
“No progress could be made without a 
strong Election Commission and 
independent Judiciary” concluded Honorary 
Judge Mahfuza Folad of Afghanistan as 
she dropped curtain to the second session 
titled, “Responsive and Responsible Role 
of Election Commission and Judiciary”. 
The session chaired by Folad saw Rabbiya 
Bajwa, Lawyer from Pakistan, Neel Kanth 
Uprety, Election Commissioner of Nepal 
and Ram Krishan Timilsina, Registrar, 
Supreme Court of Nepal, shedding light 
on the successes and failures of Election 
Commissions and Judiciary Systems of 
Pakistan and Nepal.

Bajwa gave a picture of a lady candidate 
who was attacked during the election 
but no FIR was registered with application still 
pending. She pointed this incident as the failure of the Election Commission. She said, “Pakistan has 

policies like 33% female reservation in the local 

government opening up the way but 
ground realities show many cases of 
women being threatened and forced 
not to stand in elections or even to 
vote.”

She blamed that Judiciary system, 
including the Election Commission 
in Pakistan for being corrupt and not 
being able to safeguard the women’s 
political participation. Political parties 
even formed an agreement not to let 
women vote among them or to face 
the penalty of one hundred thousand 
rupees. Election commission could 
not take step against this agreement 
according to Bajwa. She also shared 
the success story of how Benazir 
Bhutto’s complaint was able to include 
names of three core voters into the 
voter list, most of whom were women. 

Addressing the conference, Neel Kanth Uprety provided
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Collaboration
There is a need to create a national forum with an 
objective to finalize common program and agenda to 
increase women’s political participation by addressing 
the issue of gender- based violence in politics. 
There is a need to create networks to share the success 
stories of women politicians at the local, regional and 
international levels and to share strategies and experiences, 
and learn from each other and promote solidarity among 
women politicians of South Asia.
Media, civil society, political parties and the States have 
to work together to address the issue of violence against 
women in politics. None of these stakeholders can 
accomplish the task in isolation as violence against women 
in politics is an issue deeply entrenched within the social 
and political structures. Therefore, everyone needs to own 
the issue and collaborate in taking corrective actions. 
Media
Regular interaction with the media and male politicians 
is very important in order to allow political reforms like 
clean election and structuring of the electoral system 
that is favorable for political empowerment of women. 
Media as a strategic partner for women in politics can be 
an effective tool that can bring about change in attitudes 
and minds of the people. A network of women politicians 
along with media persons must be formed to create 
solidarity and media can be more sensitive to their issues. 
Mass political awareness among women at all levels is 
crucial for increasing women’s political participation.

Today’s Agenda

Second Day of the Conference Echoes: Affirmative Agendas are for Political Justice

Conference
Special

Cleaning and Greening of Politics, the only Way
to Deal with Violence Against Women in Politics

Collaboration to combat VAWIP

Chair of the Session: Dr. Rohit Kumar Nepali, SAP 
International

Objective of the session: 

•	 To develop strategies and mechanisms to influence 
national laws, policies and provisions and actions 
to harmonize international instruments for addressing 
the issues of violence against women in politics.

•	 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. 

9:00-9:10	 Objective highlights

9:10-10:15 	 Group exercise on

      National policy-influencing strategic actions 	
Martha Farrell - India 	

Farzana Mumtaz - Pakistan	

Actions for harmonizing and adapting 
international instruments  		

Sabita Baral - Nepal	

Dr. Sumona DasGupta  - India

10:15-11:15	 Sharing the findings by the groups

11:15-11:30	 Concluding remarks by the Chair: 
Dr. Rohit Kumar Nepali, SAP 
International 

11:30-11:50	 Tea break

Winding up for a New Beginning

Closing Session: 

Chair of the Session: Sahana Pradhan, Former 
Minister of Foreign Affairs

Objective of the session: To share major outcomes 
of the conference.

12:00-12:20	 Declaration: Dr .Rohit Kumar Nepali 

12:20-12:40	 Remarks by:	
Sudha Pant,UNFPA	
Cecilia Bylesjo, International IDEA, 	
Kohinoor Begum, Bagladesh

12:40-12:50	 Concluding remarks by Chair:	
Sahana Pradhan, Former Minister 
of Foreign Affairs

12:50-1:00	 Vote of thanks and closing of the 
conference: Dr. Rohit Kumar Nepali

1:00 Lunch

Reflections
from the first South Asian Regional Conference on VAWIP, 

September 2007, Kathmandu, Nepal

(More on page 8)

Dipesh Joshi

Not lost in translation

Report
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Sahana Pradhan 
was the first 
women Foreign 
Minister of Nepal. 
During the 1990 
people's 
movement, 
Pradhan was the 
Chairman of the 
United Left Front 
that allied with the 
Nepali Congress to 
launch the 
agitation, which 
restored multiparty 
democracy in 
Nepal. She became 

the Minister for Industry and Commerce in the interim 
government in 1991. In the mid-nineties, she became 
minister for women, children and social welfare.

She talked to Breaking the Silence on her opinions on 
the international instruments and their implementation.

You are in the field of politics for nearly 25 years. What 

is your opinion regarding the violence against women 
in politics? How do you analyze it?

Violence against Women in Politics has different 
dimensions. Physical violence is rampant where women’s 
sexuality is used as a weapon to harass them. During 
the 10 year’s People’s Movement, women were sexually 
abused, raped, and physically tortured. This is something 
that is difficult to stop. However, not bringing existing 
laws to protect women into practice is also a kind of 
violence. There are so many articles in our constitution 
that condemns violence against women. However, those 
laws are hardly exercised, and according to me, it is 
also a form of violence. 

What do you think can be done to enhance women's 
participation in politics?

To enhance women's participation in politics, 
cohesiveness among women groups is very important. 
Everybody is working independently. If women groups 
unite, nothing can bother them. Women should not be 
forced into politics. It needs to be understood that 
politics is not a bed of roses, and it is not like other 
profession. Women need to prepare themselves to be 
here.

There are ample international instruments like CEDAW 
for the protection and promotion of women’s right. But 
these instruments have also failed to address the issues 
of VAWIP. Do you think there are any remedies for it?

