Women, parliaments and poverty reduction in Malawi.

The material from Malawi quoted in this paper is based on a series of focus groups with 37 of the 43 women who are currently members of the Malawi Parliament. 

Introduction

According to figures collated by the Inter Parliamentary Union, Africa has made rapid progress in encouraging women into national parliaments. Europe, excluding the Nordic group of countries, currently has an average of 19.5% women in both houses of their parliaments whilst Sub Saharan Africa has 19.7%.  The African region has ten countries in the top fifty of the world league table of women in parliaments, just behind Europe, including the Nordic countries, with twelve. A remarkable wave of change has taken place in Africa over the last ten years or so. 

Anne Marie Tripp
 writes that the presence of more women in African parliaments can be attributed to a number of different factors. Firstly, Africa has experienced a growth of women’s movements, which has been helped by external funding for women’s organisations of all kinds. In Southern Africa, the political influence of the Southern African Development Community, SADC, is also pertinent. SADC set quotas for member countries. In addition new opportunities have been provided by reconstruction in post conflict societies such as Rwanda and Uganda.  New opportunities for women have also arisen in societies undergoing profound political change such as South Africa and Namibia. In a further group of countries such as Malawi change has been influenced by the steady process of democratic reform and the growth and adoption of well publicised, national, gender policies which have advocated for more women in parliaments
. 

The United Nations Women’s conference process, which began in 1985, initially to support and monitor the implementation the Convention on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) helped to articulate a range of public issues that required public action to combat discrimination. Funding followed the definition of issues and helped to support the growth and power of women’s organisations
. The strengthening of women’s groups and networks played a strategic role in moving the global agenda on gender equality forward but also increased women’s organized presence in civil society in the countries of Africa.
 The argument that women themselves must play a role in framing not only what the equality issues might be but also the policy prescriptions which would address them was finally recognised when the politics of women’s political presence was embedded into mainstream development practice by the inclusion in the Millennium Development Goals of goal number three which linked gender equality with women’s empowerment.

Representatives of African governments coming together to review women’s progress in 2009
 called for a renewed commitment to gender empowerment, including practical measures to speed the process; the implementation of affirmative action measures such as quotas to foster gender parity in decision-making bodies, the transformation of attitudes to female leadership and the strengthening of collaboration among women’s groups. 

Malawi

Malawi held it’s first multi-party elections in 1994. By the year 2000 the country had 16 women in parliament. Research by the National Women’s Lobby Group in Zambia
 and a report from the Government of Malawi 
 highlighted the role of political parties as a principle cause of the low numbers of women representatives. According to the Ministry of Gender in Malawi in it’s review of the 2004 election, male dominated parties were responsible for rejecting women as candidates, some of these women subsequently stood as independents but lacking the funds and campaign organisation they were unsuccessful in campaigning against established party organisation in an unregulated and sometimes intimidating atmosphere. 

In the 2009 the 50:50 campaign led by the Ministry of Gender and Child Development galvanised support from NGOs, UNDP, UNFPA and other development partners. The campaign mobilised women to come forward as candidates, developed a publicity campaign, provided individual campaign materials, trained candidates and election monitors and made cash contributions to women’s campaigns.
 The campaign fulfilled Malawi’s National Gender Policy which stated that the nation should:

‘ensure the equal participation of women and men in decision making by putting in place policies, strategies and programmes for building the capacity of women to participate effectively through leadership and gender sensitivity training and mentoring (and) providing support structures for women in decision making positions.’  

The President chose Joyce Banda as his Vice Presidential running mate thus recognising and signalling his support to the greater participation of women in politics. The overwhelming victory of his party the DPP also played a role in ensuring more women entered parliament.

Women MPs views on the place of experience in politics
A study of women in the Westminster parliament by Sarah Childs
 following the 1997 election, which increased the number of women representatives in UK to a record 120, shows that although these women MPs believe that they represented the whole community, they felt that they had come into politics with a better understanding than previous male parliamentarians, of the issues which affect women. Women MPs in the current Malawi parliament agree wholeheartedly that their ‘personal experience’ their shared understanding of ‘the reality’ of accessing services such as water and hospitals for their families shapes their politics. They also agree with Westminster MPs that their constituents, especially women and disadvantaged constituents, are more comfortable talking to them. They talk ‘more freely’ about their problems to a woman because:

‘We are closer in sympathy and experience’

 ‘We are more friendly to the community, we look after, we listen, we are open, so the people come to us.’ 

