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Introduction
In 2004, Namibia was both a regional and international leader 
in the percentage of women holding parliamentary seats. By 
this measure, Namibia ranked 4th in sub-Saharan Africa and 
17th worldwide. Ten years later, Namibia’s position has slipped 
to 16th on the African subcontinent and 51st worldwide (IPU 
2014).1 Electoral gender quotas – which have been used wide-
ly throughout the southern African region - have the potential 
to reverse this trend and bring Namibia back to its position as 
a leader on this indicator of gender equality. 

Women’s global level of political representation has increased 
rapidly alongside the institution of gender quotas. In 1995, 
women constituted only 10 percent of the world’s parliamentar-

ians. By mid 2014, women held 21.4 percent of parliamentary 
seats worldwide. Although women are still clearly underrepre-
sented politically, this represents an over 100 percent increase 
in the past nineteen years.2  Although there have been varia-
tions in the implementation of quota policies, on average, these 
provisions have led to an immediate and substantial increase 
in the number of female parliamentarians. On average female 
representation in single or lower houses of parliament stands 
at 22 percent among countries with any type of gender quota 
versus 13 percent in countries without quotas.3 

The use of electoral gender quotas has been particularly suc-
cessful in southern African countries in allowing women ac-
cess to positions of political decision making. Nine out of the 
fifteen Southern African Development Community (SADC) 
member countries have adopted some type of gender quota 
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“The legacy of oppression weighs heavily on women. As long as women are bound by poverty and as long as they are looked down 
upon, human rights will lack substance. As long as outmoded ways of thinking prevent women from making a meaningful contribution 
to society, progress will be slow. As long as the nation refuses to acknowledge the equal role of more than half of itself, it is doomed to 
failure.”  – Nelson Mandela, Long Walk to Freedom

1 �These rankings measure the percentage of women in the single or lower house of Parliament. In the Namibian case they also include the six non-voting ap-
pointed MPs in the National Assembly, which results in Namibia having a total of 24.4 percent female MPs in this chamber.  

2 There are however still only 20 female heads of state out of 193 UN member states. This constitutes 10.4 percent.
3 Data from the Quota Project Database and the Inter-Parliamentary Union database online.
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at the parliamentary level – either voluntarily through political 
parties or legally-mandated through constitutional or electoral 
law.4 At the moment, South Africa is the regional leader – as 
the ruling ANC party has voluntarily adopted a zebra-list quota 
in all post-apartheid parliamentary elections. 

One reason gender quota advocates push for institutional 
measures to ensure equal political representation is the claim 
that the presence of women in parliaments will increase the 
attention female MPs devote to legislation that would benefit 
their female constituents. This report examines the nuances 
of this claim in the Namibian context. It provides new quan-
titative evidence that female parliamentarians in Namibia 
do articulate different policy priorities from their male col-
leagues, and that many female MPs have articulated these 
perspectives during debates surrounding certain pieces of 
gender-sensitive legislation. However, on average across 
all National Assembly (NA) debates, female MPs contribute 
less than male MPs. This trend is in line with cross-national 
research on women’s political representation, which indi-
cates that women’s participation will increase once they a 
sizable percentage of the electoral body, suggesting that a 
zebra list might decrease this gender gap in participation 
(Krook 2009).

This report concludes by offering policy recommendations re-
lated to the current debate around gender quota legislation and 
the recent commitment by the ruling Swapo Party to voluntarily 
achieve greater gender balance on its party lists and internal 
governing bodies. The policy recommendations listed in the 
final section of this report have the following aims: to increase 
women’s numerical presence in both the National Assembly 
and National Council; to ensure fair and transparent selection 
mechanisms for potential female candidates through formal-
ised rules in internal party constitutions and/or electoral law; 
and to enable a stronger connection between female MPs and 
civil society groups, as a way to support the potential for further 
achievements in legislation that promotes gender equality.

Women in Namibian Electoral Systems
This report does not seek to discuss the domestic, regional, 
and international lobbying efforts around the 50/50 campaign 
in Namibia, given that this discussion appeared in a recent 
IPPR Democracy Report (Shejavali 2013). Rather this report 
starts by considering how different electoral institutions affect 
the number of women in leadership positions. A discussion of 
women’s descriptive representation (numerical presence) in 
the Namibian context must consider the electoral and legis-
lative institutions that form the country’s primary governance 
structure – in particular, the critical role political parties play 
as gatekeepers to women’s electoral success as well as how 
electoral rules influence the legislative behaviour of parliamen-
tarians. 

Namibian Women in Government 
In July 2013, after an intense and protracted civil society lobby-

ing effort and international, regional and domestic legal man-
dates, Swapo formally agreed to include a gender quota within 
its own party structures – a move that, if enacted, would move 
the country dramatically toward gender parity in parliamentary 
representation.  
  
This recent development was largely in response to women’s 
continued underrepresentation in official political structures 
and parliamentary representation, which has stagnated over 
the last decade. Table 1 shows the number of women in the 72 
elected seats in the National Assembly and the six appointed 
seats in the five electoral periods since independence. 

Table 1: The Number of Women in the Namibian National Assembly 
since Independence  
National	 % Women	 Final % at 	 # of non-voting
Assembly	 Elected	 end of term 	 members 
1990 – 1995 (1st)	 8.3%  (6/72)	 8.3% (6/72)	 1/6
1995 – 2000 (2nd)	 12.5% (9/72)	 15.3% (11/72)	 2/6
2000 – 2005 (3rd) 	 25.0% (18/72)	 29.2% (21/72)	 0/6
2005 – 2010 (4th)	 23.6% (17/72)	 23.6% (17/72)	 3/6
2010 – 2015 (5th)  	 22.2% (16/72)	 23.6% (17/72)*	 3/6
*Total as of June 2014. Data from Bauer 2004; 1997 National Gender Plan; 2010 National Gender 

Plan; www.parliament.gov.na 

In the National Council (NC) the situation also initially improved 
markedly, but has stagnated in recent years. Table 2 displays 
these changes over time in the NC. 

Table 2: The Number of Women in the Namibian National Council 
since Independence 
National Council		  % Women Elected
1992 – 1998 (1st)		  3.8% (1/26)
1998 – 2004 (2nd)		  7.7% (2/26)
2004 – 2010 (3rd) 		  26.9% (7/26)
2010 – 2016 (4th)		  26.9%  (7/26)
* Current total as of June 2014

These numbers are in stark contrast to women’s representa-
tion at the local level of Namibian government. Here, women 
have held approximately 45 percent of all local councillor seats 
for the last several electoral cycles. This is primarily a result 
of legally-binding affirmative action measures in the Local Au-
thorities Act of 1992, which require that women fill a certain 
number of slots on candidate lists. In addition, Swapo has gen-
erally adopted a zebra-list in all local elections, and this has 
contributed in large part to the near parity in political leadership 
at this level of government (Bauer 2004).

The number of women in the different elected institutions at 
each level of government bodies in Namibia is related in part 
to the type of electoral system through which candidates are 
selected. In general, women fare better in proportional repre-
sentation (PR) systems because citizens vote for the party and 
not for the individual. A review of 53 national legislatures in 
1999 found that national assemblies in PR systems were com-
posed of nearly 20 percent women on average, compared to 

4 In addition to Namibia, to the other non-adopter countries are: Botswana, Zambia, Madagascar, Seychelles, and Mauritius.
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nearly 11 percent in majoritarian systems, in which only one 
candidate is elected to represent his/her constituency (this 
type of electoral system is also called first-past-the-post, FPTP, 
or winner-take-all) (Goetz and Hassim 2003). PR systems with 
closed lists combined with well-institutionalised party systems 
that have formal, centralised rules of candidate selection (such 
as in the Scandinavian countries and South Africa) have the 
highest level of female representation. This is because they 
are the most likely to adopt gender quotas as well as to field 
female candidates without formal requirements (Lovenduski 
and Norris 1993; Waylen 2000).

The variation in Namibia’s electoral systems at different levels 
of government supports the general literature on how these 
electoral frameworks affect women’s descriptive representa-
tion. As noted, the Local Authorities Act of 1992 requires a 
minimum number of women candidates on party lists in local 
elections; no electoral gender quotas are in place at all in the 
FPTP system at the regional level; and political parties are not 
formally required to field a certain number of female candi-
dates in the National Assembly. The effects of the combination 
of electoral system and gender quotas at these various levels 
are more-or-less directly observable by the number of women 
holding political office at each level of government: women 
currently constitute 45 percent of elected positions at the local 
level; only 16 percent of regional seats (up from 3 percent  in 
2004); and 24 percent of voting members of the National As-
sembly. This observation strengthens the call for institutional 
reform to increase the number of women in political decision-
making at the regional and national levels.  

Internal Structures of Political Parties 
One hurdle for women’s equal representation in Namibia is the 
internal structures of political parties. A lack of clearly defined 
and codified rules pertaining to gender equality within political 
parties means that women do not have clear and structured 
opportunities to advance within their respective political parties. 
This is particularly damning in PR systems where political par-
ties act as the gatekeepers to electoral success (Matland 1998). 
This is most true in closed-list PR systems, in which placement 
on the party list is the largest determinant of achieving political 
office. That is, instead of appealing to her constituency in a ma-
joritarian electoral system or in an open-list PR system in which 
voters may select the party and the candidate, in a closed-list 
PR system a female candidate must rely on where she is placed 
on party lists in order to receive her position in the National As-
sembly. In Namibia, most political parties have written rules and 
procedures for elections – however, in 2013 Swapo became the 
first party to formally commit to a zebra list system on its party 
list as well as for internal party structures – most importantly the 
Swapo Central Committee and Politburo, although at the time 
of writing this policy has yet to be fully implemented. If properly 
applied, this voluntary quota would address a critique levelled 
against Namibian political parties by a recent SADC Delegation 
to the country eight months prior to Swapo’s decision: 
	

While political parties’ leadership accept the need for gen-

der equality, this is often reflected in party manifestos, but 
there is nothing binding the leadership to implement gender 
equality. Consequently, political party leaders’ good-will to 
upgrade women to senior positions within and to get them 
into Parliament is not realised with women continuously 
relegated to less influential structures such as women’s 
wings... It was observed that Namibian women are grossly 
under-represented in top structures of all political parties 
(SADC 2012, 5).  