Nepal signed CEDAW without any reservations, unlike 
India. If we do not understand the flaws of international 
treaties, there is no point in ratifying them. Nepal never 
even submitted the yearly report that every country 
was supposed to submit. This is sheer negligence. It 
is not just enough to sign international treaties like 
CEDAW. Even high level officials do not know about 
the clauses mentioned in such treaties. This negligence 
will for sure stifle women’s representation and increase 
the incidences of violence against them. There are so 
many declarations that Nepal has made with regard to 
women ranging from Paternal Property Rights to 
Citizenship issued in the name of mother. But the sad 
the part is that they stand as mere declarations and 
have not been converted into laws and policies. 
Declaration is not enough. It is also important to know 
how they are implemented. 

• Interviewed by Shanti Uprety and Khushbu Agrawal

Meera Dhungana is the 
President of Forum for 
Women in Law and 
Development, Nepal. 
She is a leading women 
advocate who has been 
instrumental in bringing 
changes in various 
Nepalese law relating 
to women issues.

Tell me your opinion 
on violence against 

women in politics?

I feel that every problem related to women is due to 
the patriarchal structure and marriage culture of Nepal. 
It is also the same for other countries of South Asia. 
A woman is sent alone to a new home after her 
marriage and has to adjust to a total new way of life. 
She doesn’t even inherit from her parents, making her 
economically dependent on her husband. Women have 
no economic independence and hence cannot speak 
out. And you see, politics needs money which women 
do not have. Collectively this marriage culture is 
hindering women’s participation in politics and making 
her subject to political violence. 

How do you think we can deal with violence against 
women in politics?

We have to look at the issues of violence against 
women and violence against women in politics together 
because they are totally co-related.  In fact, every form 
of social, economical and political discriminations is 
related together. The only solution to deal with all 
problems related with women is to fight against the 
marriage culture. I mean why not make both the bride 
and groom live separately rather than sending woman 
to a totally new home. Every one of us also has to be 
honest with ourselves in accepting that the problem 
is there and unite to challenge this patriarchal framework 
of our society. 

Do you think this conference will able to bring out 
something concrete to deal with the problem of violence 
against women in politics?

At first when an issue is raised, there’s always 
controversy. When I first filed a case for property 
inheritance after just finishing my law studies, everyone 
was angry with me including the advocates. Even my 
family members and relatives didn’t speak with me. 
But now Judiciary has accepted and gives equal 
inheritance rights to women and things are normal 
with my family too. So it is evident that change comes 
slowly. Violence against women in politics is a new 
topic and it may take time for people to accept that 
the problem is there. This conference will do nothing 
overnight but it is a good initiation to make people 
aware about this issue, although a lot still needs to 
be done and it may take long time too.

• Interviewed by Dipesh Joshi

Kanchan Lama is the 
General Advisor for 
U n i t e d  N a t i o n s  
Development Fund for 
Women (UNIFEM). She 
i s  i n v o l v e d  i n  
mainstreaming gender 
and promoting CEDAW. 
 She has also been an 
a d v i s o r  f o r  t h e  
Department of Forestry, 
where she initiated a 
program called lease-

hold farming for indigenous communities to use otherwise 
unusable farmlands to raise livestock, and after 40 
years, she gave that land back to the government. She 
herself, a survivor of domestic abuse, has worked 
relentlessly to fight for women’s rights using her personal 
experiences. 

How did you get involved in the field of violence against 
women in politics?

My own personal experience as a survivor of domestic 
abuse inspired me to do something about this issue. 
Prior to my marriage, I got a Masters in Political Science 
from Assam, India, and was an active student leader, 
but my husband stopped me from getting involved in 
politics. I was also dominated by many factors and 
received no support from my husband. Later, I left his 
home and started living independently. This is when I 
started a career in the field of development. 

What do you think is the biggest problem when it 
comes to violence against women in politics? And, how 
can we resolve the issue of violence against women in 
politics?

Currently, there is an extreme gender inequality in 
politics, and women are not in a position to make 
decisions at higher levels. We need laws to protect and 
promote women’s rights. The most important thing is 
to build solidarity among these women so that they 
can fight together to bring positive changes. Another 
big problem is that there are many policies that discuss 
violence against women, but there is absolutely nothing 
on violence against women in politics. Laws were put 
in place to increase participation and the Nepali 
government adopted 33% reserved seat for women in 
the parliament. Initiatives like these could bring positive 
changes.

How do you think your role as the General Advisor at 
UNIFEM can help influence this issue?

Even at the grassroots level, changes are possible and 
so are they at the international levels. Because I have 
personally experienced abuse, I can understand the 
problems very well. There is no place where women 
can go if they are abused. It is very difficult to get help, 
and with the start of the VAWIP program, more support 
networks can be established and recognized at the 
international level.

• Interviewed by Yuko Maskay

Dr. Rohit Kumar Nepali, 
the Executive Director 
of SAP International 
(SAP I) has been 
working in the field of 
research, development, 
management  and  
activism for more that 
30 years. He talked with 
Breaking the Silence 
about how the VAWIP 
program started and 
where it is heading. 

How did SAP I come to initiate the VAWIP program? 

SAP I was initially working on increasing women’s 
participation in politics and governance in 2004, with 
the South Asian Regional People and Policy Program 
(SARPP). During the course of implementing the SARPP 
program, the issue of violence against women in politics 
emerged. This program analyzed the lack of participation 
of women in politics and came up with three areas 
where attention was needed:  1) Capacity building of 
women, 2) women’s reservation/quota in politics, and 
3) violence against women in politics. We found that 
the capacity building was being implemented by many 
organizations. There were campaign programs regarding 
women’s political participation with India already 
adopting this system at the panchayat level, but there 
were gaps when it came to implementing policies and 
laws for violence against women in politics. 

In 2006, Oxfam Novib gave the support needed to 
implement the VAWIP program, and we started 
documenting case studies from South Asian countries 
regarding this issue. 

What will come out of this Conference?

We need to come up with a common understanding 
on the issues and gaps. We understand the issues 
concerning violence against women in politics, but we 
need more understanding on the gaps in CEDAW and 
other international instruments. We have not exactly 
pinpointed what the actual gaps are and we need to 
figure out how to harmonize the gaps and the issues. 

