Science. Her thesis focused 
on the Trends of Militarization in 

Indian Politics in the 1980s. Dr. DasGupta is an 
alumna of the Summer School of the Regional 
Center for Strategic Studies (RCSS), Colombo, and 
was on the faculty of the Winter School on non-
traditional security organized in October 2004. 
In recent years, Dr. DasGupta has worked on the 
low intensity conflict in Kashmir using the lens of 
gender and non-traditional security perspectives, 
and has been part of a research team sponsored 
by the Social Science Research Council, Washington 
that examined root causes of conflict in Kashmir 
through the gender lens. She was invited to speak 
on the Role of Women in Conflict Prevention at 
the Woodrow Wilson International Center for 
Scholars in Washington DC. She has also been 
the guest editor of the special issue of Gender 
Studies published by Sage on Gender and Security: 
Perspectives from South Asia.

Sumona DasGupta

Ram Krishna Timilsina is the Registrar 
of the Supreme Court of Nepal. He 

has been acknowledged far and wide for his 
contribution to the reform of the judiciary system 
in Nepal.

Ram Krishna Timilsina

Riffat Javaid Kahlon was the ex-Member 
of National Assembly (MNA). She was 
the one of the eight directly elected 

women member of National Assembly of Pakistan. 
She is an active member of the Parliamentary 
Commission of Human Rights and she had played 
a vital role in drafting laws like honor killing, 
women violence, birth control. She holds the post 
of Parliamentary Secretary for IT and 
Telecommunications in Pakistan. Being a MNA, she 
has been directly affected by violence in politics. 
She is confident that this initiative of VAWIP will 
bring about positive changes, and is ready to work 
together will all parties considered to bring about 
this change. She is and will be fighting for the 
rights of women, at all levels, and refuses to give 
up.

Riffat Javaid Kahlon

The Master of Ceremony of the 
conference, Khushbu Agrawal is a 
graduate in Business Administration 

from Kathmandu University, Nepal. She has an 
excellent academic track record and has been 
conferred with two national awards for her 
educational excellence—Nepal Bidhyabhusan and 
Chattra Bidhya Padak. The awards are given to 
highest scorers in the university each year by the 
Government of Nepal. She has been involved in 
several research initiatives ever since she graduated 
in the year 2007. She has also worked on different 
research activities of SAP International, and is 
currently working as a Reporter for the Quarterly 
e-Newsletter “Breaking the Silence”, an initiative 
of SAP International. In addition, she is also in the 
Media team of this Conference Special edition of 
the newsletter. She has been actively involved in 
youth issues and is a member of several social 
organizations. She also holds the post of Research 
Officer at the Kathmandu College of Management.

Khushbu Agrawal

Suraia Perlika has been active in 
politics of Afghanistan for the last 

forty years experiencing the political turmoil of the 
country in its modern history. She is one of the 
rare female politicians and activists who witnessed 
the changes of the political scenario in Afghanistan 
for an extended period of time. Her focus of 
activism is women rights, children rights and 
human rights. She became one of the most 
courageous women of the country who chose to 
pursue further education beyond the boarders of 
her conservative society when she attended 
University of Keiv in the former Soviet Union. She 
received her Masters degree in International 
Relations from that University. Prior to that, she 
studied economics at the Kabul University. 

Perlika has been involved with the Association of 
All Afghan Women Union since 1992 till date as 
the Director. Perlika was also the General Director 
and Secretary General of the Afghan Red Crescent 
Society. 

Perlika exhibited her commitment to gender equality 
in the patriarchal Afghan society by founding the 
Civil Society and Human Rights organization in 
Afghanistan at the time when such concepts were 
non-existent in the country.

While historically Loya Jirgas of Afghanistan is 
predominated by men, Perlika was one of the rare 
women members of the Afghan Loya Jirgas in 1964, 
2000 and 2003 in which year she primarily focused 
on designing the constitutional law.

Suraia Perlika

Nazly Qumrunnessa is a lawyer with 
degrees from the University of Dhaka. 

She works with Ain O Salish Kendra (ASK), a 
human rights organization in Bangladesh working 
through the media to advocate for legal reforms. 
In the organization, she is involved with the 
work of media and in international advocacy 
work with different human rights bodies, including 
CEDAW committee and the UN Agencies. Currently 
she is working with Forum-Asia in Thailand in 
the UN advocacy program.

She has authored a bilingual handbook “United 
Nations Human Rights Mechanisms”, which gives 
an overview of Bangladesh's ratification of UN 
human rights treaties and its record on submission 
of reports.
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Countries of South Asia experience immense violence in politics. There is discrimination against women 
everywhere, and discrimination itself is violence. 