Swapo’s recent decision to integrate more women into top 
spots in the Central Committee and Politburo would remedy 
women’s historic underrepresentation in these internal party 
structures. As Eunice Iipinge, Deputy Secretary of the Swapo’s 
Women’s Council, observed prior to Swapo’s formal commit-
ment to 50/50:
 

The Politburo has taken over the functions of the Central 
Committee in practice and the top [four have] taken over the 
role of the Politburo. What this means is that decisions that 
should have been taken by broader and more inclusive par-
ty structures are now taken by the top four, who are mostly 
male and the decisions are not favourable for women in the 
Party (Iipinge Forthcoming, 21).   

Former opposition MP, Elma Dienda, says the way women are 
perceived to behave in Parliament affects their chances to ad-
vance: “[Some women] are afraid. This is a party issue, they 
think, if I speak too much, I will not get on the list anymore.”5  
Dianne Hubbard from the Legal Assistance Centre primarily re-
lates this to the more limited experience female politicians have 
within their political parties, as compared to their more estab-
lished male counterparts: 

[W]omen are only beginning to make inroads into the party. 
It is the males who are powerful in the party and have been 
powerful for a long time, so they have the confidence that 
their positions are safe. They are prepared to sometimes 
say something that is outside the party chapter and verse 
because they know they are secure in their positions. And I 
think that’s true for both men and women, but… more wom-
en are new.6  

Immaculate Mogotsi, Director of the Gender Research and 
Training Programme at the University of Namibia, also de-
scribes a certain resistance in women’s ability to support wom-
en’s issues within the political parties:  

Radicalism is something that is not appreciated. The word 
is still loyalty. You must be loyal; you must not step outside 
the boundaries. You stay on that line. A woman will not ad-
vocate for a woman’s issue if it is not initiated from the lead-
ership of the party. And the leadership of the party is still 
predominately male. So women have not yet matured to the 
level where we are making use of our numbers … We still 
want men to rubberstamp our initiatives, to agree with our 
initiatives.7

5 Elma Dienda, interviewed by author.
6 Dianne Hubbard, interviewed by author.
7 �Immaculate Mogotsi, Director of the Gender Research and Training Program at the University of Namibia, interviewed by author, Windhoek, Namibia, 21 November  2012.
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In relating this to support for 50/50 Campaign among female 
MPs, Mogotsi further stated in an interview in late 2012: 

Your question was, why is that more women are not advo-
cating for the zebra list? I think that women would want to 
be in the leadership; it’s just that, in some of these political 
parties, so much fear has been instilled that you cannot initi-
ate anything unless it comes from the leadership. Like in the 
case of the Swapo party, they [female members] initiated it 
[the zebra list] in the past, and it was shot down. So now we 
need a brave woman, who is willing to stick out her neck 
and propose again.8

At this time, Chippa Tjirera, a clerk in the Namibian National 
Assembly, shared a similar sentiment:  

One of the biggest problems here is that the party owns the 
seat, not the Member of Parliament, not the individual … 
The party can decide to remove you – so people have to toe 
the line, even if they don’t agree… It’s the same in regard to 
50/50, [we won’t have it] until Swapo actually decides that 
we are ready for 50/50.9 

Fortunately, and somewhat to the surprise of these observers, 
six months after these interviews, Swapo did find the political 
will to implement a 50/50 mandate on the party list it submits 
to the National Assembly, as well as for its own internal party 
organs. This was accomplished through the internal lobbying 
efforts of a few outspoken female MPs and gained momentum 
when it was supported by senior male party members, most 
notably, Swapo Party Vice President, Hage Geingob.  

The problem of placement on party lists is further exacerbated 
outside of the ruling party. Because the eight opposition par-
ties only have a total of 17 seats, women face an even more 
difficult time in securing the few seats or sole seat available. 
In the 2009 election, of the opposition parties, the Congress 
of Democrats (CoD) had the most female candidates among 
its top-ten list of candidates. The Party had five women listed 
in a zebra order. The UDF had four in its top ten, the DTA had 
three, and the APP and RDP each had only two (Iipinge, forth-
coming, 13). With the exception of RDP, which placed one fe-
male in its eight seats, all of these political parties only gained 
enough votes to assign the male MPs who were at the top of 
their lists to the current National Assembly. 

The limited number of women well placed in party hierarchies 
has unfortunate implications for the way female electoral as-
pirants calculate their path to a successful political career. Im-
maculate Mogotsi describes this occurrence as the Queen Bee 
syndrome, a phrase that repeatedly comes up when describ-
ing this issue:  

The queen bee is when the women get into these positions; 
they usually surround themselves with men – like how a 
queen bee behaves. She surrounds herself with male sol-

diers and I think strategically it is because they [men] know 
what is happening in the political party, so she wants to tap 
into their knowledge base … So it is not a dumb strategy, it 
is just a strategy that she realises, ‘you know, the men know 
how the system functions; it is good for me to align myself 
with men if I want my agenda to move forward.’ So usu-
ally when she aligns herself with the men, she undermines 
women comrades, which is a pity.10  

One former opposition MP notes that this is exacerbated by the 
perceived limited number of spaces for female candidates ei-
ther in internal party structures or in Parliament, stating: “I think 
women are afraid of their own positions. [They think]: ‘If I widen 
the circle and bring in too many women, then my chances of 
getting to the top are slimmer.’”11

Do Numbers Matter? The Impact of Quotas 
on Women’s Substantive Representation

The next aim of this paper is to examine the connection between 
the presence of women in positions of political decision-making 
and their agency in promoting legislation that would advance 
the status of women in Namibia. In this section, I examine the 
theoretical relationship between women’s descriptive and sub-
stantive representation, report experience from other countries 
in this regard with a particular focus on African experiences, and 
analyse this question in the Namibian context. 
  
Why Should the Number of Women Matter? 
Quota policies are generally designed to advance descriptive 
representation; the “numeric similarity between legislative bod-
ies and the electorate they represent in terms of gender, race, 
ethnicity, or other demographic characteristics” (Paxton, Ku-
novich, and Hughes 2007, 265). Substantive representation, 
by contrast, is conceptualised as the actions that representa-
tives take on behalf of or in the interest of those being repre-
sented (Pitkin 1967).

Some scholars have been critical of the link between women’s 
descriptive and substantive representation, arguing that fe-
male legislators are not necessarily better able to represent 
the interests and policy preferences of women (Swain 1993; 
Young 1997). It is also important to acknowledge that many 
feminists have insisted that sex is not a sufficient basis for as-
suming common interests (Molyneux 2001, 152). Quotas may 
exacerbate the specious assumption that women have a uni-
fied set of interests, as they do not address differences be-
tween race, ethnic group, class, and caste that may be equally 
important in the ways women form preferences. This may be 
especially true for minority women (Hughes 2011). Even in 
the Nordic countries, the recruitment of minority women within 
quota structures has been scarce (Freidenvall, Dahlerup, and 
Skjeie 2006, 176).

These arguments posited by Maxine Molyneux and others, 

8 Immaculate Mogotsi, interviewed by author.
9 Chippa Tjirera, interviewed by author.
10 Immaculate Mogotsi interviewed by author.
11 Elma Dienda, interviewed by author.
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which criticise the essentialist nature of women’s represen-
tation – that is, the idea that a woman, because of her sex, 
will have a certain set of a priori preferences – have raised a 
healthy debate in the feminist literature.12 Most advocates of 
electoral gender quotas, however, dismiss arguments of es-
sentialism, and rather emphasise the shared biological and 
social experiences women have as a group. As an example, it 
is not essentialist to say that the way a group of men deliberate 
about a maternal health policy may be different from the way 
a group of women discuss the issue. The argument is not that 
a man cannot be an advocate for women’s rights – but that 
excluding the voice of a group that has the most at stake in 
certain policy areas is inherently undemocratic. 

However, the fact that women may have distinct policy pref-
erences that differ from those of men is just one part of the 
logic that connects electoral gender quotas with women’s sub-
stantive representation. Another component is accountability. 
When does one’s sex become a salient determinant of how a 
legislator chooses to articulate and actively lobby for an issue? 
In Namibia, one-party dominance, executive overreach and a 
closed-list PR system in the National Assembly have mitigated 
– although certainly not extinguished - the potential for an ac-
tive women’s lobby in the Namibian Parliament. 
 
The Experience of Other Countries
Leaving behind the normative discussion relating to why wom-
en should be included in political decision-making (see Shejav-
ali 2013 for a good discussion on this), I now detail recent em-
pirical work that connects women’s presence in political bodies 
to gender-specific policy outcomes. A considerable body of 
research, both within individual countries and cross-nationally, 
has shown that female politicians do articulate different pol-
icy preferences than men (Chattopadhyay and Duflo 2003); 
initiate equity policies, often in cross-party women’s alliances; 
(Hassim 2003; Lovenduski and Norris 1993; Sainsbury 2004); 
and vote differently from their male colleagues (Swers 2002). 
Furthermore, a growing literature examines instances in which 
female candidates have narrowly defeated male candidates to 
test whether women make different policy decisions, with sev-
eral researchers finding significant evidence that female legis-
lators initiate more pro-female policies than their equivalently-
placed male counterparts (Clots-Figueras 2007; Rehavi 2007). 

Although there have been fewer quantitative studies on the 
experiences of African countries with gender quotas, sever-
al comparative case studies demonstrate that the impact of 
women in parliament has been mixed in terms of promoting 
gender-sensitive legislation. For instance, South Africa’s ruling 
party, the ANC, has voluntarily adopted a quota on its party 
candidate lists since the first post-Apartheid election in 1994 
(currently requiring that 50 percent of party candidates be 
women) and subsequently women hold 45 percent of National 
Assembly seats. In the immediate post-Apartheid era, South 
African MPs successfully passed legislation aimed at redress-
ing gender inequality, most notably the Domestic Violence Act 

in 1998 – one of the most progressive of its type on the conti-
nent (Meintjes 2003).13  

Quota Types 
Several scholars have proposed theories that attempt to ac-
count for the variations in outcomes relating to women’s sub-
stantive representation. For instance, some quota scholars 
have argued that the provisions in the quota system itself can 
have an impact on the way recipients are able to utilise their 
newfound political positions (Bauer 2008). Therefore, it is im-
portant to distinguish between different types of quota provi-
sions, which most often take one of the following three forms 
(Dahlerup 2006):

• �Reserved seats: This provision reserves a number of 
seats in a legislated assembly for women (provided under 
constitutional and/or legislative law). 