This conference has validated that the gaps are present 
at the international level. Now is the time when we 
need steps and strategies for the next level of action 
in order to influence national governments and 
international bodies like the UN, CEDAW committee, 
and even SAARC.

Do you want to add anything else?

 Violence against women in politics is not only a SAP 
I’s agenda. We have tried to break the ice. We are just 
trying to facilitate the process but we need to address 
the issue collectively. VAWIP is just a tip of the iceberg. 
A lot more issues are hidden and we need to identify 
them all. Our ultimate aim is to bring women at the 
decision-making levels. 

• Interviewed by Yuko Maskay

Sahana Pradhan

Dr. Rohit Kumar Nepali Meera Dhungana Kanchan Lama



“A Woman politician has to either leave politics, or 
leave her husband.”

The above statement by Bhagwati Pudasaini says it 
all—it describes the plight of grassroots women 
politicians in Nepal. This describes how women politicians 
are deserted by family members and how much they 
have to struggle to come up and take the center stage. 
 Gender empowerment of women who come from the 
lowest strata of society is generally ignored by the 
state level agencies. Their plight, their concern, their 
agenda and their problems are not addressed most of 
the times. It is not only the support that grassroots 
women politicians lack, they also lack the knowledge 
capital to better participate in national politics and get 
involved in decision–making.

Confronting them are many hurdles including lack of 
education, financial dependency, work status, gender 
insensitive political culture, societal obligations by 
virtue of their gender, and above all indifference from 
the state level agencies.

Everyone has a story to share, a story so inspiring that 
one will keep wondering over the courage that these 
brave women possess. Despite the struggles they face, 
grassroots women politicians have the audacity that 
could put to shame any women from mainstream 
politics. Ganga Devi, District Committee member of 
UML expressed that the problem  lies with the women 
politicians themselves. They are not ready to believe 
in themselves. The moment women start believing in 
their abilities, they will be able to challenge themselves, 
push themselves, and break the boundaries. 

Women’s involvement in politics can come with huge 
prices, says Sarita KC of Nepal Women’s Association, 
Chitwan. Citing the story of a women CA member, who 
had to divorce her husband after her involvement in 
politics, she said that the reason behind such a fate 
is the deeply embedded male dominated culture in the 
society. This is a testimony to the fact that women 
have to face violence as a result of their political 
affiliations. Women are barred from exercising their 
freedom, they are accused and they are humiliated for 
activities they never performed.

On looking closely, it can be seen that although political 
parties are involving women in their activities, it is true 
that they have weak women members in the party, 
someone who they can boss around. This is the face 
of invisible form of violence, a form that remains in 

obscurity. It is very important to have gender 
sensitization in order to have more women 
entering politics. Such sensitization should take 
place on a family level as well as societal level. 

Gyanu Timilsina talked about the problems that 
the Terai women face including Child marriage 
to witchcraft. A woman never belongs to anyone—
neither the parents, who await her marriage, 
nor the in-laws, for whom she always is the 
daughter-in-law, and neither in politics, which 
is again considered a male’s domain. The question 
is: Where do they belong to?

Parvati Rana, District Committee Member of the 
UML put it very right when she said that women 
politicians have to take care of the family affairs, 
and they have to take care of the state affairs. 
Grassroots women politicians have to make 
sacrifices—of their dignity, of their family 
members, and of their peace of mind. She was tortured 
and harassed on the pretense that she was a “Hill 
woman?” The question that she asked is reverberating 
and I am still looking for an answer: Where was the 
state when my clothes 
were torn apart? Where 
was the political party 
when my child was put in 
a sack and beaten 
mercilessly? Well, I don’t 
have the answers.

These women politicians 
have faced all the atrocities 
with the true spirit of a 
warrior. They have been 
harassed, they have been 
looked down upon, and 
they have been left to face 
the violence. Nothing of 
this has deterred them, 
and nothing will ever deter 
them. They understand 
that the path they have 
taken is not an easy to 
travel on and they truly 
believe in the cause they 
are endorsing. Mahamaya 
Devi Chaudhary, who was 
threatened times and 
again says that no matter 
how many more struggles 
lie ahead, she is not ready 
to give up. “I am the voice 

of the voiceless women. If men can do politics, why 
can’t women?” Women can of course do politics, and 
this is the spirit that inspires us and gives us the hope 
of a better tomorrow!
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Dr. Nazir Qayome of Afghanistan, Geeta Pathak, a 
lawyer from Nepal, Nazly Qumrunnessa, lawyer from 
Bangladesh, Riffat Javaid Kahlon, ex-member of the 
National Assembly, Pakistan and Suraia Perlika of 
Afghanistan were the speakers at the session, Formal 
Mechanism and Informal System to Cope with violence 
against women in politics, that was chaired by 
Sharmini Boyle, Chief Editor of Young Asia TV, Sri 
Lanka. In the session, the speakers shared their 
experiences and opinions about the current status 
of violence against women in politics and how formal 
and informal mechanisms of coping with VAWIP can 
be made more effective. 

The first speaker of the session, Qayome said that 
Afghanistan has adopted a successful project on the 
National Sovereignty Program with civil society and 
NGOs and the donor commitment to support 
Afghanistan. He also shared that the role of women 
in Afghanistan is slowly increasing and he is hopeful 
for the future.  He believes that with the establishment 
of national solidarity, the conditions of women in 
the grassroots will significantly improve. 

Pathak shared that even the UN has failed to address 
the issue of violence against women in politics. She 
shared that understanding the concept, acquainting 

the content and realizing the context is very important 
for increasing the intervention through formal 
mechanisms. She said that cases of violence go 
unnoticed because people are unaware about violence 
against women in politics and laws regarding it. She 
said that 68% of the voters say that they don’t know 
what violence against women in politics is. “We 
should have zero tolerance when it comes to issues 
like these,” she said, and stressed on women breaking 
the culture of silence. 

Qumrunnessa, shed light on the issue of fatwa and 
said that religious extremism is also the reason why 
women are reluctant to join politics. She added that 
women are there during political campaigning but 
are absent at the decision-making level. So, women 
have to struggle constantly and push the government 
to take steps to stop violence against women in 
politics. We have to identify laws discriminatory to 
women and work for reform, proper monitoring and 
follow up in cases of violence against women in 
politics and political will to make the formal and 
informal mechanisms more effective, said 
Qumrunnessa. 