There has been some academic debate about whether and how gendered life experiences translates into a set of clear political interests for women.
 Anne Phillips argues that women’s interests originate not in a detached set of ideas but in their day to day lives. She admits that experiences vary and that all women therefore may not share particular views, but insists on a link between a woman’s life and women’s political interests.  We have already noted the importance of women’s organisation in voicing and securing public recognition of a women’s agenda in Africa.  Women in the current Malawi parliament are very sure that effective representation of women demands their presence because they have a different experience.

The World Bank argues that gender inequalities persist amongst both rich and poor peoples but provides convincing evidence that gender gaps are wider in poorer communities.
 Since within the poor countries of Africa the division of labour and differentiation of roles is marked it seems not unreasonable to suppose that ‘the prism’
 of women’s lives through which political perspectives are formed might be more sharply focused. Women MPs in Malawi certainly had no doubts that experience of family caring and early training plays a significant role in shaping their approach to politics. They were adamant that:

 ‘We are brought up as caring we therefore look more deeply into community problems and this makes a difference.’ 

In addition the Malawi women MPs felt that being better listeners had consequences one group claimed:

 ‘We open our ears wider, we hear the problems.’ 

But also noted therefore that:

 ‘We have to do more.’ 

‘Women expect us to push forward the needs of women and children, they expect more of us than they do of men.’ 

They felt the pressures keenly because:

 ‘Expectations are high’ but ‘resources and time are limited.’ 

The consequences of breaking taboos

The Malawi women MPs were aware of being role models but also of the difficulties of breaking the mould. They noted:

 ‘Women were not supposed to speak in public but now women do speak because a woman is leading the meeting.’ 

In addition:

‘for girls in our communities, we want them to feel that they can aspire to come to parliament.’

Their mission to provide assertive leadership in a society where women are not expected to be so confident was not without difficulties because as they pointed out:

  ‘people don’t expect you to behave differently’. 

They report that women must play their role as an MP whilst at the same time;

‘the family expect and the community expect you to curtsy (demonstrates) to kneel down (in front of senior men). At funerals women MPs should not sit on chairs but sit on the floor with the other women, play their part in the cooking, draw water.’

‘We remember a line of chiefs sitting on chairs and the minister of gender greeting them, kneeling.’   

Men must trust their wives and companions when away from home. There are additional pressures for women from negative gossip and the traditional stigma attached to women who are confident and free.

 ‘Men can misbehave, can wear what they like but in the community women cannot be dressed up, cannot wear lipstick. You must curtsy otherwise you will have a bad name. You cannot break taboos.’ 

Male colleagues do not help matters because:

‘male MPs in high office, if a female wants a development project, then they wish something in exchange, favours expectations that you will meet their demands.’

‘ They call it ‘bottom power’ and men don’t tell the truth they boast.’

Recognising an agenda

In Europe there is evidence of a direct correlation between the numbers of women in parliament and public spending on services such as childcare.
 Whilst the process which links more women MPs to better outcomes for women is not so easily tracked the Malawi women MPs were quick to illustrate their different perspective on policy. They spoke of: 

‘aspects (of bills and policy) which men might ignore’. On the budget we consider the impact of women’s issues, schools, the need for girls hostels.‘

The main features of the Malawi Growth and Development Strategy and spending priorities for the 2010 budget are as follows: improving agriculture and food security, irrigation and water development, transport and infrastructure, energy generation and supply, funding integrated rural development, working towards prevention and management of nutrition disorders, HIV and AIDS. 

Reviewing these spending priorities one by one, the women highlighted the gendered aspects of each which lead to poor targeting and inefficiencies of outcome for government. A few examples will serve to illustrate the problem. Water sites are decided by chiefs and bore hole drillers without consultation with local women who are responsible for fetching water. Bore whole maintenance is a regular problem but women do not control the money in the household and must therefore wait for men to get together and agree to fund bore hole repairs. Meanwhile women may go back to unsafe water sources or walk longer distances.

Women do most agricultural work. The government supplies coupons to the poorest households to enable them to access fertilizers in order to push up farm yields and ensure children are fed all year round. Men predominate in the collecting of fertilizer coupons, because of their freedom to spend time waiting in long queues and their power over household decision making. But a man may want to share the fertilizer allocation between several wives or simply desire to sell some or all of the family share. 

Women are tested for HIV during pregnancy and are therefore more likely to know their HIV status. Men however control the use of condoms. Women take care of sick Aids patients but without the use of plastic gloves or control over the distribution of nutritious food. Men are allocated the best parts of slaughtered animals, sick women and children may be overlooked.

Development partnerships involve both local voluntary effort and government funds. Women shoulder an unfair burden of the voluntary work because they are, according to the MPs more committed to the development of local clinics, schools, roads and bridges. Men benefit from the buying of materials, deals are done, decisions are made, without women’s participation.

