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Women in Public Life in Nepal

Sanjaya Mahato | Bimala Rai Paudyal | Nandita Baruah

Introduction
The visible and tangible presence of women in public life is an indicator 
of inclusive and equitable social development. This space is often 
hugely contested from a gender perspective though, and women tend 
to be largely excluded from wielding influence in public affairs. In the 
context of Nepal, women have been active participants in  epochal 
moments of the country’s political and social transformation since at 
least the 1950s. But their involvement has not actually translated into 
access to substantial representation in politics. Women’s under-repre-
sentation in public life as well as the causes and consequences have 
been well documented (Hachhethu 2002, Lama-Rewal 1995, Pandey 
2017). Both formal and informal institutions are at work to exclude 
women, whereby the electoral system represents the formal and the 
patriarchal social structures comprise the informal (Lawoti 2010, 
Malla [Dhakal] 2015, Tamang 2000).

There was a noticeable increase in the visibility of women after 
the restoration of democracy in 1990, but it took more than a decade 
and a half for the major breakthrough that came with the Interim 
Constitution of Nepal 2007 guaranteeing women’s representation in 
varying degrees in all state structures, starting with the national legis-
lature itself (GoN 2007). In keeping with that progressive spirit, the 
Constitution of Nepal 2015 has also ensured the presence of at least 33 
per cent women in the national parliament and provincial assemblies, 
and at least 40 per cent in local governments (GoN 2015).

While these numbers are very encouraging, the question of 
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women’s meaningful representation in terms of being part of major 
decision-making processes remains quite open. For, unless women are 
mainstreamed in politics, they will not be able to reach decision-mak-
ing positions. And, until women are able to influence decisions, good 
intentions alone cannot be translated into economic and development 
plans and actions that foster gender equality.

Yet, there is now a measure of general consensus that the presence 
of women in public life is desirable, and that it is an indicator of 
inclusive and equitable social development. It perhaps explains why 
A Survey of the Nepali People 2017 (SoNP 2017) has recorded highly 
positive views to the idea of women’s presence in the public sphere 
(TAF 2017). SoNP 2017 showed that most Nepalis reported being more 
than comfortable with the idea of gender equality: 86 per cent of the 
survey respondents disagree with the idea that it is more important 
to have a son than a daughter; an even larger 90 per cent think higher 
education is equally important for both girls and boys; almost 90 per 
cent agree women should be encouraged to work outside of the home; 
and a substantial 80 per cent think they should engage in politics as 
well. But, as a reminder of the challenges facing women, the survey 
also highlighted the kind of obstacles they have to contend with such 
as one in eight women reporting taking precautions while going 
outside of the home, and a significant one in 10 not feeling safe even 
at home.

In the backdrop of this seemingly favourable context at present 
vis-à-vis the role of women in public life, this article situates the 
progress Nepali women have made in expanding their access and 
agency in the political space. It briefly examines the historical trajec-
tory of women’s engagement with political and social processes; the 
legal, policy and institutional changes that resulted from their involve-
ment in the public discourse and movements; and the obstacles that 
continue to hinder their meaningful engagement in ensuring equitable 
access to power and resources.

Determinants of Women in Public Life: A Conceptual Framework
The role of women in public life is still contested in many societies. 
Even in advanced democracies, women are still under-represented in 
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decision-making bodies. In principle, democracy provides equal space 
to everyone, irrespective of gender, ethnicity, religion, etc, but, in 
practice, this has been a myth. Minority groups, including women, still 
struggle for equal representation in politics mainly because success is 
contingent on many social, economic, cultural and educational factors 
that work against them.

The long worldwide campaign for equal participation of women in 
politics has led, albeit relatively recently, to the adoption of pro-women 
policies in many parts of the world. In the 1990s, the UN and the Inter-
Parliamentary Union pushed for women to comprise at least a third of 
the national legislature in order to promote women-friendly laws and 
policies. The 1995 Beijing Plan of Action (BPA) set a goal of achieving 
30 per cent parliamentary representation of women by the year 2005 
(UN 1996). That target was based on the principle that having a critical 
mass of women in parliament will lead to a higher probability of more 
pro-women policies (Britton 2002, Childs and Krook 2009, Jones 1997). 
Even though the numerical target did not cover leadership positions, it 
did help pave the way for women lawmakers to be elected in substan-
tial numbers.

Following the 2008 Constituent Assembly (CA) election, Nepal 
became one of 46 countries to satisfy the BPA of having at least 30 per 
cent women in the national legislature. With women comprising 32.8 
per cent of the first CA, Nepal ranked 16th at the time (IPU 2008). Its 
ranking slid to 36th, when women’s representation went down to 29.5 
per cent in the second CA elected in 2013 (IPU 2014). And, although 
the figure went up to 32.7 per cent in the House of Representatives 
elected in 2017, Nepal’s position remained unchanged because other 
countries had caught up by then (IPU 2018). In sum, however, this 
points to a marked improvement over the situation that prevailed in 
the 1990s and earlier.