• �Legislated candidate quotas: This provision reserves a 
number of places on electoral lists for female candidates 
(provided under constitutional and/or legislative law).

• �Voluntary political party quota: These are rules or targets 
set by political parties to include a certain percentage of 
women as election candidates. 

Some research suggests that reserved seats filled by rul-
ing party appointment are the least successful in advancing 
women’s interests. These seats may become an additional 
vote bank for the government without allowing quota recipients 
any de facto political power. In Rwanda, Longman (2006) has 
documented a situation in which the ruling party predominantly 
benefits from the reserved seats for women in such a way that 
lessens the voice of opposition parties. 

In Tanzania, each political party appoints women to fill special 
reserved seats in proportion to the percentage of the popular 
vote that they win after the normal election process. In such in-
stances, quota recipients may feel particularly beholden to the 
party and less likely to represent the interests of their female 
constituency if it means going against the party line. Meena 
(2004) argues that this has overwhelmingly been the case in 
Tanzania, in part evidenced by the fact that political parties have 
not shown any serious interest in accommodating women in 
their own governance structures. This evidence suggests that 
although reserved seats have produced some of the highest in-
stances of women’s parliamentary representation in the world, 
they may be ineffective in granting women a strategic presence 
in political bodies. This is because unlike legally mandated can-
didate list quotas, reserved seat provisions generally remove 
women from the same sphere of electoral contestation as men. 
This means that instead of letting voters factor the selection of 
female candidates on party lists into their voting calculus, wom-
en are either made to compete in redundant seats or appointed 
by their typically male-dominated parties.

My recent research in Uganda, however, points in a different 
direction. Uganda, as in most countries with a reserved seats 

12 �Perhaps the most eloquent attempt to reconcile the concern of essentialising women’s interests with a democratic justification for electoral gender quotas 
is the work of Anne Phillips, most notably her seminal book, The Politics of Presence (Phillips 1995).

13 �It is important to note, however, that the passage of progressive legislation in South Africa has not led to a universal improvement in the conditions of 
women, as sexual violence against women in the country is still among the highest in the world (Jewkes 2002; Human Rights Watch World Report 2010).
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quota, operates under a first-past-the-post electoral system, in 
which one candidate wins each single member constituency. 
The country consists of 215 general electoral constituencies. 
In addition, there are 79 ‘women’s districts’ that are cobbled 
together from and mapped over the general constituencies. 
This means that there are almost 300 constituency elections 
in a general election year. Although the ruling NRM party cof-
fers are large and its reach extensive, it still cannot determine 
who takes each seat in Parliament to the same degree that 
is possible when parties submit closed candidate lists under 
PR systems. This slippage changes the accountability struc-
tures of parliamentary candidates. They must answer to their 
constituents who voted for them, other organisations (including 
the women’s movement for many female candidates) who as-
sisted in their campaigns, as well as their political party. Being 
held to account by multiple actors gives Ugandan female MPs 
more legislative space to lobby for issues that lie outside of the 
party chapter and verse.

Further, the politics of patronage arguably also occur in pro-
portional representation systems in which individual MPs, both 
male and female, either do not have constituencies or have 
only tenuous connections to them. Rather, the only constitu-
ency to which the MP is accountable is the political party, in 
particular, to party elites. This raises concerns about party pa-
ternalism and female MPs’ abilities to push for gender equality 
platforms (Bauer 2008). This report provides evidence that this 
situation is indeed occurring in Namibia.

Also applicable to the Namibian case, Hassim and Meintjes 
(2005) examine the impact of women MPs in a closed-list PR 
system with one dominant ruling party. The authors argue that 
bringing more women into parliament in this type of electoral 
system is relatively costless electorally. Dominant party sys-
tems make electoral gender quotas “politically cheap” in that 
“extending a quota to women does mean that some men will 
not get onto party lists, but with sufficient power a dominant 
party can in any case exert control over the women they place 
on party lists” (Hassim and Meintjes 2005, 21). In these in-
stances, Hassim (2006, 183) notes, “party leaders will choose 
women candidates who are token representatives, least likely 
to upset the political applecart, rather than those candidates 
with strong links to women’s organisations”. As discussed be-
low, there is considerable evidence that this situation is oc-
curring in Namibia, even as Swapo’s voluntary party quota is 
implemented. 

The Namibian Experience 
Anecdotal evidence regarding the connection between wom-
en’s descriptive and substantive representation in Namibia is 
mixed. For instance, several women MPs have explicitly ar-
ticulated the ways that they have contributed to progressive 
pieces of legislation pertaining to gender equality. One Swapo 
female MP states: 

I find that our presence in parliament, although we are few, 

we make a difference in the sense that we can say, ‘Wait 
a minute, you cannot look at this issue that way.’ From the 
point of view of gender, engendering the legal process, I 
feel that we have made an impact that way; you have peo-
ple look at laws from a different perspective (interview cited 
in Bauer 2006, 102).

A current Swapo MP confirms: “We are talking from experience 
more than them [men]. It is a fact that we cannot hide, so I think 
they must take it seriously when we talk about certain issues, 
talking about the children and the women.”14 However, several 
observers reject the notion that women in Namibia are unified 
in their desire to advocate for legislation that would particularly 
benefit women. Dianne Hubbard notes: 

But what I get concerned about is that women are not a 
monolithic group, and in my personal experience, we have 
had on some occasions much more support on women’s is-
sues from a male minister, for example, than from a female 
minister in the same post. So it seems to me what is most 
important is personal convictions when it comes to issues 
that will be advanced.15  

The remainder of this section examines the tendencies of fe-
male MPs to support women’s issues in more detail - first by 
quantitatively assessing MP self-reported policy preferences 
and legislative behaviour, as well as their participation in par-
liamentary debates. 	

A Gender Gap in Policy Preferences of Male and Female 
MPs? 
The anecdotal evidence from the preceding section is reveal-
ing, but a recent survey of Namibian MPs conducted by the 
African Legislature Project (ALP) from the University of Cape 
Town provides a way to quantitatively assess self-proclaimed 
policy differences between male and female MPs. The African 
Legislatures Project is a research endeavour to better under-
stand how African parliaments function, and to that end the 
research group has conducted surveys (among other assess-
ment tools) in eighteen African countries.16 In Namibia, ALP 
was able to solicit survey responses from 37 members of the 
National Assembly (no members of the National Council were 
surveyed). Of the participants, 24 were male (64.9 percent) 
and 13 were female (35.1 percent). The surveys were admin-
istered between October 2008 and November 2009 during the 
4th National Assembly. This means that the survey includes al-
most half (47 percent or 37/78) of the members of this House. 
Unfortunately, because certain responses could personally 
identify particular MPs, the party affiliations of the respondents 
were not included in the survey. 

Certain limitations of the survey are important to consider 
when analysing the results. First, members of the opposition 
are overrepresented among survey respondents, as are parlia-
mentary backbenchers. Both of these groups were more ame-
nable to taking the time to fill out a research survey. 

14� �Lucia Witbooi, Swapo member of the National Assembly, interviewed by author, Windhoek, Namibia. 20 November 2012. 
15 �Dianne Hubbard, interviewed by author 
16 More information on the African Legislatures Project can be found here: www.africanlegislaturesproject.org/.
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Despite these limitations, there are several survey questions 
that are revealing pertaining to the impact female MPs have 
had in the Namibian legislature. The first of which is a question 
that relates to the policy priorities of MPs. It reads: 

“In your opinion, what are the three most important prob-
lems facing this country that government should address?  
Which of these is the most important?” 

Of the 37 respondents, eleven MPs (30 percent) brought up is-
sues related to gender equality or women’s rights as one of the 
three biggest problems facing Namibia. Table 3 lists the main 
responses to this question. 

Table 3: Number of MPs of who stated this issue was the one of the 
three most important for the country 
	 				    Per cent 
					     Respondents 
	 Issue 1	 Issue 2	 Issue 3	 Total	 Female 
Unemployment	 17	 8	 2	 27	 22% (6/27) 
Poverty 	 2	 8	 6	 16	 31% (5/16)
Education	 6	 5	 2	 13	 39% (5/13)
AIDS and 
other health 
issues	 1	 4	 8	 13	 54% (7/13)
Gender issues/ 
women’s rights	 3	 5	 3	 11	 82% (9/11)
Land issues	 2	 2	 4	 8	 13% (1/8)
Development	 1	 1	 0	 2	 0% (0/2)
Governance	 0	 1	 1	 2	 0% (0/2)
Management 
of the economy	 0	 1	 1	 2	 0% (0/2)
Discrimination/ 
inequality	 0	 0	 2	 2	 50% (1/2)
Other issues	 5	 2	 5	 12	 33% (4/12) 
*n=37 (24 male, and 13 female). 35% of respondent were female.  

Interestingly, despite being only 35 percent of the total re-
spondents, 82 percent of MPs that reported issues relating to 
women’s rights as one of the three most important facing the 
country were female. Only 2 men (out of 24) brought up this 
issue, whereas 8 women (out of 13) mentioned it as one of the 
most important issues. Within the category of “gender issues/ 
women’s rights”, responses related to combating domestic vio-
lence and other forms of gender-based violence were the most 
common. The difference between the relative number of men 
and women who reported this response category is statistically 
significant at the 99 percent confidence level (p-value = 0.002). 
This means that if this survey were repeated multiple times 
with different MPs in the Namibian Parliament, the probability 
that the distribution of this response category between men 
and women would happen at random in this case is less than 
1/500. The survey therefore indicates that there is a system-
atic difference in the self-reported importance male and female 
MPs place on issues pertaining to gender equality. Additionally, 
women were also disproportionately more likely to report that 
AIDS and other health issues were among the most important 
areas for government to address. However the gendered dis-
tribution to this response category does not achieve statistical 

significance. 

An additional ALP survey question pertaining to the role of 
women in Parliament reads: 

“Let’s think about women MPs in Parliament.  What unique 
contributions, if any, have they made to the performance of 
Parliament?”

In response to this question, 21 out of 37 (57 percent) MPs 
surveyed mentioned the role women play in raising issues that 
predominately affect women and issues of gender equality in 
Parliament. Some indicative MP verbatim responses to this 
question include:  

“�Talking about women issues which men generally over-
look.” 