The MPs contended that a group of women in parliament were more likely to voice such concerns and tackle such problems. 

Role of institutional and cultural factors in shaping possibilities
Researchers in the UK have been ‘rethinking’ some of the factors which inhibit women’s representation
 from achieving substantive results for women. It is not surprising that both political activity and research have focussed on the numbers and proportions of women in parliaments but are now turning their attention to outcomes and to the appraisal of circumstances in which the numbers of women elected achieve or fail to achieve policy gains for women. Sarah Childs
 in her UK study found that party loyalty was often the most important factor in predicting voting behaviour rather than a commitment to gender issues. Fiona Mc Kay 
 in her discussion of these issues recognises partisan loyalties as an important factor but also sites the possibility of a range of other institutional, cultural and historical factors as pertinent in shaping outcomes.

In Malawi it was felt that the 50:50 campaign had raised expectations, a widespread belief that a substantial number of women in parliament would make a real difference. The women knew that they had come to parliament on the back of promises to do just that. Like most women they felt confident of their interpersonal and community skills, honed in organising community funerals, weddings and church meetings. But the resources for organising in the constituency, which would allow them to make full use of such skills, such as photocopiers and transport were in short supply.

The vast majority of the women MPs had been elected for the first time and sometimes felt inexperienced and powerless in the face of too many demands. They all agreed that they did not ‘lack ideas’ for improvements but they did ‘lack resources’ They found that personal demands from the constituency where sometimes overwhelming. As we have noted they reported that constituents:

‘find it easier to approach a woman than a man, whom they might view as intimidating’ 

As we have also noted multi-party democracy in Malawi is young. As a consequence the tradition of gift giving, treating
 and personal patronage has a longer history than representation and possibly has more resonance in communities. The MPs reported many examples:

 ‘people are very ignorant of the role of an MP, they bring all kinds of problems. They are presented and expect them to be solved; buying coffins, paying school fees for their children, giving them business loans’

‘if they name a child for you, you are expected to pay the school fees’

Thinking about the parliamentary agenda and party relationships one senior MP summed up her colleagues views when she described the problems faced as working in a ‘male framework’. They were hopeful that lobbying in the right places in the governing party would get a child protection bill or possibly legislation on inheritance onto the parliamentary agenda. But their constituents were not the only one’s with unreal expectations of their MPs. They also faced pressure from national NGOs, whom they felt, had an inadequate understanding of the limited power of women MPs to introduce, and amend bills. The MPs felt that they were in the chamber more than men, concentrating on parliamentary business, but were also aware that they sometimes lacked knowledge of the issues and procedures.

‘We can’t do everything’ 

‘We don’t control the parliamentary agenda’

In addition, chiefs are the traditional leaders of the communities within the constituencies. They judge misdemeanors, resolve conflicts and interpret family disputes according to traditional values. Chiefs also lead the partnership approach to community development, which predominates in Malawi, where government resources are matched by local voluntary effort in building schools, clinics and other community necessities. On issues of community welfare such as the provision of adequate resources for schooling, maternal health care, access to clean water and food security women politicians and chiefs are broadly in agreement. This shared focus on community needs may indeed form the basis of chiefs recently embracing and supporting female parliamentary candidates. An MPs support brings responsibilities, once activity is initiated if the community doesn’t collect the promised sand or stones, the MP must provide. But in other areas chiefs and headmen are the hereditary guardians of a traditional culture which maintains gender inequality. Chiefs act as a local appeal court judging marital discord, child maintenance, access to land, property inheritance and other family disputes on the basis of traditional historical precedent. Politicians male and female cross these ‘tribal’ leaders at their peril. MPs stressed that a chief’s help, whilst you could not do without it, did not come ‘free’. Several MPs described chiefs as playing a role in sounding out prospective candidates at election time and agreed that:

‘you could not be selected and certainly could not do the job without the support of chiefs and headmen’

They are an influential presence in the constituency day in day out when the MP is away in parliament.  

Conclusion

Women in Africa have been responsible for remarkable changes in recent years. Women’s organisations of all kinds have both contributed to and seized the opportunities opened up by political change and development funding. Malawi has made steady progress towards democratic reform and women have used greater political openness and the national, gender policy to advocate and support the entry of women into parliament. Discriminatory customs and law continue to shape the relations between men and women, which in turn influence the opportunities and resources available to each. As the women in this study identified, gender inequalities continue to reduce the productivity of farms, increase ill health, assist the spread of aids and increase the incidence of poverty and malnutrition for everyone.  However, despite many institutional constraints women representatives are beginning to articulate an agenda for development and change.

Kate Phillips
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