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Rethinking FI in different contexts:
case studies from Africa
Ahead of FIIN’s upcoming webinar on the 2021 book

The current state of women's political

‘Gendered Institutions and Women’s Political

representation in Africa

Representation in Africa’, we sat down with the editor

One of the most pertinent questions addressed by

and co-author of the book, Diana Højlund Madsen, to

the book is why has women’s political

discuss what can be learnt from the adaptation of FI to representation developed so unevenly across the
African continent? Diana points out that the
different political contexts in Africa.
Diana Højlund Madsen is a senior researcher at the
Nordic Africa Institute in Uppsala with expertise on
transformative approaches towards gendered political
empowerment and peace and security. Her book,
‘Gendered Institutions and Women’s Political
Representation in Africa’, is the outcome of a two-day
workshop held at the Nordic Africa Institute in 2018,
published in cooperation with Bloomsbury as part of
their Africa Now Series. It deals with well-known
‘success cases’ including Kenya, South Africa, Tanzania
and Zimbabwe, as well as new case studies on Botswana,
Ghana, Malawi and Nigeria where women’s political
representation is drastically lower.

country with the highest percentage of women in
parliament in the world is Rwanda at 61.3%, as of
January 2022. By contrast, in Nigeria and
Botswana, women occupy just 6% and 11% of
parliamentary seats respectively.
Diana explains the role of conflict in fast-tracking
women’s political representation in some African
countries:
“In many post-conflict settings, there has been a
momentum for asserting claims on women’s
political representation. For example, in Rwanda
there was a political opening in the aftermath of
the genocide, also in South Africa the end of
apartheid presented the occasion for women to
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create a more inclusive system. I think in Rwanda there outside are brought in to mess up the whole
are more aspects that play into it, for example conflict process, about how women candidates are not
may create changes at the microlevel due to improved informed about the right space and time for
gender relations. International women’s groups and

candidate activities. The Kenya chapter further

international gender norms are also more influential

reveals how women have to demonstrate ‘enkanyit’,

during post-conflict periods due to their increased

which is translated into respect in the Maasai

presence. Women were also fighting alongside the

community. If they don’t do that, women can

Rwandan Patriotic Front and playing the informal role confront physical abuse and threats.”
of peacekeepers.”
Key findings
The book provides mixed results in relation to the
efficacy of gender quotas and conflict between gender
and party loyalty. In the case of South Africa, there is
evidence of a dismantling of the national gender
Diana Højlund Madsen, Nordic Africa Institute

machinery even with the country’s high representation
of women in parliament. Diana explains, “the South

The usefulness of FI in different African case

African chapter is talking about a state capture and

studies

hijacking of processes of candidate selection wherein

Within all its African case studies, the book

women candidates seem to demonstrate stronger loyaltydemonstrates the usefulness of adopting a
to their party than to a pro-gender platform, rendering feminist institutionalist lens. Whilst studies of
the quota less effective.” Whilst Tanzania has also

women’s political representation in Africa have

implemented a gender quota the seats reserved for

traditionally focussed on the macro-level of

women are considered inferior. In spite of this, Diana , electoral systems or the micro-level of women’s
with reference to the chapter on Tanzania, attributes thecapacity, FI permitted Diana’s research to address
quota to fostering “more interaction between male and the meso-level, in terms of formal and informal
female politicians as well as the adoption of pro-women institutions.
legislation.” Finally, in Kenya women face the issue of
non-implementation of the gender quota altogether,
such as in the Maasai constituent where there is only
one female representative out of the eleven seats
reserved for women.

Diana confirms:
“Generally, I think FI has been very useful for this
research in terms of thinking about definitions of
institutions. In particular, the focus on informal
institutions has been very useful. For example, in

Another theme that runs through the book is
violence against women in politics. Diana reflects:
“this is not something we were looking for but
kind of emerged. In the Ghana chapter it is most
prominently about verbal abuse. But there are also
case studies like Malawi that talk about gendered
electoral violence and how candidates from
P A G E

the Ghana chapter which I have written, I talk
about the ‘politics of insults, ridicules and
rumours’ working against women in political
offices. Also, the monetisation of politics in Ghana
that comes out through this approach, how women
are at an economic disadvantage as they have to
-
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negotiate with their husbands to resource their

Another aspect is which institutionalisms are we

campaign. If women receive gifts for their campaign

talking about? There is one chapter in the book

there are rumours associated with it in terms of whether that speaks about symbolic-institutionalism
a sexual relation exists, which can jeopardise the

which highlights the role of women political icons

marriages of these women.”

in the public space, this is of course very relevant

Adapting FI methodology to different political
contexts
That FI has been applicable in different contexts within
Africa, is not to state the methodology is completely
transferrable. The book unveils the need to adjust and
adapt FI to respond to African realities, Diana stresses:
“I believe that it’s important to theorise from African
points of view and think about specific African
concepts. This is a step towards creating a specific,
localised form of African Feminist Institutionalism.”

