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I. Introduction 

Women comprise a little over half of the world’s population yet they remain far from holding 50 per cent of key 

political positions. On average, women occupy 21.4 per cent of the world’s parliamentary seats (lower and 

upper house) 
[1]

 and only 5.83 per cent of all Heads of State and Heads of Government are women. Although 

these numbers show an improvement over the last few decades, the rate of progress has been phlegmatic at best. 

Without women’s presence in mechanisms of policymaking power, democracy, gender equality and social 

justice remain incomplete. But the history of civilization shows that women were excluded from the public 

sphere. The formal politics based on social constructs of proper gender roles and separate spheres marginalized 

women from participating in activities within the public sector. Public sphere includes here not only public 

spaces but also public institutions, roles and positions produced over time transforming the economy and polity 

and in turn getting transformed in significant ways. The public sphere is the arena where citizens come together, 

exchange opinions regarding public affairs, discuss, deliberate, and eventually form public opinion. The concept 

of the public sphere has a long tradition in the social sciences. The contemporary understanding of the term is 

mainly based on the work of German sociologist Jürgen Habermas, who provided a comprehensive analysis of 

the nature of the public sphere and its historic transformations. Habermas (1992) 
[2]

 defines the public sphere as 

“network for communicating information and points of view….the streams of communication are, in the 

process, filtered and synthesized in such a way that they coalesce into bundles of topically specified public 

opinions”. The public sphere is situated between private households on the one hand, and the state on the other. 

It is a space “where free and equal citizens come together to share information, to debate, to discuss, or to 

deliberate on common concerns” 
[3]

. Political activity is also takes place in the public sphere. Political 

participation is fundamentally a public act - for men and for women. But by tradition the public sphere is male 

domain and women have been confined to their homes (private sphere) and relegated to the background. 

However, with the framing of affirmative action measures, such as quotas, seats reservation etc. by different 

countries, women have increasingly become visible actors in the formal political arena. Legislation on gender 

quotas and reservation policies has secure women’s inclusion in political public sphere. At least 103 countries 

today have taken some kind of political steps, like quotas in order to increase the number of women in formal 

politics. Women have increasingly made their presence felt in the public sphere. Reforms in governance have 

thus generated a profusion of new spaces for citizen engagement. But men continue to dominate that sphere 

especially at the top levels of government, business, social institutions and religion. 

II. Political Participation and Representation 
Women’s participation in political decision making plays a crucial role in the process of enhancing their 

participation in public life. Research claims that incrementing the number of women in politics is more likely to 

increase in the attention given to gender-specific concerns (Goetz 1998
[4]

; United Nations 1995
[5]

). Some 

scholars argues that due to their particular life-experiences in the home, workplace and public sphere, women 
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politicians prioritize and express different types of values, attitudes, and policy priorities, such as greater 

concern about childcare, health or education, or a less conflictual and more collaborative political style (see for 

Phillips 1995
[6]

, 1998
[7]

; Short 1996
[8]

; MacDougal 1998
[9]

). While others opined that women’s presence in 

politics can contribute a different perspective based on their identity and experiences as women - otherwise 

overlooked by all male legislations. The Organization for Economic Co-operation and Developed (OECD) and 

the U.N. Millennium Declaration agrees that “women and men bring different perspectives to decision-making 

and a lack of women in government limits the effectiveness of the state and its policies and diminishes its 

representational quality”
[10]

. 

The inadequate representation of women in politics however is a problem in all of the democratic countries of 

the world today. The Inter-Parliamentary Union (2013) reports a world average of only 21.4 per cent in 

combined houses of parliament. The statistics by region offer few surprises, ranging from 17.8 per cent in the 

Arab States to 25 per cent in the Americas, and 42.1 per cent in the Nordic states (see Table 1). While women 

are poorly represented in the lower levels of government, they are rarer still in the upper echelons of decision-

making.  The representations of women in eighteen select parliaments from around the globe are presented in 

Table 2.  The Table shows that except Rwanda, none of the countries has 50 per cent of women’s presence in 

the parliaments. The absence of women from structures of governance inevitably means that national, regional 

and local priorities - i.e. how resources are allocated - are typically defined without meaningful input from 

women, whose life experience gives them a different awareness of the community’s needs, concerns and 

interests from that of men
[11]

. However, in order for spending and development priorities to change, there must 

be at least a critical mass of women represented, who are learning the rules, using the rules and changing the 

rules of the decision-making “game,” and thus having an impact on discourse and decisions at all levels, from 

the family, to the nation, to the international community
[12]

.    