“�Ensuring that when laws are passed, they are gender sen-
sitive.”

“�Some [contributions] are good, especially on issues of 
child welfare and violence against women. They are better 
than men.”

“�Raising issues affecting women which were never raised 
by men. Women know what affects families better than 
men do.”

Again, responses to this question suggest that both male and 
female parliamentarians perceive that one of the roles of fe-
male MPs is to advocate for the rights of women. Two addi-
tional questions relate to a gendered difference in the way men 
and women view government’s role in addressing women’s is-
sues. The first question reads: 

“We want you to rate the effectiveness of Parliament like a 
scorecard. How well or badly would you say Parliament is 
doing its job in representing women’s interests?” 

Respondents could indicate that government is doing very 
badly, badly, good or very good. As a follow up question, the 
survey asks: 

“And is it doing better or worse than five years ago, or have 
things stayed the same?”  

To this question, respondents could indicate that government 
had gotten worse, stayed the same, or gotten better. Table 4 
shows the distribution of responses to the first question among 
both male and female MPs. 

Table 4: Distribution of responses to government performance on 
representing women’s interests 
	 Very badly	 Badly	 Good	 Very good
Female MPs	 23% (3/13)	 54% (7/13)	 15% (2/13)	 8% (1/13)
Male MPs	 4% (1/24)	 25%  (6/24)	 42% (10/24)	 29% (7/24)

Table 4 reveals that 77 percent of female MPs report that 
government is doing very badly or badly (the modal response 
among women). The majority of male MPs (71 per ), on the 
other hand, are more likely to report that the government is do-
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ing very well or well (the modal response among men) in this 
area. The difference between male and female MPs responses 
to this question is statistically significant at the 95 percent con-
fidence interval (p-value = 0.039), the traditional threshold of 
statistical significance. This means there is a systematic differ-
ence between the way male and female MPs rate government 
in this regard, with men more likely to report that the govern-
ment is doing a good or very good job at representing women’s 
interests, and women MPs more likely to report that the gov-
ernment is performing badly or very badly in this area. 

Additionally, Table 5 shows the distribution of responses to the 
follow-up question about changes over time.

Table 5: Distribution of responses to how government performance 
in representing women’s interests has changed in the last five years 
	 Worse	 Stayed the same	 Better
Female MPs	 42%  (5/12)	 43%  (5/12)	 17%  (2/12)
Male MPs	 8% (2/24) 	 13% (3/24)	 79% (19/24)

Again, the distributions of response to this question by gender 
are statistically significant – this time reaching the more con-
servative 99 percent confidence threshold (p-value = 0.002). 
There is a systematic difference in the way men and women 
MPs evaluate how government’s performance has changed in 
terms of representing women’s interests in the last five years, 
with male MPs much more likely to report that government has 
done a better job than five years ago and women MPs signifi-
cantly more likely to report that government has either stayed 
the same or done worse. This question, however, does not 
specify in what ways government is underperforming in repre-
senting women’s interests. 

An additional series of survey questions reveals the way fe-
male MPs view their relationship to their party in comparison 
with their male counterparts. The first reads: 
“In general, when you take a position about an issue in the 
Parliament, which of the following is most important?”  
To this question, the respondent could choose from the follow-
ing response categories: “The views of your party”; “The views 
of your constituents”; “The national interest”; or “Your personal 
convictions.” Table 6 shows the distribution of responses to this 
question by response category for both male and female MPs. 

Table 6: The most important influence in forming a position on a 
parliamentary issue
	 Party’s	 Constituent’s	 The national 	 Personal
	 views 	 views 	 interest	 conviction 
Female MPs	 54%  (7/13)	 31%  (4/13)	 15%  (2/13)	 0%  (0/13)
Male MPs	 54%  (13/24)	 21%  (5/24)	 17%  (4/24)	 8%  (2/24)

The same percentage of male and female MPs (54 percent) 
reports that their parties’ views are the most important when 
they are taking a position on an issue. There is no statistical 
difference in the way male and female MPs respond to this 
question. A second set of questions relate to the strength of an 
MP’s party affiliation. The first reads: 

“How often (if ever) has your vote actually differed from the 
wishes of your political party? Or you abstained?” 

The respondent could answer that they have never done this; 
only voted differently or abstained once or twice; have done so 
occasionally; or have done so often. Table 7 shows the distri-
bution of these responses from both male and female MPs by 
response category.
  
Table 7: How often the MP votes different from his/her party or ab-
stains 
	 Never	 Once or twice	Occasionally	 Often 
Female MPs	 46% (6/13)	 23% (3/13)	 23%  (3/13)	 8% (1/13)
Male MPs	 50%  (12/24) 	 46% (11/24)	 0% (0/24)	 4% (1/24)

We see here that there is really only a substantial difference 
in how male and female MPs respond to the middle two re-
sponse categories – because these responses are in the mid-
dle of the ordered list, a significance test reveals that there is 
no statistically differentiable ways in which male and female 
MPs respond to this question.  A final question related to party 
discipline reads: 

“�Which of the following statements most accurately de-
scribes your personal view: 

I always vote with my party, because my party and I al-
ways agree; 
I always vote with my party, but only because of party 
discipline; 
I sometimes do not vote, or abstain when I disagree with 
my party; or 
I sometimes vote against the positions of my party?”

Table 8 shows the distribution of response to this. As in the 
previous two questions, there is no statistically significant dif-
ference in the distribution of responses between male and fe-
male MPs.

Table 8: Why MPs vote with their party
	 Always  	 Party	 Sometime	  Sometimes vote
	 agree with	 discipline	 do not	  against party	
		  party		  vote/abstain 
Female 
MPs	 23%  (3/13)	 31%  (4/13)	 15% (2/13)		  31% (4/13)
Male MPs	 30% (7/23)	 26% (6/23) 	 26% (6/23)		  17% (4/23)

A final relevant survey question relates to the perceptions 
among MPs of the appropriateness of women in positions of 
political decision-making. Respondents were asked whether 
they either agreed with: 

“�Statement A: ‘Women should have the same chance of 
being election to political office as men,’ or 

Statement B: ‘Men make better political leaders than wom-
en, and should be elected rather than women.’”  

Table 9 shows the distribution of responses to this question. 
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Table 9: Responses to appropriateness of women leaders 
Agree very 	 Agree	 Agree	 Agree very	 Agree
strongly with A 	with A	 with B	 strongly with B	 with neither
78.8% (26/33)	 9.1% (3/33)	 0% (0/33)	 6.1% (2/33)	 6.1% (2/33)

Of the 33 respondents who answered this question, the majority 
(88 percent) either strongly agreed or agreed with equal oppor-
tunity for men and women in politics. The two respondents who 
strongly disagreed with gender equality in politics were male.

Taken as a whole, the responses to these survey questions 
provide evidence for the following in terms of the self-report-
ed preferences and behaviour of Namibian parliamentarians: 
Women are significantly more likely than men to say that wom-
en’s rights issues are one of the most important areas that the 
Namibian government should be addressing. The majority of 
Namibian MPs report that the main “unique contribution” of fe-
male parliamentarians pertains to their advocacy for women’s 
rights issues. Women are significantly more likely than men to 
report the Namibian government is underperforming in terms of 
representing women’s interests, and that this performance has 
not improved in the last five years. This survey, however, does 
not provide evidence that female MPs are any more likely than 
their male counterparts to toe the party line. There is no statistical 
difference between men’s and women’s self-reported likelihood 
to regard the views of their party as the most important influence 
when taking a position in Parliament. Nor are women more likely 
than men to report that they always vote with their party, either 
because they always agree with their party or because of party 
discipline.

In sum, in terms of self-reported behaviour and preferences, it 
appears that female MPs take seriously their responsibility to 
advocate for gender equality and do not think that the Namibian 
government is doing enough in this regard. Additionally, they do 
not appear any more (or less) susceptible to pressures from their 
political party than their male counterparts.
 
Relying on a survey to measure MP preferences and behaviour, 
however, has several disadvantages. In addition to the afore-
mentioned limitations regarding the survey sampling, there is no 
way to distinguish the self-reported preferences from lip service 
and no way to confirm self-reported behaviour. The next section 
looks at MP participation in parliamentary debates to determine 
whether there is a significant distinction between the contribution 
of male and female MPs.   
 
A Gendered Analysis of MP Debate Participation in the Na-
mibian National Assembly 
Perhaps a better measure than self-reported survey responses 
in assessing the gendered difference is actual legislative behav-
iour. The most accessible type of legislative behaviour is the ex-
tent to which MPs participate in parliamentary debates. Because 
this is the type of behaviour most visible to the public, it also has 
limitations as a form of analysis. By some accounts debate par-
ticipation is also largely lip service to various audiences, perhaps 

particularly to certain cadres within each of the members’ political 
parties.17  In addition, a bill must already have Cabinet approval 
before it reaches the debate stage, so at this point the ruling 
party has already generally agreed on its contents, and vocal 
support is not politically risky.

However, in lieu of the customary inability for individual MPs to 
successfully sponsor bills privately, members of the National As-
sembly have two tools that they may use as a form of agenda 
setting. The first is through posing official on-the-record ques-
tions to the House. This tool is typically employed by members of 
the opposition and is typically used either to embarrass the ruling 
party (e.g. to make allegations of corruption) or as a means to get 
information from the otherwise opaque proceedings of various 
legal bodies (e.g. the supervision procedures of maintenance 
officers).18 These questions solicit an official response from the 
relevant ministry – but typically go no further. A second agenda-
setting tool MPs may use is the ability to table official motions. 
Both Swapo and opposition MPs occasionally employ this func-
tion; and it serves as a way to bring attention to and debate an 
issue that is of particular importance to the MP. Former opposi-
tion MP, Elma Dienda recollects how she used motions, stating: 

I think I was very outspoken. I think I scored the highest 
marks in Parliament: the first person to table 50 motions. And 
most of the motions were just for information. I just want to 
put this forward so we can debate it, so the public can see 
that some of us are watching what is going on. I know the 
ruling party will not support these motions, but I just want to 
table it, and let us debate these issues.19

The data in this section comes from research conducted by the 
Institute for Public Policy Research (IPPR), specifically from 
two reports released in the last five years. 

