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Although women struggle to participate in politiesound the world, the number is
particularly low in the Middle East. Women have hsmme access to political office for
decades, but progress, cheered on from the siddliynenany Western organizations, has been
slow. What is holding women back from greater reprgation in the political sphere and
what can be done to encourage their participation?

The results of the recent elections in Morocco ghwuthe debate on female political
representation back into the political arena thedmly 34 women won seats in the
legislature's lower chamber, compared to 35 inptleeious elections, a mere 5 percent of all
representatives.

In Turkey, women won 50 out of 550 seats in thekiBlr Parliament. Although this is still
only 9 percent of the total, it is an encouragiigg since the number of elected women more
than doubled from the last parliamentary electidrigs percentage of female representation
is the second largest in the region after Iraq, relibere are 70 women in the 275-member
Iragi Parliament.

Women in the Middle East often suffer from very séwe and complicated political, social
and cultural conditions that restrict their ability easily engage in the political arena. Many
women shun political participation to avoid coneosy. Conservative religious
interpretations sometimes restrict female parttogpain public life, or prevent them from
mixing with men or assuming public posts. Therals the family dimension to consider,
with women still traditionally responsible for halwld duties.

Women are also often seen as less experiencedlit @ffairs, and as a result, voters - both
male and female - are less likely to vote for th€uansequently, women either refrain from
running for political office or drop out early fromlack of local support. This usually helps
explain why only a small number of female candidaten for public office. For example, of

the 800 candidates in the October 27 Omani elegtionly 25 were women.

In addition, there are other factors that serveletacles for women to run for political office.
These include varying and often unsatisfactory Ilkew# democracy, freedom of expression,
pluralism, respect for diversity and open dialogue.

Although these factors affect both women and mekeawhen coupled with social and
cultural structures that favor men over women mpblitical arena, women are more severely
affected. This tends to influence the developmeat growth of political awareness among
citizens.

Advancing the effective participation and genuigpresentation of women in politics means
raising the awareness of the role of women in pultfie, training women to assume public
posts, and encouraging them to enter the poliacaha in order to enrich their experience,
gain voter confidence and prepare future generatidrwomen to participate in even greater
numbers.



One means of improving women's participation i®digh a quota system, which allocates a
percentage of seats for women. In countries whaerk measures have been adopted, such as
Tunisia, Iraq and Jordan, we see more women irtiggliMost recently, women fought for
and won a 15-percent quota in the upcoming Yemlentiens.

In addition to adopting quotas, leaders of polltisarties and heads of civil organizations

should be persuaded to nominate women to theitietetists and assign them positions of

greater authority. Promoting a culture of fundrragsio support candidates is also an effective
way to overcome the difficult economic situatioattmay hinder women's participation since

in many traditional societies men handle much efftmily’'s finances.

In most Middle Eastern countries, there exist saverganizations concerned with women's
issues and human rights. Networking among civiletgcinstitutions concerned with the
participation of women, whether in a single courtnyat the regional and international levels,
would help to enrich and support women politically.

Many Middle Eastern countries have a women's affiaainistry. Though this appears to be a
step in the right direction, these institutionseaftwork independently of other ministries

rather than taking advantage of the role each mniould play in promoting a cohesive

national strategy to increase female representation

At the international level, a number of organizasidnave dealt with local organizations in the
Middle East to train women for politics as welltadp them overcome some of the problems
they face. In past years, American non-governmeotghnizations such as the National
Democratic Institute (NDI) and the Internationalpiblican Institute (IRI) have hosted joint
activities, such as women's political training e t_evant, the Gulf and North Africa during
recent election campaigns. NDI and IRI have alsotinaed to organize conferences and
workshops to help women gain experience in thig fie

Joint coordination and networking among these amgdions and individuals will help
resolve obstacles to women's political participatad the grassroot level. Helping women
realize the importance of their engagement in jgslitan lead to greater female participation
on all levels.

The road to complete political gender equalityosd but the struggle goes on. These small
advances are signs that there are many people wgobéhind the scenes to shift the balance
in the future.
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