“In the 1970s when the constitution of Pakistan was 
being written, we only thought of women, not of 
political women,” said Kahlon. This issue of violence 
against women in politics should have been addressed 
a long time back since the issue itself is very old. 
She said that violence committed against housewives, 

advocates, politicians and school teachers are all 
the same and that we should all get together and 
see what can be done about it. She added that 
justice delayed is justice denied and stressed on the 
need to address this issue immediately. 

Her concern was towards victims of violence against 
women in politics who are stigmatized and denied 
justice. She was also concerned about the age-old 
image of Islamic women. She shared that it was high 
time women moved ahead of their traditional roles 
and participated more actively in social and political 
surroundings. She shared that media can have an 
effective role in ending the violence against women. 
She also expressed that women should be entitled 
to rights to become active in decision-making. She 
concluded by saying that once the men develop 
respect towards women, the violence against women 
will reduce automatically. 

During the plenary discussion, the participants shared 
that people accuse women of not speaking up, but 
they added that, even when they lodge complaints 
against perpetrators, their complaints aren’t addressed. 
Another participant shared that even where there is 
presence of quota, women are cheated and remain 
as mere puppets in the hands of the male candidates. 
She complained that party members take women as 
objects of entertainment. Yet another participant 
shared that there is discrimination in politics based 
on ethnicity as well.

Media Can Play a Role in Ending VAWIP
Coping Mechanism

Elipha Pradhananga

Voices from the Grassroots Politics
Khushbu Agrawal

Women unite

Najiba Sultani who has worked for many 
years as civic and human rights educator 
at grassroots level. She has so vivid 
memories of the violence that women 
experienced in the villages under the 
Taliban regime that she shivers when 
she recalls them. “One day, under the 
Taliban regime in Heart province, I was 
going out with another eight women 
and my six-year-old daughter when the 
Taliban emerged from no where. We 
knew, automatically, that we were in 
trouble. The Taliban chased us away 
until our home. My shoes tore apart on 
the way and my daughter was almost 
breathless when we reached home.” 
Sultani stops for a moment to fight her 
inner pain.

Sultani’s professional work was also 
disrupted when the Taliban learned that 

she was running an underground 
education centre for girls and women. 
“I was just teaching and this was my 
right. But the Taliban realized, from the 
students’ regular visits to my house that 
the house had turned into an educational 
centre.” She pauses and reiterates twice 
that the following should be incorporated 
into these lines; “The Taliban broke my 
black board.”

... in Afaghanistan
Noorin Nazari



Stereotyping has been one of the basis of segregation, 
gender bias against women in politics being one of 
them. Even though we have come so far from the 
times of women suffrage, the fact remains that 
encountering a woman in politics is like trying to 
find a needle in a haystack.

Forty-eight years ago, in 1960, Sirimavo Bandaranaike 
of Sri Lanka became the world’s first woman Prime 
Minister. India followed suit with Indira Gandhi 
continuing the legacy of the powerful Gandhi dynasty. 
Forty-eight years later, in 2008, we still see headlines 
such as “the countries first women leader”. Today 
out of about 180 countries only 12 are governed by 

women. If this is the case, how far have women 
come from the oppressed state that they were in 
centuries ago? Many believe that we are living in a 
time when men and women have equal rights, but 
this is still a question to ponder upon. Celebrating 
women’s victory is proof in itself that the world is 
still far from witnessing complete equality. It has 
been imprinted in our brains that men are the ones 
who have the potential to be good leaders while 
women are better off at home taking care of the 
family. Women have always been characterized as 
the caring and sensitive figure while men are seen 
as the strong and powerful one. A belief like this 
which has been passed on from generation to 

generation is a hard one to remove.

In the novel, The Great Gatsby it 
is quoted, “I hope she’ll be a 
fool—that’s the best thing a girl 
can be in this world, a beautiful 
little fool.” This quote implies 
more to women up to the 20th 
century, but to some degree even 
up to the 21st century.  Beauty 
and elegance were all that was 
required of a woman in the past. 
A woman in those days could be 
described as those with corsets 
around their waist in western 
countries and as those with face 
hidden by their ‘chunnis’ in South 
Asian countries like India and 
Nepal. These women had to 
portray themselves as dolls for 
shows, like fools. Such was the 
time when no women ever dared 
to speak their minds. Women were 
better off living as fools in this 
male dominated world rather than 
wondering everyday why it was 
a curse to be a woman. The world 
has been running this way for 
years, which helps explain the 
difficulty in changing societal views. 
Times have changed, but in the 
back of everyone’s mind there is 
always the question “how can a 
woman lead a country?” and the 
existence of this question is what 
holds back women from being a 
part of this male-dominated 
political world. 

To change this perspective, women 
need an opportunity to prove that 
they too can lead their nation as 
well or even better than the men. 
Some countries have proven this 
by reserving seats for women in 
the parliament. Even to get these 
reserved seats had been a 

challenge. In India, women fought with the parliament 
for years trying to get them to pass the Women’s 
Reservation Bill. Even though the demand of 50% 
seats was not approved, most South Asian countries 
have managed to reserve 33% seats, at least at the 
local level. Having to reserve seats should not be 
the best solution but gender bias leaves no other 
choice but to do so. The bias remains but some 
women have managed to overcome it. Some have 
gotten these opportunities and thus are slowly 
changing the view of society. It appears that South 
Asian countries have the most women political 
leaders, perhaps. But looking at background of these 
women, we realize that in some way or another they 
have all been associated with the political world 
through male relatives—be it the daughter of a 
former politician like Benazir Bhutto or a wife like 
Khaleda Zia, or a daughter like Chandrika 
Kumaratunga. Unless she comes from a political 
family background, we rarely ever hear a little girl 
say, “I want to be a politician when I grow up.”  

To be part of politics, it is necessary to be educated 
and this is one of the factors that have been holding 
the women back. In villages, it is common to see 
the boys of the family being sent to school while 
the girls stay at home. Girls are trained in cooking 
or in other household chores. In most South Asian 
countries the literacy rate for women is half of that 
of men. If we look at Nepal, the female literacy rate 
is 35% while the male literacy rate is 63%. Education 
helps us determine what is right and what is wrong. 
If we are not able to differentiate between the two 
then it is impossible to have a say in any matter. If 
this is the case and the literacy rate remains so low 
how can we expect women’s participations to increase?