“

Is feminism actually understood
as being the same in different
geographical contexts? What
specific definition of feminism
was assumed in research
undertaken in Australia and
Europe where FI originated? ”

In making such adaptions, Diana asserts the need to
rethink the term ‘feminist institutionalism’ itself:
“Perhaps we haven’t discussed enough what exactly do
we mean by it. Is feminism actually understood as being
the same in different geographical contexts? What
specific definition of feminism was assumed in research
undertaken in Australia and Europe where FI
originated? For instance, the book speaks about different
African forms of feminisms such as nego-feminism,

in the context of the African Liberation Movement.
Reflecting on what is it exactly we put into these
wordings should be mandatory in all geographical
contexts. I think that is something we need to
explore more in the future.”
Solutions and further research
In working towards re-gendering political
institutions, the book emphasises the role of
historical perspectives and female political leaders
such as Nigerian Queen Amina and Yaa Asantewaa
to inspire present debate. Diana reflects:
“I think the focus on looking backwards in order to
look ahead is part of the solution. A focus on the
pre-colonial political icons is an argument that
can be used to say, look, this is not something that
is new in our country, it is something that was
there before. We can use these women as a
reference point. This interconnection between the
past and the present is important to explore
further in future research”.
Finally, Diana stresses that the book is just the
first step towards developing a localised, specific
form of African Feminist Institutionalism,
confirming “it is important to continue making
visible the informal institutions working against
women in office across Africa in order to address
them”.

which is about negotiation to try and re-gender

REGISTER NOW at Eventbrite for our

institutions which also links to questions of ‘no ego’

webinar 'Gendered Institutions and

feminism, relating to African cultures of compromise

Women's Political Representation in

and balance, so we have a variety of different

Africa', 7 June 10:00am CEST

meanings...
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Recent publications employing FI:

1. Gendered Pathways to the
County-Level People's Congress
in China
Xinhui Jiang (2022) The China
Quarterly

2. Coalition-Based Gender
Lobbying: Revisiting Women's
Substantive Representation in
China's Authoritarian
Governance
Xinhui Jiang and Yunyun Zhou (2021)
Politics and Gender

6. It’s Blue and It’s Up to You:
Policy narratives and antitrafficking awareness in the
United States

Samantha Majic (2022) In Hirschmann,
N. and Thomas, D. Citizenship on the
Edge: Sex/Gender/Race. Philadephia,
University of Pennsylvania Press.

7. Tools and Numbers:
Movement Strategy and
Women’s Inclusion in Political
Institutions

3. Populism, Parliament and
Performance

Karen Beckwith, paper presented at

Seminar, 'She Rules! A symposium on

April 7-10, 2022

Shirin Rai and Carole Spary (2022)

the political representation of women

the Midwest Political Science
Association meetings, Chicago, IL,

9. Solidarity and mutual aid:
Women organizing the
'visible hand' urban commons
Zofia Łapniewska (2022) Gender,
Work & Organization

10. Reclaiming party politics
research
Meryl Kenny, Elin Bjarnegard, Joni

Lovenduski, Sarah Childs, Elizabeth
Evans and Tania Verge (2022)
European Political Science

11. When All Systems Change:
Party System Change and
Women’s Political
Representation in Italy
Karen Beckwith, paper presented
at the Workshop on Gender,

4. The Handbook on Gender,
Diversity and Federalism

8. Gender, Politics,
Performance: Embodiment
and Representation in
Political Institutions

Carole Spary (2021) in in Rai, S.M.,

Cheryl N Collier (2020) Edward Elgar

for Political Research Joint Sessions

Gluhovic, M., Jestrovic, S., Saward, M.

of Workshops, University of

5. Reaching the Apex:
Strengthening Opportunities
for Women's Leadership in
Politics and Public
Administration in Vietnam

(eds) The Oxford Handbook of Politics

Edinburgh, April 19-22, 2022

in India'

Ed. by Jill Vickers, Joan Grace and

and Performance, Oxford University
Press

Institutions, and Party Politics:
Concepts, Theories, and Future
Directions, European Consortium

12. When All Systems Change:
Party System Change and
Women’s Political
Representation in Italy
Karen Beckwith, in Women and

Louise Chappell, Luong Thu Hien,

Leadership in the European Union

Caitlin Hamilton, Fiona Mackay, Chau

eds. Henriette Müller and Ingeborg

My Linh, Vu Thi Thu (

Tömmel. Oxford University Press,
2022.
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FIIN award winners!

Dr. Mona Lena Krook, Rutgers University
Recipient of the 2022 University of Louisville
Grawemeyer Award for Ideas Improving World
Order for exploring the nature of violence
against women in politics and suggesting ways
to prevent it.