Table 1 
S. No. Regions Single/Lower 

House 

Upper House Both House 

combined 

1. Nordic countries 42.1% - - 

2. Americas 25% 25.2% 25% 

3.   Europe - OSCE member 

countries 

including Nordic countries 

24.7% 22.6% 24.3% 

4. Sub-Saharan Africa 22.4% 18.7% 21.8% 

5. Asia 18.2% 13.8% 17.7% 

6. Arab States 17.8% 7.7% 15.9% 

7. Pacific 13.1% 38.6% 15.9% 

Source: IPU 2013 

Regions are classified by descending order of the percentage of women in the lower or single House 

 

Table 2 
S.No. Country Total Women Member % of women in Parliament 

1. Rwanda 51(80) 63.8 

2. Sweden 157(349) 45 

3. South Africa 169(400) 42.3 

4. Norway 67(169) 39.6 

5. Netherlands 58(150) 38.7 

6. Argentina 94(257) 36.6 

7. Germany 230(631) 36.5 

8. Italy 198(630) 31.4 

9. Switzerland 62(200)  31 

10. Afghanistan 69(249) 27.7 

11. France 155(577) 26.9 

12. Canada 76(308) 24.7 

13. China 699(2987) 23.4 

14. United Kingdom 146(650) 22.5 

15. Bangladesh 69(350) 19.7 

16. Pakistan 67(323) 20.7 

17. India 59(543) 10.1 

18. Brazil (44)513 8.6 

(Source: IPU 2013) 

Number in the parentheses indicates the total number of seats 

 

In USA and UK, the women were given the right to vote only in 1920 and 1928 respectively. In India the 

women were given their political rights along with independence but their participation in politics is not so 

impressive.  Over the last 15
th

 Lok Sabha elections, the representation of women has witnessed a very slow 

improvement. The First Lok Sabha election was held in 1952 where only 22 women members were elected out 

of total 499 members, which was just 4.4 per cent. Though a the number of women representation were increase 
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in second and third election of  Lok Sabha to 27 and 34 respectively but starts declining from the fourth election 

held in 1967. The number was increased only in the year 1996 i.e. in the eleventh election of Lok Sabha where 

39 women candidates were elected. In 1999 polls, 284 women had contested the election and 49 were elected 

and in 2004 election, 355 women contested the election of whom 45 won. A record of 59 women candidates 

have been elected in the fifteenth Lok Sabha election (2009) which account to 10.1 per cent of total, the highest 

ever since independence 
[13]

 (see Table 3). Of the total of 556 women candidates contested in 2009 Lok Sabha 

election, 59 were elected. Of the 59 elected women members, 23 are from INC and 13 from BJP. The Trinamool 

Congress, SP and BSP have four women members each. The JD(U), Shiromani Akali Dal and Nationalist 

Congress Party have two women each in Lok Sabha. State wise, the majority of members (i.e. 13) were elected 

from the state of Uttar Pradesh, the most populous state of India followed by West Bengal, Madhya Pradesh 

with six women MPs respectively. Gujarat, Bihar and Punjab have four women representatives each in Lok 

Sabha. 

The representation of women in Rajya Sabha has ranged from 14 to 29 which are 5.8 per cent to 11.9 per cent of 

the total strength of the house. The total representation of women in Rajya Sabha has never gone beyond 30. It 

was in 1980, there were 29 women representatives out of a total 242 members in Rajya Sabha accounting to 

11.9 per cent, the highest ever since independence. At present there are 28 women representatives: 25 elected 

and three nominated members in the Rajya Sabha (Table 4).  The majority of women members (i.e. eleven) are 

from Indian National Congress, the four are from Bharatiya Janta Party, two each from CPI (M), SP and DMK. 

The BJD, NCP, BSP and TDP has one each women member in Rajya Sabha. Thus the representation of women 

in Parliament which has never touched the figure of 60 in Lok Sabha and 30 in Rajya Sabha is far from 

satisfactory, especially when we compare it with other countries of the world (see Table 2).  The low 

representation of women in the decision-making organizations is due to the political parties that harbour very 

conservative view about women. Different parties though champion the cause of women in their manifesto, but 

during election time they give tickets mostly to men
 
and only to few elite women. 

