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From the 2010 Arab Spring to the 2019 Sudanese Revolution, African women were key in sustaining 
fights for democracy, justice, peace, and equality. Despite being at the frontline of revolutionary struggles 
across the continent, women continue to be sidelined and underrepresented in political transitions and 
post-revolution political processes. Although they have demanded inclusion in decision-making, barriers 
such as discriminatory political structures, entrenched religious values, societal taboos and patriarchal 
norms have inhibited their participation.
 
The 65th session of the Commission on the Status of Women (CSW65) took place from 15 to 26 March 
2021. Established in 1946, the CSW is the premier international and intergovernmental body dedicated to 
the promotion of global gender equality and empowering women, a commission of the Economic and 
Social Council (ECOCOS).  According to FEMNET’s African Women’s CSW65 Advocacy Position and 
Recommendations, the most “critical and emerging” issues for African women and girls are under 
representation within leadership, violence, COVID-19, a lack of access to healthcare, education and 
technology, economic injustice, human rights abuses and land control.
 
Underrepresentation within politics influences the social and economic challenges that women face. Active 
and equal participation by women in government would help address gender disparities because their 
perspectives on policy solutions are more aligned with what women need. In 1995, delegates at the UN 
Beijing Conference called on governments around the world to put a 30 percent quota for women’s 
participation in place. This was also reiterated in the 2000 United Nations Security Council Resolution 
1325 which emphasized the need to include women in decision-making processes, and called for the 
mainstreaming of gender in all aspects of peace and security.
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Joyce Banda Banda served as President of Malawi from 2012 to 2014 after the death of Bingu wa Mutharika. She founded and
directed the National Association of Business Women of Malawi and the Joyce Banda Foundation.

Catherine
Samba Panza Samba-Panza, lawyer, served as interim President of the Central African Republic from 2014 to 2016.

Sylvie Kinigi Kinigi is a Burundian politician who first served as a Prime Minister from 1993-1994 and acting President from October
1993 to February 1994.

Ruth Perry Perry, a Liberian politician, was unanimously elected to serve as interim Chair of Council of State of Liberia following
Liberia's first civil war from 1996 to 1997.

Rose Francine
Rogombe

Rogombe was a politician who severed as President of the Senate before becoming intern President of Gabon in 2009
following the death of Omar Bongo.

Agnes Monique
Ohsan-
Bellepeau

Ohsan-Bellepeau was the Vice President of Mauritius from 2010 to 2016 and served as Acting President of Mauritius,
after the resignation of Sir Anerood Jugnauth in 2012.

Ameenah Gurib-
Fakim Gurib-Fakim served as President of Mauritius from 2015 to 2018, becoming the first female president of Mauritius.

Sahle-Work
Zewde Zewde is a politician who serves as the current President of Ethiopia, being the first woman to hold this position.

Ellen Johnson
Sirleaf

Sirleaf was elected to serve as Liberia's 24th President from 2006 to 2018, making her the first women to be elected
head of state in Africa. She was a recipient of the 2011 Nobel Prize for Peace for her efforts to further women's rights.

African Women Heads of State Throughout History 
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Country Context

 

Sudan
 

Sudanese women played an important role in the political 
protests to overthrow then-President Omar al-Bashir in 2019, 
representing 70 percent of the protesters. They led resistance 
committees, sit-ins and promoted solidarity across ethnic and 
generational lines, and yet less than 10 percent of negotiators for 
the 2020 Juba Peace Agreement were women.
 

Quotas are widely seen as an effective way to increase women’s 
participation across the continent. In Sudan, a 40% quota in the 
300-seat Transitional Legislative Council was put in place, 
however, this Council has yet to be established. Research has 
shown that a 25-30 percent threshold is necessary for women to 
be able to advance their interests and not feel overwhelmed by 
the majority. However, quotas remain ineffective when numerous 
additional barriers aren’t addressed. When they do obtain political 
seats, women are rarely appointed to high-power positions that 
control important decision-making.

Portrait of Sudanese activist Alaa Salah at UN 
Headquarters in New York on 30 October 2019. Source: 

UN Women

 

Arab Spring: Egypt
 

During the ‘Arab Spring’ in the Middle East and North Africa, women played a prominent role in pushing for 
political reform but encountered challenges in post-revolution formal processes. In 2011 in Egypt, although 
women participated in the revolution that led to the end of Hosni Mubarak’s 30-year presidency, they were 
excluded from the political transition that followed.  The struggle for women to take part in key decision-making 
positions during the transition was evident when no woman was appointed by the interim government to serve 
on the Constitutional Committee or the Civil Consultation committee. In 2009, a quota was adopted that 
reserved 64 out of 514 seats in parliament for women (12%) but following the revolution, the Supreme Council 
of the Armed Forces (SCAF) abolished the women’s quota. SCAF was formed to lead the country’s transition 
following the ousting of Mubarak. Women are not only being sidelined in decision-making processes following 
the revolution but are losing some of the rights they had previously gained. Only recently during the 2020 
parliamentary elections, a record number of women were elected to Parliament-- occupying more than a 
quarter of parliament’s 596 members.
 

Sit-ins in Tahrir Square, Cairo (2011). Source: The 
Times
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Mainstreaming of gender involves including women in all levels of decision-making, which is crucial for good 
governance. Women’s organizations have worked not only to increase women’s participation in political 
processes, but also to improve the quality of their participation.