The first report, “Not Speaking Out: Measuring National As-
sembly Performance” counts the number of lines individual 
members of the National Assembly have each contributed to 
the Hansard, the official record of parliamentary proceedings. 
This report covers a two-year period during the 4th National As-
sembly, from September 2005 to October 2007, and includes 
the following seven categories: 

• number of questions an MP poses
• total number of lines in all the MP’s questions
• number of motions the MP tables
• total number of lines in all the MP’s motions
• number of general contributions for each MP 
• total number of lines in each MP’s general contributions 
• �cumulative number of lines in all three categories (ques-

tions, motions and general contributions). 

Ministerial statements were not included in the coding, while 
statements introducing motions were given a value of 1 in or-
der maintain focus on the MPs’ contributions to general debate 
(Tjirera and Hopwood 2009). 

17� �Dianne Hubbard, interviewed by author. 
18 Dianne Hubbard, interviewed by author; Chippa Tjirera, interviewed by author. 
19 Elma Dieda, interviewed by author.
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Table 10 shows the total differences in the average participa-
tion of male and female MPs for each of the seven partici-
pation categories for the 4th National Assembly. Additionally, 
Table 11 and Table 12 below disaggregate this data between 
Swapo MPs and members of the opposition. The tables show 
the male and female average contributions, the difference be-
tween male and female MPs, and the corresponding signifi-
cance level of this difference.  

Table 10: Average total differences between male and female MPs by 
participation category (4th National Assembly - September 2005 to Oc-
tober 2007) 
	 Male 	 Female 	 Difference between	P-value
	 Average 	Average	 male and female	 (corresponding
	 (per MP) 	 (per MP)	 MPs (as percentage)	 confidence level)**
Total lines	 1776	 1076	 700  (60.6%)	 0.018  (98.2%)
No. of 
questions	 18	 11	 7  (61.1%)	 0.067  (93.3%)
Question 
lines	 204	 125	 79  (61.3%)	 0.103  (89.7%)
No. of 
general 
contributions	 29	 18	 11  (61.1%)	 0.009  (99.1%)
General 
contribution 
lines	 1545	 941	 604   (60.1%)	 0.017   (98.3%)
No. of 
motions	 1.5	 0.9	 0.6   (60.0%)	 0.114  (88.6%)
Motion 
lines  	 27	 10	 17  (37.0%)	 0.017  (98.3%)
* �Total number of male MPs = 56; Total number of female MPs = 20. Total number of MPs = 76, 

excluding Speaker and Deputy Speaker 

** �These p-values are calculated from the alternative hypothesis that the differences between 

male and female averages are greater than zero. 

Table 11: Average differences between male and female Swapo MPs by 
participation category (4th National Assembly) 
	 Male 	 Female 	 Difference between	 P-value
	 Average 	Average	 male and female	 (corresponding

	 (per MP) 	 (per MP)	 MPs (as percentage)	  confidence level)**

Total lines	 1186	 841	 345  (70.9%)	 0.062  (93.8%)
No. of 
questions	 10	 6.5	 3.5  (65.0%)	 0.077 (92.3%)
Question 
lines	 99	 62	 37 (62.6%)	 0.072 (92.8%)
No. of 
general 
contributions	 23	 16	 7  (69.6%)	 0.051 (94.9%)
General 
contribution 
lines	 1062	 770	 292 (72.5%)	 0.081 (91.9%)
No. of 
motions	 1	 0.5	 0.5 (50.0%)	 0.056 (94.4%)
Motion 
lines  	 25	 9	 16 (36.0%)	 0.047 (95.3%)
* Total number of male SWAPO MPs = 42; Total number of female SWAPO 
MPs = 17. Total number of SWAPO MPs = 59, excluding Speaker and 
Deputy Speaker 
** These p-values are calculated from the alternative hypothesis that the 

differences between male and female averages are greater than zero. 

Table 12: Differences between male and female opposition MPs by par-
ticipation category (4th National Assembly) 
	 Male 	 Female 	 Difference between	 P-value
	 Average 	 Average	 male and female	 (corresponding

	 (per MP) 	 (per MP)	 MPs (as percentage)	  confidence level)**

Total lines	 3544	 2406	 1138      (67.9%)	 0.212        (78.8%)
No. of 
questions	 40	 34	 6            (85.0%)	 0.372        (62.9%)
Question 
lines	 517	 482	 35          (93.2%)	 0.449        (55.1%)
No. of 
general 
contributions	48	 29	 19          (60.4%)	 0.150        (85.0%)
General 
contribution
lines	 2994	 1908	 1086      (63.7%)	 0.185        (81.5%)
No. of 
motions	 2.9	 3	 -0.1       (103.4%)	 0.512        (48.8%)
Motion
lines  	 34	 17	 17         (50.0%)	 0.133        (86.7%)
* �Total number of opposition male MPs = 14; Total number of female opposition MPs = 3. Total 

number of opposition MPs = 17.

** �These p-values are calculated from the alternative hypothesis that the differences between 

male and female averages are greater than zero. 

Taken together, these tables provide evidence for the follow-
ing: In the Fourth National Assembly, male MPs on the whole 
participated in all capacities of the parliamentary debates to 
a greater extent than female MPs. Interestingly, in all but one 
of the debate categories (the average number of lines in each 
MP’s cumulative motions), female MPs participated around 60 
percent of the level of their male counterparts. All of these re-
sults hover around the threshold for traditional statistical sig-
nificance (a corresponding p-value of 0.05, which indicates 
significance at the 95 percent confidence level). 

Disaggregating the data by members of the ruling party and 
members of the opposition as well as gender is further reveal-
ing. The aggregate trends by gender seem to hold for mem-
bers of the ruling party – but do not hold for members of the 
opposition. Swapo women contributed less in participation cat-
egories – usually from 50 percent to 70 percent of the level 
of men’s contributions. Opposition MPs also contributed less, 
but the discrepancies are not as large. All of the average dif-
ferences between male and female Swapo members hover 
around the traditional level of statistical significance, whereas 
the difference in averages by gender of opposition MPs gener-
ally do not approach statistical significance (however, this can 
also be in part a function of the smaller sample size of opposi-
tion MPs). It should also be noted that on average members of 
the opposition, male and female, contribute many times more 
across all categories to debates in the National Assembly than 
their Swapo counterparts. 

The second report, a follow-up to the first, was entitled “Still 
Not Speaking Out”. Here, IPPR conducts a similar analysis for 
the 5th National Assembly, but over a more limited period, from 
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early February to mid April 2011 (Tjirera, Muraranganda and 
Links 2011). This data does not disaggregate the total number 
of lines each MP contributes to the Hansard by participation 
category. Therefore, Table 13 only shows the average cumula-
tive number of lines in the Hansard for male and female MPs 
for all MPs and disaggregated by membership in the ruling 
party.  

Table 13: Average total Number of Hansard Lines by Party Affiliation (5th 
National Assembly – February – April 2011)  
	 Male 	 Female 	 Difference between	P-value
	 Average 	 Average	 male and female	 (corresponding
	 (per MP) 	 (per MP)	 MPs (as percentage)	 confidence level)**
All MPs	 220	 150	 70         (68.2%)	 0.080      (92.0%)
SWAPO 
MPs	 225	 154	 71         (68.4%)	 0.104      (89.6%)
Opposition 
MPs	 209	 124	 85         (59.3%)	 0.050      (95.0%)
* Total number of opposition male MPs = 14; Total number of female opposition MPs = 3. Total 

number of opposition MPs = 17.

** These p-values are calculated from the alternative hypothesis that the differences between 

male and female averages are greater than zero. 

As in the previous electoral term, female members of the 5th 
National Assembly contributed less overall to parliamentary 
debates than their male counterparts. Interestingly, the distinc-
tion between female Swapo members and female opposition 
members is not apparent in the most recent data, with female 
members of the opposition contributing fewer lines than female 
members of the ruling party and fewer lines as a percentage 
of their male colleagues. Again the difference in averages by 
gender across party affiliation all hover at the traditional 95 
percent threshold of statistical significance providing evidence 
that these discrepancies are not due to random variation in the 
selected sample. 

Although the limited number of Hansard volumes under review 
in this parliamentary session lessens the ability to make gen-
eralisations from this data, it does lead to a few observations. 
First, it seems that it is not being a member of the opposition 
that matters in terms of whether women participate in debates, 
but rather the character of the individual MPs in question. 
There were two very outspoken female members of the oppo-
sition party, CoD, in the 4th National Assembly (Elma Dienda 
and Nora Schimming-Case) who were among the most active 
in parliamentary debates. Because CoD did not receive a high 
enough percentage of the popular vote in the 2009 election, 
however, the party only had one seat in the 5th NA. This sug-
gests that being active in Parliament is not necessarily ben-
eficial to an MP’s career – at least not for female opposition 
members – although more investigation would be needed to 
test this theory. However, the views of one of the opposition 
members who lost her seat in the 2010 National Assembly 
confirms this observation: 

Women were not so active in Parliament and that frustrated 
me because I looked like the bad person at the end of the 
day. And they even asked me, ‘How does your husband 
cope with you, you are talking too much.’ The other women 
they don’t talk too much, and I said to them, it is because 
you are labelling women if they talk too much. And they 
don’t want to challenge the leaders, and to me, I told them, 
we are all equal. We came here because people elected 
us, so there is nobody superior.20 

 
This section has demonstrated that on average women con-
tribute less to all forms of parliamentary debates than their 
male counterparts – and this seems especially true for female 
members of the ruling Swapo Party.21 The results presented 
here, however, do not point to the reason for this discrep-
ancy. For instance, these statistics are not able to control for 
MP’s parliamentary tenure. That is, these results do not reveal 
whether the lower degree of female participation is a function 
of women having less cumulative experience in Parliament. As 
a further extension of this analysis, a statistical model that ac-
counts for MP characteristics beyond only gender and political 
party might shed led on other potential reasons for women’s 
underperformance.