One can not deny the reality that political involvement 
bears certain liabilities. More often such liabilities 
tend to be personal. Politicians have to face criticisms 
that are, sometimes, uncalled for. They also have to 
ward off fabricated rumors at some point in their 
careers. Generally, women are subjected more to 
criticism than their male counterparts. Hence, fear 
of vilification is greater for female politicians. Such 
social perils might dissuade women from participating 
in politics.

Women have fought for their rights—right to equality, 
right to vote and right to be part of politics but all 
this effort is showing very little affect in changing 
the perception that has been engraved in people’s 
minds. For them, women will always be the one who 
takes care of the household, who raise the children 
and who supports her husband. Unless both men 
and women of the society take affirmative action 
together, it will take a long time before we get to 
see an unbiased parliament where women win seats 
not because it was reserved but because of the 
potential the nation saw in them.

Let the Chain Break
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Asma Jehangir & Hina Jilani are prominent human rights lawyers and founders of AGHS-Legal Aid Cell, the first all-
women law firm in Pakistan. They receive continuous death threats on a regular basis. Religious conservatives have 
issued fatwas (religious decrees) against them, labeling them as “kafirs” (non-believers) and misguided women. In 
April 1999, the parents of a client, Samia Imran, attacked their daughter in Jilani’s office for attempting to obtain a 
divorce with the help of Jilani and Jehangir. Jilani was not injured, but Samia was shot and killed. No arrests have 
been made in this murder case, despite Samia’s father’s public announcement that this was an honor killing in 
accordance with custom. Both Jehangir and Jilani continue to be active in human rights work. Jehangir was appointed 
as United Nations Special Rapporteur on Extra-Judicial Killings in 1998 and Jilani is the current Secretary-General of 
the Human Rights Commission of Pakistan.

Source: Human Rights Watch-ww.hrw.org

Honor Killing

After being elected as the Sarpanch of Shirsgaon Pandhari village in Maharashtra, Malati* took charge of her office.  On 
the day of the first Gramsabha (public meeting in the village which should be conducted once a month), the Gram Panchayat 
Secretary was reading the information about the administrative procedures of the Panchayat.  At this instance, the ex-
Sarpanch and his supporters got up and created a ruckus.  They did not accept the appointments of Sarpanch and the 
deputy. Sarpanch demanded that the Gramsabha should be stopped. Then a big drama was created by the ex-Sarpanch 
and his men. They threw powder into the Sarpanch’s eyes, on the Secretary, deputy Sarpanch and members of the Gram 
Panchayat. Soon they started beating them and abusing the Sarpanch as she came from a low caste family.  The elected 
women members often faced the un-cooperative, manipulative staff and officialdom.  

A woman Sarpanch in Nagpur district of Maharashtra was sexually harassed by the Gram Panchayat Secretary.  He used 
to write vulgar letters to her.  One day after receiving the same type of letter she committed suicide.

*Name changed to protect identity of individual.

Women Sarpanch physically assaulted, and sexually harassed

Thirty-six year old Manowara was elected as a female member in a Union of Rajshahi District in 2003. That was the first 
time she was elected in the Union Parishad. Unfortunately, from the very beginning she had to face discrimination almost 
in every sphere by all means from the male members. She was not given any work to accomplish, neither given stipulated 

number of VGD, nor Old Allowance cards to distribute in the community. Moreover, after some months she was accused 
of misappropriating the money she was supposed to distribute and a corruption case was filed against her name in the 

district court. She was temporarily suspended. Since she was not guilty she went to the TNO and DC to get some 
administrative help in her favor. She continued to fight against the case and to prove her innocence and finally after three 
and a half years, she got the verdict in her favor. It took so long due to the shortfalls of the laws and the time consuming 

legal procedures. By the time she got the job back, the tenure of the job was about to finish.  In the first year after the 
election, the male members of her territory as well as the chairman of the Union Parishad and Gram Sarker (village) did 
not cooperate. As she had no political connections with any major political parties, she had to face professional rivalry 

from her male counterpart. In Bangladesh there is no law against discrimination of women in politics.

Law Against Discrimination Of Women In Politics Missing

Election workers in Afghanistan have been time and again targeted by Taliban for taking part in the elections in 
Afghanistan. In the year 2004, four Afghan election workers, all of them women, were killed in a land mine explosion 
and many were left injured. In the same year, a bomb ripped through a bus carrying female election workers in Jalalabad. 
More than 12 election workers were killed and 33 injured in dozen of attacks throughout the country since voter 
registration began. The killings were a result of not complying with Taliban militia’s warning to Afghans not to participate 
in the presidential and parliamentary elections. Taliban and other armed forces, opposed to the elections taking place, 
threatened to disrupt the process from the beginning.  As results of these killings, female election workers were 
temporarily restricted from moving around the country.

Women Afghan Election Workers Targeted

Born as the eldest daughter to an elite and rich family in Inaruwa-2, Sunsari, Devi, 59 was the first President of Inaruwa 
Nagar Committee Mahila Sangh (NCWF). After completing her intermediate exams, she was influenced by her grandfather 

and the political scenario of that time to join politics. 

She had an inter-caste marriage to a teacher. Her husband supported her political activities in the early years of her marriage. 
But with time her political and family responsibilities grew and she became the victim of domestic violence. Sometimes 
she was restricted from leaving the house and was mentally traumatized by her husband. This sometimes even turned 

into physical violence. She was mentally and physically abused and pressured economically to the point that she had to 
withdraw from politics and social activities.  

She had been nominated as an advisor of the district committee of the Nepali Congress without her consent and prior 
information, but after her husband’s death she had no interest in joining politics. Her withdrawal from politics was taken 

as a loss by the women of Inaruwa-2.

Discouraging Political Environment For Women

Sarojini Yogeswaran was a member of the Tamil United Liberation Front and the first elected female Mayor of Jaffna in 14 
years. She was a pacifist who sought to end the gun culture in Jaffna and voiced her concern at the fact that some Tamil 
political parties had their own private armies.  She had expressed her wish to improve water supply, health care and other 
services for the people and also stated that she intended to set up maternity and child clinics for the benefit of the women 
of Jaffna. She was shot inside her home on May 17, 1998 by two men who arrived at her house and asked to speak with 

her. She was unarmed and had no bodyguard.  Responsibility for her death was claimed by a group suspected to be 
affiliated to the LTTE which stated that she was killed because she had refused to resign from her post despite several 

warnings.