The Constitution (108
th

 Amendment) Bill, 2010 as approved by Rajya Sabha recently, seeks to reserve as nearly 

as possible one third of all seats for women in the Lok Sabha, the lower house of Parliament, and the state 

legislative assemblies including Delhi. This is the latest legislative initiative to increase women’s political 

representation in India. If enacted, it will result in an increase in women in the national legislature simply 

because it requires a certain percentage of women to be elected. The number of women in the Lok Sabha would 

increase to 182 in one stroke, from the current level of 59 MPs (10.1 per cent). 

Table 3 : Women Representation in Lok Sabha (1951-2009) 
Year Total No. of Seats No. of Women 

Members 
%age to Total 

1952 499 22 4.4 

1957 500 27 5.4 

1962 503 34 6.8 

1967 523 31 5.9 

1971 521 22 4.2 

1977 544 19 3.5 

1980 544 28 5.1 

1984 517 44 8.1 

1989 544 27 5.2 

1991 544 39 7.2 

1996 543 40 7.4 

1998 543 43 7.9 

1999 543 49 8.8 

2004 543 45 8.2 

2009 543 59 10.1 

(Source: Lok Sabha Secretariat, New Delhi) 

Table 4: Women Representation in Rajya Sabha (1952-2010) 
Year Total No. of Seats No. of Women 

Members 

%age to Total 

1952 219 16 7.31 

1957 237 18 7.59 

1962 238 18 7.56 

1967 240 20 8.33 

1971 243 17 7.0 

1977 244 25 10.25 

1980 244 24 9.84 

1984 244 28 11.48 

1989 245 24 9.80 

1991 245 38 15.51 

1996 223 19 8.52 

1998 245 15 6.12 

1999 245 19 7.76 
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2005 243 25 10.29 

2006 242 25 10.41 

2008 242 23 9.50 

2010 244   25 10.24 

2014 242 28 11.57 

.  (Source: Rajya Sabha Secretariat, New Delhi) 

  

Women representation in State legislatures has also been equally dismal. Less than 8 per cent of 4640 law 

makers in state assemblies across India are women. At present the average percentage of elected women in State 

Assemblies is 6.94 per cent, the highest being 14 per cent in Rajasthan and the lowest being 1.66 per cent in 

Arunachal Pradesh, Manipur and Meghalaya. States like Mizoram, Nagaland and Union Territory of Puducherry 

have no representation of women in their Assemblies (Table 5). It is clear from the data that women’s 

participation in the state legislatures is even lower than their participation in the parliament.    

Table 5 

Women Representation in State Legislatures (India) 
S.N. State Year of Election No. of Seats No. of Elected 

Women 
%age to Total 

1. Andhra Pradesh 2009 295 36 12 

2. Arunachal Pradesh 2009 60 1 1.66 

3. Assam 2012 126 14 11.11 

4. Bihar 2010 324 34 10.49 

5. Chhattisgarh 2013 90 6 6.66 

6. Delhi 2013 70 3 4.28 

7.  Goa 2012 40 1 2.50 

8. Gujarat 2012 182 12 6.59 

9. Haryana 2009 90 9 10 

10. Himachal Pradesh 2012 68 3 5.8 

11. Jammu & Kashmir 2008 88 2 2.27 

12. Jharkhand 2009 81 8 9.87 

13. Karnataka 2009 225 5 2.6 

14. Kerala 2011 140 7 5 

15. Madhya Pradesh 2013 231 30 12.98 

16. Maharashtra 2009 288 10 3.47 

17. Manipur 2012 60 3 5 

18. Meghalaya 2011 60 1 1.66 

19. Mizoram 2013 40 0 0 

20. Nagaland 2012 60 0 0 

21. Odisha 2009 147 7 4.76 

22. Puducherry 2001 30 0 0 

23. Punjab 2012 117 14 11.96 

24. Rajasthan 2013 200 28 14 

25. Sikkim 2009 32 4 12.5 

26. Tamil Nadu 2011 234 17 7.26 

27. Tripura 2013 60 5 8.33 

28. Uttaranchal 2012 70 5 7.14 

29. Uttar Pradesh 2012 404 32 7.92 

30. West Bengal 2011 294 34 12 

  

Table 4 reports the number of women who are members of the legislative assemblies and it is clear that the 

proportion of women who find a place in these legislatures is low and remains in the single digits for almost 

every state. This clearly shows that in India an electoral politics is still the domain of men. 