Taken together with the survey analyses presented in the pre-
vious section, the trends apparent here give evidence to the 
possibility that many female MPs do hold personal convictions 
about representing the interests of women; however, they ap-
pear inhibited in contributing to parliamentary debates in any 
capacity relative to their male counterparts. Rosa Namises, 
former opposition member, confirms that this was her experi-
ence of the muted support that Swapo female MPs gave to 
gender equality issues. She states: 

I think they did not speak up all the time… they let us speak, 
but they were in agreement. But they didn’t speak up all the 
time really. I had to sometimes go to them and say, are you 
not going to say anything? Why do you keep quiet? For 
example, they didn’t even want to organise the [Parliamen-
tary Women’s] Caucus. I think they were scared… I think 
the women of Swapo are very afraid. They still have not 
broken the gender barrier… so they were scared and they 
didn’t want to lose their positions, or whatever comfort that 
they have.22

The following section more closely scrutinises the contribu-
tions of male and female MPs on debates that specifically per-
tained to gender equality issues.  

 A Gendered Analysis of Parliamentary Debates around Key 
Pieces of Gender Sensitive Legislation
Whereas the previous section investigated the contribution of 
female MPs to every type of debate in the National Assembly, 
this section considers women’s role in debates pertaining to 
subjects that disproportionately affect women, either because of 

20� Elma Dienda, interviewed by author, Windhoek, Namibia, 21 November 2012. 
21 �It should be noted, however, that this average statistic obviously does not hold for every female MP. In the most recent data from the 5th National Assem-

bly, a female Swapo member, Netumbo Nandi-Ndaitwah, contributed the most lines to Hansard volumes under review. 
22 �Rosa Namises, interviewed by author.
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biological differences or because of socialised differences stem-
ming from the traditional gender roles that still overwhelmingly 
exist in Namibian society.

Since independence, Namibia has seen several pieces of pro-
gressive legislation pertaining to the rights of women. For exam-
ple, the 2000 Combating of Rape Act is one of the most progres-
sive of its type in the world. It prescribes minimum sentences for 
rape, places more emphasis on the rights of rape victims, and 
precludes marriage from being considered a defence for rape. 
The 2002 Communal Land Reform Bill requires at least 4 female 
members on 10-member communal land boards that supervise 
the allocation of communal lands, and the bill protects women 
wishing to remain on their land in the event of the husbands 
death (LeBeau and Iipinge 2004). The 2003 Combating of Do-
mestic Violence Act and the 2003 Maintenance Act are also 
among the most progressive in the region. The former makes it 
easier for citizens to obtain court orders against the perpetrators 
of domestic violence, and the latter simplifies the procedure for 
collecting contributions towards child maintenance from negli-
gent parents (LeBeau and Iipinge 2004).

This section uses the Hansard transcripts from both the National 
Assembly and National Council plenary debates to present rep-
resentative contributions from male and female MPs to the de-
bates surroundings two of these pieces of legislation: the Com-
bating Rape Act and the Domestic Violence Act as well as recent 
parliamentary debates pertaining to the 50/50 Campaign.23 As 
noted in the previous section, by some accounts, parliamentary 
debates serve more as a posturing and signalling tool, instead 
of revealing an MP’s true personal convictions. Additionally, 
Dianne Hubbard notes another important dynamic when inter-
preting debate contributions: 

You could also cut [support for women’s equality issues] 
along different lines because there were some men in 
those heated debates who also made some very good 
statements, but it particularly tended to be younger men, 
and men who spent some time outside the country see-
ing how different countries have different stereotypes. So 
you could see that personal experiences were informing 
those debates…[T]he most conservative views tended to 
be from older men from rural areas who tended to be very 
much imbued with traditional views in areas across the 
board.24 

These trends are apparent in the debates presented here. 
However, they also took on a particularly gendered dynamic, 
and therefore substantive investigation of male and female 
contributions is revealing.     

The Combating Rape Act 8 of 2000
Two new laws in 2000 completely changed the legal frame-
work governing the crime of rape in Namibia – the Combat-
ing of Rape Act 8 of 2000, supplemented by the accompany-
ing Combating of Immoral Practices Act Amendment Act 7 of 
2000. The Combating of Rape Act accomplished the criminali-
sation of rape within marriage, provided stricter sentences for 
rapists, and protected rape victims from irrelevant questions 
about their sexual history. It also eliminated evidentiary rules 
based on the conception that false charges of rape are com-
mon (Legal Assistance Centre 2006).25

One of the most controversial issues in the surrounding parlia-
mentary debates concerned the inclusion of marital rape with-
in the bill. Hon Tjiriange (a male MP) was one of the strongest 
advocates for this measure, and also one the most influential 
individuals in including this stipulation in the Bill. In defence of 
the clause, Tjiriange stated:

I know that people’s first reaction to this proposal is often 
shock. There are people who think that wives must simply 
accept what their husbands want in the field of sex. I have 
no sympathy for people with such a view. Women do not 
lose their rights when they get married.26 

A few other male MPs spoke out in favour of including mari-
tal rape in the bill, with the following statements being repre-
sentative: 

The other issue is that women should not be complacent 
or silent... We men must also consistently be liberated 
from the notion of not accepting the fact that women have 
a right to say no – women cannot be forced. They have 
a right to live life in abundance as we do. ... [W]e must 
develop a culture of tolerance, self-control and caring for 
one another. 27  

It is my sincere hope that the passing of this Bill will break 
the circle of silence among partners to come forward and 
report rape cases.28 

Despite the praiseworthy effort from a few male MPs, the sub-
sequent debate typically fell along gendered lines, which such 
blatantly misogynistic statements from male MPs being typi-
cal: 

Now we have this question of a husband raping his wife. I 
am not thinking about extreme cases which might happen, 
but I am talking about normal relations and perhaps the 
husband is a bit drunk or something and starts to demand 
certain things from somebody who is not interested at that 

23� �I collected excerpts from these debates both from bill specific reports produced by the Legal Assistance Centre, as well as from their original sources in 
the Parliamentary Library. For a review of contributions around the 2003 Maintenance Act see the 2013 Legal Assistance Centre Report found here: http://
www.lac.org.na/projects/grap/Pdf/maintenancemattersfull.pdf. 

24 Dianne Hubbard, interviewed by author.  
25 �For a more detailed account of the parliamentary debates leading up to the passage of this Act as well as an analysis of the Act’s impact in the country, 

see the LAC publication, Rape in Namibia: An Assessment of the Operation of the Combating Rape Act 8 of 2000 (2006).
26 �Hon Tjiriange, Second Reading Speech, NA, 3 June 1999.
27 �Hon Mujoro, NC, 9 March 2000.
28 �Hon Kaiyamo, NA, 9 March 2000.  
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particular time and a quarrel might start there, and out of 
the blue the husband is accused of attempted rape. The 
only evidence there is from somebody who talks louder, or 
who is able to shed the most tears, to demonstrate to the 
public that it is aggrieved, because there were the only two 
people at the place. I don’t know whose evidence they are 
going to take now. I am quite sure what is going to carry the 
day is the crying, who sheds the most tears.29  

If you look at clause 2 of this Bill [on sexual violence]... we 
are told, for the first time as Africans, that if a husband, for 
example, advances sexual requests to his wife when his 
wife’s sexual desire has not been mobilised, that it will be 
interpreted as rape. What nonsense! Do you mean a mar-
ried wife is being raped by her husband? Is this African?... 
what would happen if a husband is refused sex to which he 
is entitled? What would happen is that I would start look-
ing around outside [the marriage]. The husband would start 
looking outside for other favours and the consequence will 
be that we will not be able to control HIV/AIDS.30 

Is it possible to term that exercise as rape, because by 
nature the man feels that he has the right to have sexual 
intercourse with her? Can it be termed whether she wants 
it or not, as rape? 31  

I personally fail to understand how this happens in mar-
riage.32  

Many women spoke out in favour of including the provision in 
the proposed Bill, one of most vocal of which was the then-
Director General of Women’s Affairs. She spoke at length re-
proaching her male colleagues, stating:   
 

Comrade Speaker, I realise that many of my honourable 
male colleagues have problems with including marital rape. 
When we passed the Married Persons Equality Bill there 
were similar fears expressed by many men and some wom-
en that women will abuse the law. This has not happened 
as the law simply removed the acceptance that woman 
was her husband’s property, and this has brought harmony 
and good partnership within marriage... Cde Speaker, in 
a recent study of abused spouses in Luderitz, Karasburg 
and Keetmanshoop, Dr. Hettie Rose-Junius, a respected 
scholar of Namibia, found that 25 percent of women who 
were interviewed had been raped by their husbands. So we 
should not think what is addressed in the Bill is a fabrica-
tion. It is a reality that is happening within our community. 
These towns where the study was made are not in foreign 
countries; they are here in Namibia. This was mostly when 
the man was drunk and after he had already beaten his 
partner or abused her psychologically.33    

Overall, the contribution of female MPs in this debate was to 
strengthen the support for criminalising marital rape. A few no-
table male MPs were also vocal in supporting this clause, but 
the majority of male MPs considered the home to be a sphere 
in which this law should not intrude. 

The Combating of Domestic Violence Act 4 of 2003
The Combating of Domestic Violence Act 4 of 2003 covers a 
range of forms of domestic violence, including sexual violence, 
harassment, intimidation, trespass, economic violence and 
psychological violence. It covers violence between persons 
in domestic relationships, which include husbands and wives, 
parents and children, boyfriends and girlfriends, and close fam-
ily members. Prior to the enactment of the Act in 2003, there 
was no Namibian law aimed specifically at domestic violence 
(Legal Assistance Centre 2012, 14). 

The legislation advanced largely as a result of a huge effort 
from women’s civil society organisations, which coordinated 
large public demonstrations in Windhoek and around the coun-
try on issues of domestic violence. Dianne Hubbard of the Le-
gal Assistance Centre also notes how the progressive views of 
the country’s founding father helped draw support for this piece 
of legislation, noting: “President Sam Nujoma was speaking 
out against domestic violence before it was even considered 
an issue here in Namibia; when it was just considered a way 
of life.”34 The Ministry of Justice tabled the Bill in the National 
Assembly on 22 October 2002. After heated discussion in both 
houses of Parliament, the Act was passed in March 2003 (Le-
gal Assistance Centre 2012, 19).