To address violence against women in politics, we have to remember ABC. A stands for Social, Cultural and 
political Attitude. B stands for Behavioral changes and practices with both male and female. Similarly C stands 
for Contextual analysis. This kind of conference can bring all these discourses together and give us the exact 
status, focus point and the way ahead regarding the issue of violence against women in politics.

Saloni Singh, Executive Chair, Didi Bahini, Nepal

Unless and until we increase women’s participation in politics and decision-making, we cannot achieve 
sustainable change. As women lag very far behind male politicians, they need backup support to move 
ahead. This kind of gathering, discussion, reflection and coming out with recommendation is very important 
to address the problems faced by women politicians.

Shobha Shrestha, Program Coordinator, SAP Nepal

International IDEA conducted a study on violence against women in politics during the election and found out 
that many legal frameworks are not in place. Some bills and acts also need to be revised. During elections, 
there were mechanisms put in place to deal with violence against women in politics from the Election 
Commission, but it wasn’t fully exercised. Women were also unaware of these mechanisms hence were unable 
to report or file complaints. So, now is the high time for discussing this issue seriously through these platforms.

Cecilia Bylesjo, Gender Advisor, International IDEA

Women are very backward because men interfere too much in their lives. We need women representation 
in every sphere of life including politics. This platform will certainly help women to move ahead in 
politics.

Mahamaya Devi Choudhary,  Vice President, Nepali Congress
Women’s Union Mohattari

Combating violence against women in politics is an important issue. It is necessary to bring them to a position 
from where they can speak out fearlessly, have their own voice, and are capable of making decisions and 
resolving problems. Seats reserved for women should be increased and this all depends on the political parties 
giving importance to gender balance.  This conference will certainly help to bring out concrete recommendations 
on how to increase participation of women in politics. Government and NGOs should help to increase capacity 
of the women so they can participate in politics.

Syed Nurul Alam, Executive Director, SAP Bangladesh

This conference is an opportunity for us to learn about issues of violence against women in politics and 
share ideas from different people from different countries. It’s more or less the same culture that we share 
and we will learn from the experience of others. When I return back, I can share about what I’ve learnt 
by coming here.

Shabina Ayaz, Resident Director, Aurat Foundation, Pakistan

It's quite evident that there is violence against women in politics but the scenario is even worse for women from 
indigenous and the Dalit community.  For instance, men don’t believe that a woman from the Raute community 
can get into politics and lead people.  Similarly, it is even difficult for women from poor families to enter politics 
and things have not changed much till date. Women need meaningful participation with elimination of all kinds 
of discrimination. Since our Constituent Assembly is working towards constitution building, I hope that we will 
be able to lobby recommendations that will come out from this conference while making a new constitution.

Sangini Rana Magar, Executive Director, National Federation of
Indigenous Nationalities and a woman activist, Nepal



 her to its present state of economic success. However, 
even with the positive changes in laws and policies, 
women are still second class citizens and not given 
the proper representation, due to “money, muscle, 
and mardh (men),” he said. 

Founder and Executive Director of 
Democracy Watch, Taleya Rehman 
said that women politicians in 
Bangladesh are struggling to get a 
nomination of 33% in the national 
and local elections. She said that 
in both urban and rural areas of 
Bangladesh, women have a very 
difficult time entering politics because 
of the male-dominated political 
environment, sexual harassment by 
male colleagues, and degradation. 

In Afghanistan, women face the same 
problem, said Honorable Judge 
Mahfuza Folad, who has been 
advocating for women’s rights in the 
legal field. She said that war-torn 
Afghanistan has the highest rate of 
violence against women in politics 
because of lack of literacy and legal 
awareness. She said that the 
international perception that rate of 
violence against women in Afghanistan 
is decreasing because of its support 
from international communities like the US, UK, and 
other western countries is far from true. 

“There is invisible violence that threatens the women 
of Afghanistan; for example, 64 women are 
parliamentary members in both lower and upper 
house, butÊthey are not decision markers. They have 
symbolic role in parliament, which is the highest 
legislative authority, but women are abused, 
threatened, and sometimes harassed physically inside 
the legislative house,” she said.

The vital thing is to deploy diverse strategies and 
utilize various organizations at the international level, 

like UNIFEM’s internet-based global campaign, “Say 
No to Violence Against Women Campaign” to address 
this urgent need, said Chandni Joshi, former Regional 
Program Director of United Nations Development 
Fund for Women (UNIFEM). She said that we should 
not forget that it was because of women from all 

over the world who united for a common cause and 
started an international campaign that violence 
against women was brought as an agenda of human 
rights.