Source: The Morning Leader

Female Mayor Killed After She Refused Resignation
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Sabita Baral
A lawyer by profession, Sabita Baral 
is the Treasurer at the Nepal Bar 
Association. She is the Commissioner 

of the Right to Information Commission of the 
Nepal Information Commission. She was also 
associated with the Service for Underprivileged 
Section of Society (SUSS). She provided different 
sorts of training in the organization including 
paralegal training. In addition, she also provided 
free legal aid through the organization. She is a 
strong advocate of the fact that men and women 
are equal. She says that if given the right 
opportunities, women should be able to capitalize 
on them. She also opines that women in villages 
are the underprivileged ones, and they should be 
provided with more opportunities for empowerment.

Venkat Rammnayya is a management 
graduate and has experience in both 
corporate and development sector. 

He is the Executive Director of Youth for Action, 
India. He has more than 20 years of management 
experience. He has served on the Advisory Board 
of UNIFAD and Credit Union Promotion Committees 
of India (CUPCI) and served as a member of Andhra 
Pradesh Netherlands Biotechnology Committee. 
He was a Team Leader to several national and 
international assignments funded by UNEP, UNDP, 
IFAD, World Bank and bilateral organizations like 
NORAD and Rockefeller Foundation.

Venkat Rammnayya

Nooshin Saba commenced her career 
in journalism working with a number 
of private and state-run media 

channels. Throughout her career as a journalist, 
Saba has strived to bring the issues pertaining to 
women of Afghanistan to the attention of the public 
and question some government policies. Saba 
advocates for unbiased media in the country and 
often questions the corruption in the country by 
revealing facts about warlords and individuals at 
high government positions. This resistance put 
Saba in a vulnerable position and under pressure 
from the Afghan government. As a result she was 
pushed out of the Afghanistan Radio and TV where 
she was working as a news editor. Following the 
world-known expulsion case of a young female 
journalist (Shaima Rezayee) from Tolo TV channel, 
Saba raised the question of employment laws in 
the media sector in particular and in the country 
in general; she was subsequently dismissed from 
Tolo TV as well.

Nooshin Saba

Anna Adhikari

Kanta Rizal
Kanta Rizal is the Executive Chair of World Action 
Group. She has been involved in Women’s rights’ 
issues for the last 15 years. She started as a 
Women Development Officer. She also did the 
cross-border coordination for UNDP. She is involved 
with South Asian Coordination Committee on 
Political Empowerment of Women network as a 
Coordinator and Member Secretary. She has done 
her Masters in Business Administration from Nepal 
and holds an MA degree in Women and 
Development from Netherlands. Her special interest 
lies in the issue of gender equality. Her key focus 
is on mobilizing media and empowering women 
through training. 

She has also started her work on empowering 
women in politics. She has started working with 
young women politicians to empower them and 
build their capacities. She has herself been politically 
active since 1992. She was the President of 
Unemployed Educated Women’s Association. She 
was actively involved in the political processes. 
She was also a candidate from Nepali Congress 
in the PR list.

Leena Rikkila
Leena Rikkila started her political work 
with the 1980s solidarity movement 

for South Africa and with Finland’s Nelson Mandela 
Reception Committee in the 1990s. She is the 
former Secretary-General of Finland’s Advisory Board 
for Relations with Developing Countries, KESU, 
which monitors and assesses issues related to . 
Prior to KESU, she worked at the University of 
Tampere. She is a former chairperson (2001-2002) 
and current board member of Network Institute for 
Global Democracy. Among her roles at NIGD, 
sheÊcoordinated projects promoting North-South 
dialogues on democracy and globalization and was 
involved in the World Social Forum process. She 
has also worked the MOST (Management of Social 
Transformations) programme at UNESCO, Paris. 
She has also written on matters related to gender 
and politicized religion in violent conflicts, especially 
in South-Asia. She joined International IDEA in the 
year 2002 as the Program Manager of the Asia-
Pacific region. She worked in Sweden for two years 
and later moved to Nepal.

Laxman Datt Pant
Laxman Datt Pant is the Nepal 
correspondent with The Independent, 
a daily newspaper in Bangladesh. The 

newspaper has two separate editions: the print 
edition and the online edition. His affiliation with 
The Independent is a recent one. He has been 
working in the field of journalism for the last 13 
years. He has worked with radio, newspapers, e-
newspapers, television, and the organizations as 
such. He also worked as the Communications 
Officer at INSEC, a human rights organization. In 
the recent days, his area of focus is Research in 
Media. He also teaches journalism to undergraduate 
students at Kathmandu University. In addition, he 
is the visiting faculty for media studies at Tribhuvan 
University and Purbanchal University. He is also 
the Visiting Lecturer at Department of Mass 
Communication and Journalism at the University 
of Dhaka, where he teaches development journalism 
to students from six South Asian countries. He 
has also worked for The Rising Nepal, Times of 
India, and many other publications. He has authored 
seven books related to journalism and 
communication, and has written more than 500 
articles. He has written extensively on the issues 
of women, discrimination against them, and the 
violence that they face at the societal and 
community level. Journalism, according to him 
plays a very important role in bringing the issues 
of violence that women face in politics. The field 
of media does not come without risks, but he is 
enjoying the kind of work that he is doing.

Faruq Faisel is a Communications 
Specialist who has been working 
extensively in the field of international 

development for more than two decades. Faisel 
conceptualised the idea of a daily conference 
newsletter for the first regional conference of VAWIP 
in 2007. This year, the second conference is once 
again following the trend by publishing the 
conference special Breaking the Silence. As the 
Media Advisor of this project, Faisel is working 
together with a group of young and enthusiastic 
journalists, photographers and graphic designers 
in publishing this newsletter daily during the 
conference. 