Perhaps even more than the Combating of Rape Act, the de-
bates surrounding this piece of legislation fell heavily along 
gender lines.35 Men seemed particularly reluctant to endorse a 
piece of legislation that pertained to the legal rights of women 
within the home. Hubbard expounds: 

In Namibia people are much more comfortable with gender 
equality in the public sphere than in the private sphere. You 
will find that people will speak very strongly about women 
being represented in decision-making bodies, but when it 
comes to the family level that’s much more sensitive. I think 
you saw that in parliamentary debate around rape within 
marriage; and I think that sensitivity is symbolic; I think it is 
a sign that people are much more comfortable with women 
in the boardroom than [with] any change in the bedroom.36 

This was particularly pronounced around the debate of sexual 
violence within marriage, and in many ways was reminiscent of 
the Combating of Rape Act debate. Some male contributions 
on this topic were highly chauvinistic with the following state-
ment being typical:  

29� Hon Angula, NA, 3 June 1999. 
30 �Hon Nambinga, NA, 25 November  2002. This statement was made during the discussion of the Combating of Domestic Violence Bill, in which the previ-

ous debate on the Combating of Rape Bill was repeatedly referred to.  
31� Deputy Prime Minster (Hon H Witbooi), NA. 3 June 1999.
32 Hon Gende, NA, 8 June 1999.
33� Director-General of Women’s Affairs (Hon N Ndaitwah), NA, 9 June 1999.
34 Dianne Hubbard, interviewed by author.
35 �Again, for a more detailed account of the parliamentary debates leading up to the passage of this Act as well as an analysis of the Act’s impact in the 

country, see the LAC publication, Seeking Safety: Domestic Violence in Namibia and the Combating of Domestic Violence Act 4 of 2003 (2012).
36 Dianne Hubbard, interviewed by author.
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When you deny that somebody’s right [to sex], you are hu-
miliating that person. You know that person has feelings 
and psychological disturbance, and that person can go to 
hospital if you deny him perpetually. Therefore, it is vio-
lence, because it has the capacity to bring violence. The 
reaction is not predictable. It is painful, you cannot imagine 
how painful it is [LAUGHTER]... That requirement is exactly 
the same as bread. If you are denied bread, you are denied 
food. If you are denied sex which you have become accus-
tomed to, you will not be normal, you will be abnormal. The 
origin of homosexuality was because in one way or another 
they were denied the right to a partner. In the absence of 
that they used what was available. But all these have the 
character of creating violence.37 
 

The Minister of Women’s Affairs and Child Welfare rebuked 
these types of statements made during the debates. She chid-
ed, “It is common in this house that when you discuss issues 
that really touch women, there is laughter, jokes, there is no 
seriousness.”38 
  
Apparently not realising that his statements were offensive, the 
aforementioned male MP wrote a letter to the editor in the coun-
try’s main newspaper in response to an editorial regarding his 
comments, stating:  

The assumption by the editorial that the Minister was 
against the Bill without proof is clear demonstration of the 
spirit of the feminism agenda advocated by some in the 
name of the gender equality which must be rejected. As a 
self-respecting legislator, I will not stand by watching the 
gender policy being hijacked by feminism.39   

Much of this debate centred on the root causes of domestic 
violence, with several female MPs attributing domestic violence 
to systematic inequalities in power dynamics within the home, 
with such statements being representative:  

...[S]tatistical evidence from the Law Reform Commission 
points to the fact that more women than men are victims of 
domestic violence. It is hence safe to conclude that oppres-
sive gender relations within society are reflected through 
culturally determined gender roles have a lot to do with do-
mestic violence. It is hence my sincere hope that this radi-
cal piece of legislation will serve to eradicate the traditional 
portrayal of an ‘ideal woman’ as being submissive, married, 
rural-based, faithful and loyal to the spouse and parents.40 
 
During the liberation struggle for our independence, women 
carried a double yoke of oppression – on the one hand, 
the yoke of foreign domination by both the German and the 
South African regimes. Murder, rape and all sorts of dis-
crimination were imposed on women. On the other hand, it 

was the yoke of our husbands with their traditional beliefs, 
where the husband was a king and the wife was the slave 
for fetching firewood, water, cook, plough and hoe the field 
even though she was pregnant… The Namibian women 
continued to suffer even after independence by their coun-
trymen to domestic violence, while men are fully enjoying 
the peace and stability of this country which were brought 
about by both men and women. For how long will Namibian 
women not enjoy equal status like the fellow men folk?41 
  

One particular male MP dismissed these assessments from his 
female colleagues, claiming: 

I discussed this Bill with quite a number of women and I 
can probably say that this Bill does not enjoy the support of 
the ordinary Namibian women. It may enjoy the support of 
a few elite women who are trying to have this Bill in order 
to control their husbands and boyfriends. It does not enjoy 
support of the ordinary Namibian women.42  

It should be noted that three male MPs, however, made simi-
lar connections between domestic violence and underlying in-
equalities in society, with the following statement being repre-
sentative: 

I believe one of the root causes for domestic violence is the 
unequal relations of power between men and women and 
this results in domination and discrimination against women 
at home, at work and in community generally.43 

  
In addition, the male Deputy Minister of Justice also rebuked 
his male colleagues on some of their more callous statements, 
correctly noting: 

These are the values which every Hon Member of this au-
gust House affirms every day. If these fundamental princi-
ples and values are in conflict with our culture and tradition, 
then the supreme law of the land should prevail. Equality 
between men and women is guaranteed in the supreme law 
of the land, the Namibian Constitution. If international instru-
ments, which our government has acceded to or ratified, 
are in conflict with our culture and tradition, then in terms of 
Article 144 of the Namibian Constitution, these international 
instruments prevail over the Namibian culture and tradition. 
In terms of Article 66 of the Namibian Constitution, the Na-
mibian culture and tradition is only valid to the extent that 
they do not conflict with the Namibian Constitution or any 
other statutory law. I support the Namibian culture and 
tradition to the extent that they are not used as hidden 
instruments of oppression against women or any other 
person.44

 
As in the case of the previously discussed Combating of 

37� Minister of Agriculture, Water and Rural Development (Hon Angula), NA, 30 October 2002. 
38 �Hon Nandi-Ndaitwah, NA, 18 November 2002.   
39 Helmut K Angula, Minister, The Namibian, Readers’ Letters, 15 November 2002.
40 Hon Amukugo, NA, 14 November 2002;  see also Hon Nandi-Ndaitwa, NA, 18 November 2002.
41� Hon Sioka, NA, 21 November 2002; interjections omitted.
42 Hon Nambinga, NA, 25 November 2006.
43 �Hon Kapere, NC, 12 May 2003.
44� Deputy Minister of Justice (Hon Kawana), NA, 25 November 2002. 
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Rape Act, although there were a few notable male MPs who 
spoke out eloquently and forcefully in support of the Combat-
ing of Domestic Violence Bill, many more male MPs stated res-
ervations about the scope of the Bill. Female MPs, for the most 
part, articulated clear arguments in support of the Bill.   

Discussion on the 50/50 Campaign in Parliament 
As a final area of interest in terms of the gendered dynamics of 
parliamentary debates, it is worth noting the recent instances 
when the 50/50 Campaign has been discussed in Parliament. 
Although, as noted, a bill to ensure the equal representation 
of women in government at the national level has never been 
tabled in the National Assembly, the issue has come up on sev-
eral occasions in recent years – and was recently discussed 
and adopted voluntarily by the ruling Swapo party. 

The Minister of Gender Equality and Child’s Welfare often 
mentions the Campaign in ministerial statements. The follow-
ing from the 2007 ministerial statement is representative:  

As I mentioned above, Namibia has failed to reach the 
SADC target of 30 percent and this target has now been 
raised to 50 percent. Women continue to be underrepre-
sented at most levels of leadership within the private and 
public sector…

Experience from other countries has shown that when you 
have a quota for women by Constitution or by law, gender 
balance can be achieved in the National Parliament. In Na-
mibia the high representation of women in Local Authorities 
is a testimony [to] that fact, as that was made possible by 
the law that requires that when Political Parties are putting 
up their candidates, a certain percentage should be allo-
cated to women and this is complemented by the Swapo 
Party’s policy of a zebra list when it comes to Local Authori-
ties… We, therefore, need to amend the Electoral Law and/
or Constitution so that we can bring about gender balance 
in our Parliament.45 

This issue came under heated debate in late 2009 when the 
legislature was deciding whether to ratify the 2008 SADC Pro-
tocol on Gender and Development. In these debates, several 
female MPs where very outspoken on their support for ratifica-
tion with the following statement being representative: 

The SADC Gender Protocol is pivotal if we want to bring 
about positive change in the structures and cultures of 
male domination. If properly implemented, it will promote 
empowerment as well as the creation of trust and coopera-
tion. It values the active participation of interested women, 
not just the articulate few who emanate and maintain pa-
triarchy and we need to break that emulation of patriarchy 
as women who are able to articulate issues and be women 
and support our women. We must stop this story that men 
are always telling just that we don’t support each other and 
we stand by them and say so. We need to beat that chain 
of patriarchy… Most of you political parties are not even 

close to achieving the SADC goal of 50/50 representation. 
You instead reduced the number of women on your Party 
lists. To me this is an indication that you are not commit-
ted to, or even interested in building a Namibia in which all 
citizens are equal and are treated with dignity and respect. 
Shame on you - all the political parties.46

As in previous debates, a few male MPs made claims of re-
verse discrimination despite women’s traditional marginalised 
status, as well as expressing resistance to changing gender 
roles. The following statement is representative: 

This is one shortcoming because we only talk about wom-
en, women and we do not take into consideration that there 
are men who are discriminated against even worse than 
women. I do not know whether we have the right to amend 
this Protocol... The aim of the Protocol is not bad, it is very 
good, but we men should not be blamed. Maybe in olden 
times the men could be blamed, but currently the women 
are discriminating against themselves.47  

In sum, several laudable male MPs have shown support for 
progressive gender equality measures during parliamentary 
debates surrounding these issues; whereas some female MPs 
have been silent on these issues or at times even espoused 
reactionary positions. Despite this, a few outspoken female 
MPs have demonstrated the most ardent support for women’s 
rights issues, and have done so amidst highly patriarchal re-
marks from among their male colleagues.    

Looking Forward: Conclusions and Policy Recommenda-
tions 
Namibia is currently at a crossroads. Will the country’s politi-
cal leaders commit to reclaiming Namibia’s place as a regional 
frontrunner in gender equality? To achieve this end, this report 
concludes by offering the following policy recommendations.