III. Concluding Observations 

The participation of women in politics and decision making processes contribute to redefining political priorities 

placing new items on the political agenda that reflect and address women’s gender-specific concerns. The study 

reveals that the participation of women at the decision-making process has been very low both at the national 

and state levels. They are not adequately represented in the Parliament and in the state legislatures. In the Indian 

Parliament, women have not yet held even 15 per cent of the total seats. Women representation in State 

legislatures has also been equally dismal. Less than 8 per cent of 4640 law makers in state assemblies across 

India are women. It is clear from the data that women’s participation in the state legislatures is even lower than 

their participation in the Parliament. This shows that women do not enjoy the same privileges and opportunities 

as men although the country has legislation that guarantees equality before the law. For instance, while everyone 

has the right to seek public office, very few women file certificates of candidacy because they lack access to the 

substantial resources needed for a political campaign. Besides, there are many barriers in public and private 

space that hinder women participation in politics. Majority of women in our country are still struggling to deal 

with the burden of responsibility and handle the various obstacles that are coming their way from their 

traditional cultures. Consequently, women have never been visible in great numbers in the political life of the 



Durga Prasad Chhetri, American International Journal of Research in Humanities, Arts and Social Sciences, 6(1), March-May, 2014, pp. 72-

76 

 

AIJRHASS 14-326; © 2014, AIJRHASS All Rights Reserved                                                                                                                Page 76 

nation. Furthermore, the under-representation of women in formal politics remains particularly pronounced for 

marginalised groups of women. On the whole, women remain absent from the upper echelons of power within 

formal politics at both national and state levels. This clearly indicates that the existence of legislation, policies is 

not sufficient to ensure women’s increased access to decision-making positions. A strong political will on the 

part of government, political parties and other organizations is needed to address the barriers (social, political, 

economic, cultural, religious etc.) which constrain women’s political involvement and create an environment 

conducive to women’s participation in public spaces, both formal and informal. 

 

IV. References 
[1].  Inter-Parliamentary Union “Women in National Parliaments: Situation as of 31 December 2013”, 2013. 

http://www.ipu.org/wmn-e/world.htm. 

[2].  J. Habermas.  Between facts and norms: Contributions to a discourse theory of law and democracy, Cambridge: Polity, 1992. 
[3].  A. Odugbemi,. Public opinion, the public sphere, and quality of governance: An exploration in S. Odugbemi & T. Jacobson 

(eds.), Governance reform under real-world conditions, Citizens, stakeholders, and voice, Washington, D.C.: The World Bank: 

2008: 15-37. 

[4].  A. M. Goetz. Women in politics and gender equity in policy: South Africa and Uganda, Review of African Political Economy, 

25(76), 1998:241-262. 

[5].  UN. Platform for Action, 1995, Retrieved from http://un.org/womenwatch/daw/beijing/platform. 
[6].  A. Phillips. The Politics of Presence, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1995. 

[7].  A. Phillips (ed). Feminism and Politics, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998. 

[8].  C. Short. ‘Women and the Labour Party’ in Women in Politics, Eds Joni Lovenduski and Pippa Norris, Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1996. 

[9].  L. MacDougal. Westminster Women, London: Vintage, 1998. 

[10].  Organization for Economic Co-Operation and Development (OECD). Gender and sustainable development: maximising the 

economic, social and environmental role of women, 2008, Retrieved from http://www.oecd.org/dataoecd/58/1/40881538.pdf. 
[11].  Augusto Lopez-Claros and Saadia Zahidi. Women’s Empowerment: Measuring the Global Gap, World Economic Forum, 

Geneva, Switzerland, 2005.  

[12].  Ibid 
[13].  Durga P Chhetri. Representation through Reservation: Moving towards Inclusive Governance, International Journal of Scientific 

Research, Vol. 2(7), 2013:  478-480. 

 

http://www.oecd.org/dataoecd/58/1/40881538.pdf