Early in life, he started out as a reporter in 
Bangladesh. From a mainstream national journalist, 
he chose the path of alternative journalism and 
activism, which ultimately led him to the international 
media and development communications spheres. 
At present, he is advising selected international 
and Canadian institutions, including UNESCO, SAP 
International and World Accord, as a consultant. 
Previously, he worked for South Asia Partnership 
(SAP) Canada for nine years. He was also the Nepal 
Country Director of a Canadian NGO, IMPACS.

He was the first male member of the Canadian 
Government’s delegation to the UN Commission 
on the Status of Women (CSW) in 2004.  Born in 
Bangladesh and now based in Canada, Faisel 
commutes between his projects in different parts 
of the world and Ottawa, Canada.

Faruq Faisel

Noorin Nazari is working as a Regional 
Gender Advisor for a Canadian NGO, 
CECI, in Nepal. Born in Afghanistan, 

lived in Pakistan as a refugee, she is now based 
in Ottawa, Canada. She has her Masters Degree 
as a Fulbright Scholar from Duke University, USA, 
and Bachelors in Public Affairs and Policy 
Management from Carleton University, Canada. 

Nazari worked with Aga Khan Foundation in 
Afghanistan from 2004-2005, Canadian High 
Commission in Pakistan from 1996-1999 and the 
Research Triangle Institute in the United States in 
2007. She has been working as a consultant with 
South Asia Partnership International and American 
Friends Service Committee. The Cultural Learning 
Institute of the Foreign Affairs Ministry of Canada 
regularly uses her expertise to orient Canadian 
deployments in Afghanistan for socio-political and 
cultural briefings.

Nazari is working as one of the team members for 
the Breaking the Silence newsletter. She has also 
provided inputs to SAP-International in identifying 
the Afghan delegation for this conference as well 
as coordinated the Afghan participation in Nepal.

Noorin Nazari

Anna Adhikari has been the 
Communications Consultant with 
UNFPA since February 2008. Her work 

revolves around how can media influence life. She 
worked with the media while studying in Poland. 
Most of her career, she has been in Nepal. Then 
she worked with China Radio International. Later, 
she came to Nepal. She taught International 
Journalism and Inter-Cultural Communication and 
other related topics in Ratna Rajya Laxmi College. 
In the beginning, there was no gender related 
topics in the curriculum. However, because inter-
cultural communication encompasses much more 
than just communication between different cultures, 
she advocated including gender studies in the 
curriculum. She has been researching on how 
media can influence life.

She is also associated with the United Nations 
Women’s Organization. She is the board member 
for the organization and works for the development 
of marginalized women. She was also the Editor 
of the magazine of Organizational Development 
Center and believes that she learnt a lot about 
organization development and management 
processes through the ODC. She believes the 
UNFPA is an ideal place for her to work because 
it is in UNFPA that she combines her background 
and her interest. Her interest merges very well with 
UNFPA’s mandate—Every man, woman, girl and 
boy, lead a life of dignity and self-respect.

Yuko Maskay is a freelance reporter 
and editor who has written for the 
Nepali Times, Kathmandu Infotiser, 

Wave and Y! magazine with a focus on women 
and youth issues. She received her degree in 
English Literature from Hawaii at which time she 
decided to come back to Nepal and peruse her 
career.Born in Nepal, growing up in Japan and 
studying in and working in the United States, her 
multicultural background gives her a unique 
approach to the life. 

Currently, she is perusing her degree in New 
Information Technology and Multimedia. Maskay 
has great people skills and ability to work hard. 
Her linguistic skills attract readers instantly.

Maskay got involved with Violence Against Women 
in Politics project of SAP International when she 
joined the conference newsletter team during the 
first conference in 2007. Maskay played an important 
role in editing and reporting for this innovative 
initiative.  

Once again, Maskay joined the second conference 
newsletter team this time as one of the main 
backbones of this project.

Yuko Maskay
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The issue of violence against women in politics is not lobbied or discussed in the Parliaments where it really matters. Hotels are 
not the proper platform to discuss this issue. But once we raise this issue through such platforms, Parliamentarians will pick them 
up through these conferences and the issue will move forward. Nonetheless, the discussion in this topic is moving ahead slowly 
in regions like South Asia.

Riffat Javaid Kahlon, Ex-member Of The National Assembly And 
Parliamentary Secretary For Information Technology And 
Telecommunications, Pakistan

We have acknowledged domestic and other kinds of violence against women, but we are yet to recognize violence against 
women in politics. What scares me is  that not only people are not ready to talk about it, but also the fact that there are certain 
structural levels of violence across South Asia. It is a big challenge for us. For instance, you want to contest in an election but 
you have to make large amounts of deposit, which is impossible for poor people. So both women and men should speak out 
and change this culture of silence. The attitude towards politics as a dirty game should be changed so that people, including 
women, can enter into it more with ease.

Dr. Sumona DasGupta, India

The Government has given 33% reserved seats for women. But, I don’t think it has helped the women at the grassroots level. 
Women need to have solidarity and union among themselves. If a woman in the East faces problem, women from the West 
should raise their voices. So, I would like to stress on the need for unity among women.

Gyanu Timilsina, Treasurer, Free Student Union, Padma 
Kanya College, Nepal

Violence against women in politics is a topic people have been working with for decades. We aren’t going to come across 
an easy solution. A breakthrough is needed to break the silence. Consistency, not getting discouraged and keeping up with 
it is the way to go. Despite the limitations, in principle, Nepal had agreed that women should have a place, that women 
should be safeguarded from violence and their rights should be realized. There have been flaws and the Nepalese obviously 
know it better than we do. But, I think it’s a step in the right direction and there's much the rest of South Asia that can 
learn from Nepal.

Sharmini Boyle, Chief Editor, Young Asia Television, Sri Lanka

So many people don’t even know that violence against women in politics exists. They don’t realize that violence against 
women in politics is also the reason why women cannot move ahead in politics. Through conferences like this, people will 
hear that this kind of violence exists, and more people will break their silences and share their experiences. This will help 
in bringing new laws to address this issue.

Meera Dhungana, President, Forum For Women In Law And 
Development, Nepal

Violence against women in politics is an important issue but it has been largely neglected. Women now have accepted 
violence as a part of life. Violence is being internalized. We have to be able to remove this from our society. We should have 
zero tolerance against all sorts of violence. Removal of violence is a precondition for development.