50-50 Options: 
Swapo’s recent adoption of a voluntary 50-50 system is ad-
mirable. As we have seen from the experience of the ANC is 
South Africa, if properly implemented, a zebra list from Swapo 
for National Assembly elections would allow the country to 
make a huge leap forward in women’s parliamentary pres-
ence. Given that National Assembly elections already run on 
a closed-list proportional representation system, creating a 
zebra list is fairly straightforward. This is also an ideal time for 
opposition parties to follow Swapo’s lead and actively commit 
to their formal declarations of gender equality by voluntarily 
adopting zebra placement on their own candidate lists. This 
signals a firm commitment to the SADC Gender Protocol and 
may also garner more female votes. Related to the issue of fe-
male candidate recruitment, the Local Councils, where women 
have held approximately half of leadership positions for over 
the past twenty years, are a promising ground to recruit and 
train new female leaders for the national arena. 

The current political climate in Namibia makes it an ideal time 

45 �Hon Nandi-Ndaitwah, NA, 8 March 2007.   
46 Hon Namises, NA, 7 October 2009, in her first speech in the National Assembly.
47 Hon Iilonga, NA, 24 September 2009.
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to codify Swapo’s good will as represented through its volun-
tary commitment to a zebra list. As soon as possible, the new 
electoral laws should formally include a stipulation mandating 
that all political parties submit a zebra list for elections to the 
National Assembly. Several high-placed women within Swapo 
have publically articulated their support for this measure. In ad-
dition, a zebra list requirement is already recommended in the 
most recent National Gender Policy. This report has shown that 
amending the electoral law, instead of relying on individual po-
litical parties to voluntarily amend their internal constitutions, 
will prevent parties from shirking on these obligations in future 
elections. Sanctions for non-compliance to the zebra list stipu-
lation should be included in the amended electoral law. The 
Legal Assistance Centre (2001) has drafted a proposed 50/50 
Bill that serves as a guide to how these new laws could be 
drafted.48 Additionally this report has demonstrated the need for 
independent bodies to closely monitor internal party elections 
in order to ensure that democratic practices are being upheld 
both as political parties select their own leadership and as they 
submit their candidate lists to the National Assembly. 

At the level of the Regional Councils and the subsequent Na-
tional Councils elections, legal provisions to promote gender 
equality are more onerous, as these elections are run on sin-
gle-member constituencies. Ethically and legally it is more dif-
ficult to justify a gender balance when only one candidate is 
elected for each position. Despite this, there are at least three 
legal options that could increase women’s representation at the 
regional level.

First, the electoral law could stipulate that political parties must 
follow the SADC recommendation to field at least 50 percent 
female candidates in these elections. This recommendation, 
however, has little teeth in terms of actually guaranteeing a 
sizable change in women’s descriptive representation at this 
level. Voters, in Namibia as elsewhere, have shown a historical 
voting bias against female candidates – so even if a woman 
were guaranteed a slot against a male candidate for a single-
member seat, this stipulation does nothing to ensure that she 
will actually get into office. Indeed, this is one reason why there 
are so few women in the Regional Councils in the first place. 
Second, Namibia could implement a model similar to the one 
presently used at the national level in Uganda (along with 
several other several other East African countries). The 1995 
Ugandan constitution stipulates a first-past-the-post electoral 
system, but also requires separate women-only constituen-
cies that are mapped over normal constituencies. In the con-
text of the Namibian Regional Councils, each ‘women’s district’ 
would consist of several Regional Council districts, so each 
voter would select two candidates during an election: one for 
the open seat and one for the women’s district seat. This has 
several advantages: First, this guarantees a minimum prede-
termined share of women on the Regional Councils (for in-
stance, the women’s districts could be constructed to ensure 
that women have at least 35 percent ‘safe’ seats). Second, it 
does not remove any current Regional Council member from 
his/her seat. Third, it would not be as costly as doubling the size 

of the Regional Councils if, for example, the women’s districts 
were mapped over two or three already established districts. 
Finally, this policy is not politically contentious. Sex does not 
trump party, and Swapo (or any other party) can field as many 
candidates as it wants for the sole seat in each of the new wom-
en’s districts.

A final policy option here comes from the experience of the Lo-
cal Authorities in Lesotho, which since the 2011 election has 
reserved seats for women on Local Councils to ensure at least 
30 percent representation. The Lesotho system is based on the 
same premise as the Ugandan example described above, but 
the selection procedures for female candidates are different. In 
Lesotho, the women’s seats on Local Councils are assigned 
through a Proportional Representation system that does not 
require a separate ballot or separate constituencies for only 
female candidates. Rather, each party submits a closed all-fe-
male list before the election. Each party’s vote share in the gen-
eral election determines how many women from the all-female 
list are sent to serve on the Local Councils. To illustrate, con-
sider this example: Assume any given Regional Council needs 
to have 5 women representatives to have at least 30 percent 
female representatives (leaving aside the women that win open 
seats). Now assume that Swapo wins 60 percent of the popular 
vote, RDP and CoD each receive 16 percent of the vote, and 
DTA wins 8 percent of the vote. Swapo then would send its 
top three candidates from its all-female list (5 x 0.6 = 3); RDP 
and CoD would each send one (5 x 0.16 = 0.8; rounded to the 
nearest whole number =1); and DTA would not send any (5 x 
0.08 = 0.4; rounded to the nearest whole number = 0). This has 
the advantage of being relatively low-cost, and also relatively 
uncontroversial politically. 

Formation of an Inter-Party Women’s Caucus 
Currently, there is not a separate standing committee for wom-
en’s affairs in Parliament to serve as a liaison between female 
members of the different political parties to discuss pieces of 
legislation that disproportionately affect women. Although there 
was an inter-party Women’s Caucus in previous legislative ses-
sions, this group has become defunct. In this regard, the 2012 
SADC Regional Women’s Parliamentary Caucus Delegation to 
Namibia noted: 

The absence of a National Women’s Parliamentary Cau-
cus is denying female Parliamentarians a platform to come 
together and discuss issues pertaining to women. Within 
SADC, the Namibian National Assembly and the Mauritius 
National Assembly are the only two Parliaments without an 
active Women’s Parliamentary Caucus (SADC 2012, 5).

	
Reinstating such a caucus would provide a forum for female 
MPs across parties to come together to discuss the gender-
related legislative agenda. Further, if and when political parties 
implement zebra lists, this body has the potential to serve as an 
active women’s lobby within Parliament as more women attain 
seats.  

48 �For a copy of this publication see: Dianne Hubbard (2001) “50/50 Options for Namibia” at www.lac.org.na/pub/publications.php. See also Hubbard (2010) 
“50/50 Bill Revised.”
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The Role of Civil Society 
This study has also demonstrated the need for women’s groups 
in civil society to continue to pressure parliamentarians, male 
and female, in their advocacy efforts around specific pieces of 
gender-sensitive legislation. In this regard, two further ques-
tions from the African Legislature Project are noteworthy. The 
first question reads: “Thinking of the parliamentary committees 
on which you serve, how would you rate the quality of civil 
society submissions to your Committee?” Table 14 displays 
the distribution of responses to this question. A large majority 
(75.8 percent) of MPs rate civil society contributions as either 
good or very good. An additional related question asks the re-
spondents to assess the amount of civil society submissions 
to their committees - whether there are too little, too much, 
or just about the right amount. Table 15 reveals that a slight 
majority of MPs (51.6 percent) think the amount of civil society 
contributions is either far too little or too little – whereas only 
3.2 percent believe the level of contributions is excessive. This 
indicates that, at least on the surface, most MPs are willing to 
accept more input from civil society.
    
Table 14: Quality of civil society contributions to parliamentary commit-
tees
Very good	 Good		  Poor
 10.3% (3/29)	 65.5% (19/29)	 24.1%  (7/29)

Table 15: Assessment of the level of civil society contact with parliamen-
tary committees
Far too little	 Too little	 About right	 Too much
12.9%  (4/31)	 38.7%   (12/31)	 45.2%  (14/31)	 3.2%  (1/31)

Elma Dienda, former opposition MP, recalls how she had 
hoped more civil society organisations would reach out to her: 

You know one problem that I had, the first time when I came 
into Parliament, I thought NGOs, especially the ones deal-
ing with women’s issues – will come and grab new MPs to 
train them; at least to polish them, and to bring women’s 
issues to them. It never happened, I was so disappointed. 
You know what happened, whenever there was a gender 
issue, it was me who called them and said can you give me 
your input… and that made me strong, because at least 
now I had the information because most of my contribu-
tions in Parliament were coming from the NGOs. NGOs 
need to empower female MPs. I mean, if they ignore them, 
fine but they need to work with the ones that will listen.49

  
Whereas training and support structures for incumbent MPs 
may prove difficult in many cases, Immaculate Mogotsi at the 
University of Namibia also emphasises the need to provide 
leadership training for prospective female leaders, especially 
in the presence of a mandated gender quota. She notes: 
 

Men compete for these positions, and you move up the 
various structures of the political parties, from your con-
stituency level, to the regional level, to the national level. 
And for you to move up these structures, you must be 

present, you must make an impact. But if we stand up, and 
we say there must be a quota system. Where are these 
women coming from? Then there is always the concern of 
wheel-barrowing. And you sometimes see that a person is 
in that position, but she is not the one that actually makes 
decisions – they are being micro-managed by the bigger 
forces, which are usually male. When we want a quota 
system, we should make sure that we put support mecha-
nisms in place. Support mechanisms for me would be a 
space where we can send these women where they learn 
how other women are doing things.50  

Mogotsi rightly notes that support structures for female lead-
ers, especially early in their political careers, are necessary for 
women to feel empowered to contribute to political debates to 
the same extent as men, as they are not doing now – and also 
to be knowledgeable in the issue areas that Namibian wom-
en’s groups identify as pressing. 

Swapo’s recent commitment has reenergized the national 
campaign for 50/50. Further, the reformulation of the Namibian 
electoral law is an opportunity to press for the legal changes 
suggested in this report. These changes, coupled with contin-
ued advocacy from civil society on women’s equity measures 
as well as training for upcoming political leaders, will serve two 
important goals: to increase the number of women in political 
decision-making positions, and to enable and pressure female 
politicians to use these positions to advocate for the rights of 
Namibian women. 

49 Elma Dienda, interviewed by author, Windhoek, Namibia, 21 November 2012.
50 Immaculate Mogotsi, interviewed by author.
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