 

Nigeria: #EndSARS
 

In October 2020, Nigerian youth took to the streets in protest of the Special Anti-Robbery Squad (SARS), guilty 
of extreme human rights violations since its inception in 1992. The protests also represented a demand to 
change bad governance and corruption in Nigeria, ongoing issues in the country that were exemplified by the 
existence of SARS. The Feminist Coalition, a group of 13 women in their 20s and 30s based in Nigeria and the 
diaspora, helped organize legal aid, mental health support, ambulances, donations and more during the 
protests--similar to a well  functioning government. As of 22 October 2020, Feminist Coalition had received 
₦147,855,788 ($389,094). The presence of the group perfectly embodied why women need to be given 
leadership positions both in Nigeria and throughout the continent. Following the UN Beijing Conference’s call 
for 30 percent quota, Nigeria’s National Gender Policy (NGP) called for a 35 percent quota to be put in place 
for elective and appointive positions respectively. Despite this, the national women’s political participation as of 
2019 remains at:

Senate 5.8%
Candidates Running for President (2019 Elections) 5 out 73

Competing for the 109 Senatorial Seats (2019 Elections) 1668 men vs. 232
women

Competing for the 360 House of Representatives Seats (2019
Elections)

4139 men vs. 560
women

House of Representatives 5.5%

Nigeria currently ranks 183 out of 193 on women’s representation in parliaments worldwide. Non-profit 
organizations like ElectHER Nigeria work to bridge the inequality gaps in Africa by advancing women’s political 
leadership. Ahead of the 2023 elections and in light of women's leadership during the #EndSARS protests, the 
group has announced a $10m fund (#1000by2023 and #Agender35)  to politically empower 1000 women and 
directly fund 35 women to run in the elections. This includes two women to run for executive, three for 
senatorial seats, fifteen for the House of Representatives and fifteen for the State House of Assembly.
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Percentage of Seats in National Parliaments held by Women

% of Women Women/Seats % of Women Women/Seats
1 Rwanda 61.3 49/80 38.5 10/26
7 Namibia 46.2 48/104 23.8 10/42
10 South Africa 42.7 168/393 35.2 19/54
11 Senegal 41.8 69/165 - -/-
17 Mozambique 39.6 99/250 - -/-
18 Ethiopia 38.8 212/547 32 49/153
27 United Republic of Tanzania 36.9 145/393 - -/-
28 Burundi 36.4 44/121 46.2 18/39
29 Tunisia 35.9 78/217 - -/-
32 Uganda 34.9 160/459 - -/-

World Rank Country Lower or Single House Upper House or Senate

Top 10 Countries: Female Parliamentary Representation

CIP Africa Program | @CIPolicyAfrica | Source: Inter-Parliamentary Union

CIP Africa Program | @CIPolicyAfrica | Sources: UN Women

East Africa 26.18%

Southern Africa 26.01%Central Africa 17.68%

West Africa 13.05%

North Africa 17.09%
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In collaboration with UNDP and with efforts to enhance 
women’s participation in the region, the African Union 
Department of Political Affairs is leading an action plan 
to promote women’s participation and equal 
representation in governance. The action plan focuses 
on effective implementation and addressing the root 
causes of the challenges for women’s political 
participation and empowerment in all levels of the 
decision making process.
 
The African Women Leaders Network (AWLN) is an 
initiative that aims to strengthen African women’s role 
and leadership across the continent in accordance with 
the African Union’s Agenda 2063. Formed in 2017 as a 
joint initiative between the UN and African Union 
Commission, AWLN mobilizes, trains and supports 
over 500 women leaders across various sectors--from 
governments to civil society-- and advocates for 
policies and programs that empower women. They 
have also conducted missions in efforts to increase 
women’s political participation in several countries 
including in South Sudan and the Democratic Republic 
of the Congo. It currently has 25 National Chapters 
across the continent.

Organizations and Initiatives focused on 
African Women Leadership 304 women in Africa hold 

ministerial positions (out of 
1,381) 
 22%

 
Source: UN Women & Inter-Parliamentary 

Union

 

 

In addition, other women’s political 
empowerment and civil society groups on 
the continent include:
 
-The African Women’s Development and 
Communication Network (FEMNET)
-The Commission on the Status of Women 
(CSW/Africa)
-Femmes Africa Solidarité (FAS)
-Akina Mama wa Afrika (AMwA)
-SERVITAS Cameroon
-Gender Links
-Women in Law and Development in Africa 
(WiLDAF)
-Women for A Change
-Cameroon (Wfac)
-Zamara Foundation
-Arab Women Network for Parity and 
Solidarity

African Women Leaders Network Launch Event in 2017. 
Source: UN Women
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https://www.girlsnotbrides.org/our-partnership/member-directory/zamara-foundation/


By Temi Ibirogba and Sifa Kasongo 

 

 

Ugandan activist, Dr. Stella Nyanzi uses her poetry to 
speak out against President Yoweri Museveni’s 
authoritarian government. She is currently living in exile in 
Kenya following the contested 2021 elections in which the 
people’s popular choice, young hopeful Bobi Wine lost. 
Nyazi’s has stated that, “Women’s rights are important but 
we can never begin to tackle them if we have a patriarch in 
power.” She’s been arrested several times by the Museveni 
government, accused of cyber-harassment because of her 
anti-government criticism, her positioning as a pro-women 
activist who is frequently harassed by her government 
reflects the need for the low numbers of female 
representation in African politics to be rectified.

Spotlight on Stella Nyanzi

Dr. Stella Nyanzia at a panel about turning oppression against 
women and minority groups into opportunities. Source: Chapter 

Four Uganda

Women in Local Government 35% 20% 27% 3% 2% 21%
Women in Political Party Leadership 32% 14% 7% 0% 11% 12%
Women in Election Monitoring Bodies 66% 40% 20% 25% 24% 28%
Women Speakers 33% 35% 18% 0% 16% 21%
Women Mayors of Capital Cities 20% 19% 43% 0% 20% 19%
Women in Top Executive Positions 22% 9% 7% 0% 7% 7%

East Southern Central North West Africa

Women's Political Participation: Notable Statistics 
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