Dr. Michelle Rouse, Ulster University
Recipient of the 2022 Best PhD Thesis prize at
Ulster University'

Dr. Elizabeth Evans, Goldsmiths, University
of London
Recipient of the PSA 2022 Joni Lovenduski
Prize for outstanding professional
achievement by a mid-career scholar

Prof. Dr Karen Celis, RHEA & Prof. Sarah
Childs, University of London
Recipient of the PSA 2022 MacKenzie Book
Prize for best book published in political
science for their book ‘Feminist Democratic
Representation’
Dr. Leah McCabe, University of Edinburgh
Recipient of the PSA 2022 Elizabeth
Wiskemann Prize for the best dissertation in
the field of (in)equality and social justice for
her dissertation ‘Change, Continuity, and
Contestations: Framing Domestic Abuse Policy
in Scotland since 1998.’
Dr. Rosalind Cavaghan, independent
scholar
Recipient of the 2021 Emma Goldman Award
from the Flax Foundation is beginning her
two-year Fellowship project developing a
feminist analysis to EU responses to climate
breakdown

Prof. Joni Lovenduski, University of London
Newly elected to the American Academy of
Arts & Sciences (2022)
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Research
grants:

Investigating the Health and
Safety Effects of Platform
Closures
PI(s): Dr. Samantha Majic & Dr. Melissa Ditmore
Funder: THE WOODHULL FREEDOM
FOUNDATION
Start & end dates: JUNE 1, 2023-MAY 31, 2024
Amount: $320,000
Description: This project will study the effects
of “de-platforming”— the closure of digital
platforms where sex workers advertise (e.g.
craigslist erotic services, backpage, myredbook,
rentboy, etc.)—on adult sex workers in the
United States. since the consequences of deplatforming have not been thoroughly
explored, this study will lead to better policy
and advocacy that advances sex workers’
occupational health and safety interests.

Sexual abuse of power: Taking
action against sextortion in
Tanzania
PI(s): Assoc Prof. Elin Bjarnegård
Funder: THE SWEDISH RESEARCH COUNCIL
Start & end dates: 2022-2025
Amount: unspecified
Description: This project will use an FI
approach in its analysis of how policy against
sexual corruption (sextortion) is implemented
in Tanzania. Theoretically, the project will
demonstrate the implications of sex as the
currency of a corrupt transaction. Empirically,
it will investigate how action can be taken
against sextortion in a development project.
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Events
Participants of the 'Gender, Institutions and Party Politics' Workshop at the 2022 ECPR Joint Sessions of Workshops

2022 ECPR Joint Sessions of
Workshops, Edinburgh

Chaired by Carole Spary, this webinar explored

Meryl Kenny and Elin Bjarnegård co-directed a

challenges for women's political participation in India
as Uttar Pradesh concluded its state election in March

successful workshop on 'Gender, Institutions and

2022. The election was noteworthy for the

Party Politics' at the ECPR Joint Sessions of

implementation of a 40% gender quota for candidates

Workshops in Edinburgh, 19-22 April. The hybrid

by one of the parties in the contest, the Indian National

workshop brought together early career and

Congress party. All three webinar speakers, Tara

established scholars from around the world for

Krishnaswamy, Kanksshi Agarwal and Gilles Verniers,

four days of intensive discussion – with papers

spent time on the ground during the election

covering everything from candidate selection;
intra-party democracy; violence against women in
politics; women’s parties; and more. It was a real
joy to be able to both meet up in person again,
while also being able to engage with colleagues

campaign, and have been closely involved with
understanding the challenges faced by diverse women
candidates in this election.

A recording of the webinar will soon
be available on the University of
Nottingham's website!

participating virtually around the globe.

University of Nottingham Asia
Research Institute International
Women’s Day Webinar on ‘Gender+
and elections in India’s most
populous state’, 18 March 2022

P A G E

-

717

Upcoming events...
European Conference on Politics
and Gender, University of Ljubljana
6-8 July 2022
Organised biennially since 2009, the ECPG has

Gendered Institutions and Women's
Political Representation in Africa,
FIIN webinar
7 June 2022, 10:00am CEST

established itself as a prestigious gathering that:

Following the publication of Diana Højlund

- Helps advance the study of gender and sexuality

Madsen's highly praised 'Gendered Institutions and

in politics

Women’s Political Representation in Africa', the

- Strengthens ties within the global community of

FIIN Network is proud to host this webinar

scholars in the field, at all stages of their career

examining the study of women's political

- Engages with the research on race and

representation in Malawi, Ghana and South Africa.

intersectionality, sexuality, on men and the

Chaired by Professor Georgina Waylen (University

masculine and those who identify as non-binary,

of Manchester), the webinar will centre on the

genderqueer or intersex.

methods adopted by scholars in Africa, the

Meryl Kenny and Ellin Bjarnegård will be chairing

usefulness of FI and what we can learn from its

a panel on gender and party politics at the

adaptation to different political contexts.

upcoming European Conference of Politics &

Register your attendance now:

Gender in Ljubljana.

https://www.eventbrite.com/e/genderedinstitutions-and-womens-politicalrepresentation-in-africa-tickets-340209695357
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