Indu Panta Ghimire, Gender And Inclusion Coordinator, 
Care Nepal

Violence against women in politics is a heinous crime. I have seen women being threatened as candidates and as voters 
during elections in Pakistan. Many were harassed, many were kidnapped and some were even killed. This kind of conference 
is very helpful for bringing out the voices of the victims. We can eliminate violence against women in politics through 
forums like these.

Farzana Mumtaz, Aurat Foundation, Pakistan

One should be a trendsetter, not a trend follower. Youths are the builders of our nation. They must fight for their rights. 
In this way, opportunities can be brought to Nepal. Youths should come back to their country, get involved in politics for 
the betterment of the country, people, and themselves.

Amrita Yadav, writer, Today’s Youth Asia, Nepal



Facts and Figures

Women's politics participation
•	 Among the countries in the developing world that were the earliest 

to grant women the rights to vote 
were: Albania (1920), Mongolia (1924), 
Ecuador (1929), Turkey (1930) and 
Sri Lanka (1931). 	 Some of the 
latest countries to grant women 
suffrage are: Switzerland (1971), Iraq 
(1980), Namibia (1989), South Africa 
(1994). 

•	 Among the developing nations which 
have not ratified the Convention on 
the Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination Against Women 
(CEDAW) are: Bahrain, Palestine, 
Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Sultanate of 
Oman, Syrian Arab Republic, United 
Arab Emirates. 	 In 2007, 
women in countries with some form 
of electoral quota captured 19.3% 

of the seats, as opposed to 14.7% in countries without such quotas. 
(UNIFEM)

•	 There are 192 members of the United 
Natin 2007 found that women gained more 
seats in parliamentary chambers elected 
using a proportional electoral system—18.3 
percent on average—compared to 13.8 
percent for those elected using a majority 
or plurality electoral system. (IPU).

•	 Today, the only two countries that have 
never had a female member of government 
in at least a sub-ministerial position are 
Monaco and Saudi Arabia. The Vatican has 
got one Assistant Vice-Minister. In 1999, 
Sweden became the first country to have 
more female ministers than male. Eleven 
women and nine men and in 2007 the Finish 
government had 60% women.
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never had a female member of government 
in at least a sub-ministerial position are 
Monaco and Saudi Arabia. The Vatican has 
got one Assistant Vice-Minister. In 1999, 
Sweden became the first country to have 
more female ministers than male. Eleven 
women and nine men and in 2007 the Finish 
government had 60% women.

various statistics related to the Constitutional Assembly 
(CA) election and exciting participation of women in 
the CA of Nepal. “From voters’ education to election 
management, women had significant role in the 
Nepal election,” he added. He showed the statistics 
of number of nominations 
obtained by women candidates 
against the number of women 
elected in the CA.     
women who were elected were 
very young, so the place of 
women in Nepalese political 
scenario is quite bright,” he 
remarked. Later answering the 
queries from the participants, he 
admitted that there were few 
loopholes, as the Election 
C o m m i s s i o n  h a d  t h e  
responsibility of managing 
politics and conflict other than 
looking after the election process.

Ram Krishna Timilsina then 
pointed out the positive status 
of Judiciary as judges and judicial 
system both were independent 
and Judiciary was serious on the 
gender equality. 

“Judiciary has given some 
important decisions in women-related issues, 
sometimes even referring to the framework provided 
by international instruments to solve problem. 
Nepal’s constitution, he said, guarantees rights of 
women, but the reality is quite different as major 
problems have been the implementation of these 
provisions into practice. He showed his concern 
over the poor number of women in the Judiciary 
system.  He hoped that this conference would act 
as a platform to bring out what needs to be included 
in the legal provisions and adaptation of new 
criminal and civil courts. 

The session ended with a significant conclusion that 

Judiciary needs to adopt laws to address problems 
of VAWIP, and that Election Commission should not 
only conduct elections but also strongly access any 
forms of violence against political participants 
including women.  

Exploring the way political parties in different 
countries of South Asia adapted affirmative agendas 
and employed mechanisms to tackle gender-based 
political violence was the objective of the third 
session on “Affirmative Agendas of Political Parties” 
chaired by Riffat Javaid Khalon, ex-National Assembly 
Member of Pakistan, Najeeba Sultani, gender 
activist from Afghanistan, Dr. Sumona DasGupta 
of India and Chitra Lekha Yadav, a prominent 
politician from Nepal, were the speakers in the 
session sharing experiences from their respective 
countries.

Sultani said that the Constitutional law that has 
been in force since 2003 in Afghanistan has provisions 
of freedom to establish political parties, to vote, 
and to nominate oneself but it doesn’t recognize 
the affirmative agendas yet. She told that affirmative 

agendas were limited to equal rights 
rather than special privileges in 
Afghanistan. She reflected the sad 
situation where women were merely 
used by political parties as showcase 
to gain legitimacy and to attract financial 
resources and women are never given 
a chance to actively involve themselves 
in politics.     
the situation in India. She said that 
every now and then political parties 
of India makes declarations related to 
gender equality but what they say and 
mean are always different.  She 
commented that positive discrimination 
was part of the nation-building process 
in India since ancient times, but 
reservation was adopted for women 
only in the 1980s. However, it was 
applied only at the Panchayat level.  
She said that as long as the structural 
violence like money, power, and muscle 
persist, women would feel extremely 
intimidated when entering politics. She 
opined that affirmative agenda is just 

the first step but ultimately cleaning and greening 
of politics is only way to deal with the violence of 
woman in politics. 

Reflecting on to her bitter experiences, Yadav then 
urged women everywhere to unite by breaking the 
party lines. She said that politics is for power and 
no one will hand over the power to women just like 
that. She asked women to take the power using 
honest and smart strategies and by creating a space 
for themselves.  “Affirmative agendas are for political 
justice,” remarked Yadav as she asked women to 
create high social accessibility to build a successful 
political career.

..... Continued from page 1
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The thing women have yet to 
learn is nobody gives you 
power. You just take it.

- Roseanne Barr

In politics, if you want anything 
said, ask a man. If you want 
anything done, ask a woman.

- Margaret Thatcher

Because man and woman are the 
complement of one another, we need 
woman's thought in national affairs 
to make a safe and stable government.

– Elizabeth Cady Stanton

“When women stop making 
history, women can start 
making policies.”

- Geraldine Ferraro.