 “We hope that the recommendations that will emerge 
from this conference will go a long way in making 
politics a safer and more viable place for women,” 
she added.

High literacy rate and voting rights do not necessarily 
culminate to increased number of women 
representation in politics. Camena Guneratne, senior 
lecturer at the department of legal studies at the 

Open University of Sri Lanka said that although Sri 
Lanka is among the first South Asian countries to 
have endorsed the rights to women to vote  and 
boasts of the first women prime minister, women’s 
participation in politics is discouraging. Even with 
a high literacy rate, violence against women in politics 

is a major deterrent to women entering 
politics.

It may seem that women in Pakistan have 
been actively involved in politics because 
of its prominent figures like Fatima Jinnah, 
who contested in the presidential elections, 
and the late Benazir Bhutto, the two time 
prime minister of Pakistan; however, 
Shabina Ayaz, Resident Director of Aurat 
Foundation, said that if you look at the 
hard facts, Jinnah lost the presidential 
elections due to opposition that women 
cannot participate in politics and Bhutto 
faced strong opposition during her political 
tenure. 

“Even though on the surface, Pakistan may 
be a strong supporter of women 
involvement in politics, as the recent 
constitutional amendment would suggest, 
the real question is whether they were 
actually given enough power to shape their 
own future and that of Pakistan. Did they 
enjoy popular support? And the unfortunate 

answer…is no in all respects,” she said.   

Yadav concluded the session with a powerful speech 
on how women can fight for more representation in 
politics. She said that women are doers and should 
never take a back seat, but instead fight for their 
rights. With an attitude of optimism and through 
team work by all parties concerned, Yadav said that 
women can conquer this issue.

“We need to form a partnership; take initiative. It’s 
not a small challenge; it’s a big risk but it will be 
great for our country; for the region. We have to be 
ready to do that,” she said.

Facts and Figures
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•	 Austria was the only State to have elected 
a woman to the presidency of one of the 
Parliament's Chambers before the Second 
World War. 

•	 In 50 years (1945-1995), the number of 
sovereign states with a parliament has 
increased seven-fold. The percentage of 
women Member of Parliaments (MPs) world-
wide has increased four-fold.

•	 In one-third parliaments of the world, less 
than 10% of the members are women (IPU)

•	 There are no women in the parliaments of 
Belize, Federated States of Micronesia, Nauru, 
Oman, Palau, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Solomon 
Islands and Tuvalu. (PARLINE Database on 
national parliaments)

•	 Women occupy less that 18% of parliamentary 
seats worldwide in 2008. A decade earlier, 
in 1997, women held less that 12% of 
parliamentary seats worldwide. (IPU)

•	 Women held more than 41% parliamentary 
seats in the Nordic countries, the highest 
overall average in the world. (IPU)

•	 In Arab countries, women hold around 10% 
of the parliamentary seats on an average.

•	 In America and Europe, women hold around 
20% of the parliamentary seats on an average. 
(IPU)

•	 In Asia and Africa, women hold around 17% 
of the parliamentary seats on an average.

•	 Agnes MacPhail was the first woman member 
of the parliament in Canada.

Women in Parliament

Participation (%) of Women in Parliament

Country	 Lower/Single	 Upper house	
house

Afghanistan	 27.7	 21.6

Bangladesh	 15.1	 2

Bhutan	 8.5	 24

India	 9.1	 9.9

Maldives	 12	 -

Nepal	 33.6	 -

Pakistan	 22.5	 17

Sri Lanka 5.8 -

Women in Parliament in South Asia

“Commitment, planning and 
continuous learning is the 
recipe for a successful 
political career.” 

- Vasundhara Raje Scindia

"A woman who enters 
politics changes; a 
thousand women who 
enter politics change 
politics."

- Chilean President 
Michelle Bachelet

"I am being portrayed as some kind of 
a medieval monster ... a megalomaniac. 
If the people were to really believe all 
that the press has written about me then 
I must be the most evil person in the 
country today."

- Jayalalitha Jayaram, Former Chief 
Minister of Tamil Nadu, India

Quotas are a double-edged sword. On the one 
hand, they oblige men to think about including 
women in decision-making, since men must 
create spaces for women. On the other hand, 
since it is men who are opening up these 
spaces, they will seek out women who they 
will be able to manage –women who will easily 
accept the hegemony of men.”

- Anna Balletbo, MP Spain


