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A 'Gendered' Definition of Governance

Gendered governance could be defined as the inclusion of a critical mass of aware women in decision-
making in civil society and within the formal structures of government and civic bodies. This definition
implies that the issue of women's equitable access to participation in decision-making is not only an
'outside the home' issue, for example in local elected bodies, but has to start from her equitable and equal
participatior: in decision-making inside the household as well.

Levels of Govcrnarce and Its Gender Implications

Ashworth (1996) in her analysis of governance, describes the following five levels of governance:

e Household and family.

e The community: the neighbouthood, the caste group, the ethnic group, the clan, workplace and
pelitical perty.

e ILocal government 'j—.‘%}'}}

¢ National government

e International/global government.

Equity in governance can only become a reality when there is women's representative participation in all
.the five levels mentioned above. Although a statement such as this one is easy to make and understand, a
number of barriers stand in the way of making it a reality. A key factor being the psyche of the individual
Nepali woman who has been conditioned by centuties of living in a patriarchal socio-cultural dominion to
undermine her self-worth and value only the labour and male heirs she can contribute to her husband's
household.

Out of the five levels of governance identified by Ashworth (1996), most governance strategies focus only
the last three, ie., local government, national government and international government. The first two
levels are usually associated with civil society and identified as the "private" sphere and thus distinct from
the public governance sphere. Thus, historically, the household, and to some extent certain communities,
have been excluded from the range and conceptualization of governance. This exclusion has resulted in
women still considering themselves as inferior to men even at the end of the 20" century as well as in
sustaining traditional inequalities within families and condoning double standards of behaviour in the
private and public spheres.
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o Gender Equity and Governance within the Household

The socialization process of a gitl child is essentially coloured by overtones of messages of her inferiority
and unimportant status within her parental home. Her inferior status is further reinforced by the tradition
of her having to totally submit unto the will of her husband and his family after marriage. Unless 2
individual woman is enabled enough to realise her worth as a human person and understand her human
rights and exercise decision-making inside the household and family - the entire exercise of trying to
infuse gender equity in governance will be a failure.

Similarly, other barriers inside the household inhibit women from participating in governance (at all levels).
Some of these are: lack of time, lack of support services for women, lack of money, lack of access to other
resources and fear. The unequal sharing of responsibilities for household tasks, care of children and the
elderly and the lack of any suppott setvices to help women in these tasks results in women not having any
leisure time to take part in political activities. Fear of pubic and private forms of violence exercised by men
over women - act as threats and control women's self-determining and risk -taking behaviour.

To make governance gender equitable the core must be reached. The barrier set in place by the
"private/public" dichotomy must be overcome while examining governance issues. The 1993 World
Conference on Human Rights was a milestone in breaking down this distinction between the public and
private spheres and in asserting that violence and exploitation faced by women and girls within the private
sphere wete violations of human rights and democratic principles. This false dichotomy also has
implications on assumptions made about economic production, ignoring the un-quantified subsidy that
women in their reproductive role make to economic production. Due consideration, must, therefore, be
given to women as individuals inside the household and aid their empowerment process inside the
household.

o Gender Equity and Governance in the Community

Outside the immediate household is the community from where most individuals establish an identity. The
community consists of diverse entities with different interests and status, but as a rule women share the
common experience of being excluded from decision-making and self-determination. Self-governance of
civil society tends to be heavily discriminatory against women as a social group and other forms of
difference such as ethnicity, caste and low economic standing. At the community level the issue of
representation of women as a social group is mostly avoided by assuming a commonality of interest
between women and men.

Within political ‘parties which are regarded as the core of pluralist democracies, women again face
discrimination, deliberately or inadvertently. Ashworth (1992) writes, "traditions of male solidarity and
competition within political parties repel women, as do attitudes of condescension". The common
practice of "patronage" as opposed to open opportunity as the basis of nomination for candidature or
office carries with it overtones of the subjugation of women to the tenets of patriarchy even within the
echelons of political power in democratic systems. The culture of politics and masculinity of political
parties, the adversarial proceedings, coercion to conform to the central interests of the party and the
distance of politics from the daily realities all contribute to the formation of a barrier for the active
participation of women in it.

In South Asia the emergence of women leaders has always been confined within the patriarchal and
feudal context of its ancient culture. Dynastic leadership of widows and daughters in democracies of South
Asia are becoming a rule than an exception. It is very obvious this type of power exercised by women
within political structures stem from a patriarchal culture where even the identities of married daughters
are subsumed within the more powerful family name of the patriarch. It is as if the daughter/wife/widow
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is an altered form of the father/husband and expected to act just like him. Seldom have such leaders been
noted to promote or award feminist issues high ptiority on their agendas. Their prime duty seems to be to
represent what the patriarch represented.

o Gender Equity and Governance at the Local Government Level

Most emerging democracies have made commitments to decentralized governance. However, the extent
of local government structures, services and control vary from country to country. It is also at this level
that most international governance agencies are seen to build relationships with the state and different
sectors of the population (Ashworth, 1996). However, each centre of local power itself does not
automatically allow or encourage marginalized groups to participate in any of their decision-making
process and bodies, or have ways of ensuring their representation. Also in similarity with more centralized
government structures, local governance bodies do not ensure affirmative actions or an enabling
environment to include women or even ethnicities within the governance structure. ~ Therefore, it must
not be assumed that decentralization automatically ensures equitable participation of all segments of the
society.

o Gender Equity and Governance at the National Government Level

There is almost a 'secondary representation' of women at the central governance level. Policy decisions
are made for women, rather than by women, often without their consent or even prior information. For
example, a number of development and rights issues directly related to women and their lives such as
those on reproductive health and rights and family laws are designed and decided almost exclusive of their
inputs or interests. It is as if women as a social group are invisible and responsibility or accountability
towards them does not matter. A fall-out of this is the poor representation and even poorer
understanding of feminist issues by the state and its machinery.

Though now it is being increasingly realised that gender equity is one of the cornerstones of 'good'
governance'- the trend is more towards lip-service and symbolism rather than effective action.

o Gender Equity and Governance at the International Level

"The structures of the UN have not been responsive to peoples, because they have been absorbed in relations with
Lovernments" (Jain, 1995).

At the international level gender equity in governance seems even more distant. The power centres and
policy-makers at the international level are almost all men. At the international level efforts are being
made by organizations such as the United Nations to promote women in decision-making positions in
order to further feminist issues in their agenda. However, an analysis of such development agencies reveals
that women and their issues are still grossly under-represented. Even commitments made to the feminist
agenda are not implemented and remain mere symbolism.

Why the Interest in Gender Equify in Governance Now?

The success of the pluralistic democratic system is dependent on representation of the views and interests
of the majority and a responsible and accountable response to the issues identified. A cornerstone of the
democratic system is thus the equal and equitable flow of resources and setvices to all sections of the
society, including all class, caste and age groups and ethnicities. To ensure this equitable flow and equal
access it is necessary to have representation of people (men and women) from all walks of life in decision-
making positions within all governance structures.
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