A larger presence of women in legislative bodies, however, does 
not necessarily increase interactions among themselves or result in 
higher policy inputs from them (Yoder 1991). Equally important are 
women’s agency and political commitments to introducing inclusive, 
women-friendly provisions (Crook 2009, Phillips 1994, Tinker 2004, 
Yoder 1991). Women’s substantive participation in politics is also an 
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outcome of empowerment determined by several inter-related factors, 
most importantly, by their access to resources. But, access to resources 
only enables and does not necessarily translate to empowerment. 
Gender norms and social settings help or hinder the ability of women 
to benefit from access to resources and develop voice (the capacity 
to articulate preferences) and agency (the capacity to make decisions 
to fulfil their own aspirations) (Figure 1) (Kabeer 1999). Hence, while 
an increase in the number of women legislators is one indicator of 
women’s empowerment, it is also crucial for women to be able to 
raise their voice, for their voice to be heard, and for them to influence 
decisions, including those that lead to an increase in women’s access 
to resources and services. In order to understand this complementar-
ity, a study of historical processes is therefore important, and Nepal’s 
case presents an important insight into women’s agency to influence 
laws, not only to increase their participation in public life but also to 
improve access to resources and services.

Resources

(Pre-condition)

Agency 

(Process)

Achievements

(Outcomes)

• Includes material 

resources 

(earnings, 

property, land), 

human resources 

(skills, schooling, 

nutrition, 

health) and 

social resources 

(participation in 

organisations, 

access to peer 

networks and 

role models; 

mobility acquired 

through family, 

market and 

community. 

• Refers to ability 

to define goals 

and act upon 

them. Agency can 

take the form 

of more than 

observable action 

and include 

bargaining and 

negotiation; 

deception and 

manipulation; 

and subversion 

and resistance.

• Political 

representation 

and participation 

in public life

• Shared assets

• Women’s 

emancipation

• Reduction of 

violence against 

women

• Sharing of 

roles and 

decision-making 

• Financial 

autonomy

Figure 1: Resource, agency and achievement: Framework for 
measuring empowerment

Source: Kabeer 1999.
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It needs noting here that a further complication is added when 
women’s problems are considered in isolation without regard to other 
vectors that determine their freedom to act. Friedan (1981) urged women 
to work with men for ‘the concrete, practical, everyday problems of 
living, working and loving as equal persons’. The current feminist 
discourse on women’s participation in public life is thus heavily influ-
enced by the principle of equality alone (Tamang 2009). This discourse 
treats women as a single category and does not recognise the diversity 
among women in terms of caste and ethnicity, class or settlement 
(Mohanty 1988, Cixous and Kuhn 1981), and, hence, privileges women 
already advantaged by virtue of their social location. The fact that 
women as a ‘category’ is a heterogeneous group requires exploring the 
multiple challenges faced by women of different social groups in public 
life, and also the adoption of multiple strategies and approaches of 
empowerment for effective and equitable achievements. In this regard, 
Nepal’s experience presents an example of dealing with the heterogene-
ity among women and the application of disaggregated criteria for the 
inclusion of women of different social groups.

Overview of Women in Nepal’s Public Life

Yogmaya and her campaign against inequality
The history of Nepali women’s struggle and their contribution to the 
country’s political and social change is almost entirely missing from 
most contemporary accounts (Pandey 2017). It is generally acknowl-
edged that the initial stirrings of a women’s movement began in 1917 
with the formation of the Nari Samiti (Women’s Committee) advocating 
for women’s education. But, it was Yogmaya Neupane from Bhojpur 
district in eastern Nepal who initiated the first organised movement 
against injustice and discrimination against women during the Rana 
period (Karki 2017). She raised a voice against inequality between rich 
and poor, caste discrimination, the sati system of widow self-immola-
tion, slavery, corruption, high interest rate, and gender discrimination.1 
Yogmaya submitted a list of 26 demands to the government calling for 

1 Lekhnath Bhandari, ‘Sahasi sudharak’ (Courageous reformer), Kantipur, 13 July 2013.
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social reforms.2 In return, the Rana regime ordered her arrest, making 
her perhaps the first woman to be arrested for a political act against the 
state (Chapagain as cited in Hutt 2013). Later, in 1941, in an extreme act 
of defiance, Yogmaya committed suicide with a group of 67 followers 
by jumping into the swollen Arun River. This act of Yogmaya’s and her 
followers drew attention for the first time to issues of gender inequality 
and discrimination.

The 1950s
Women were involved in the anti-Rana movement during the years 
leading up to the 1950-51 revolt. Most of them were family members 
of political leaders. They set up organisations such as the Adarsha 
Mahila Samaj (Ideal Women’s Society) in 1947 and the Nepal Mahila 
Sangh (Nepal Women’s Association) in 1948, both aimed at raising 
political and social awareness among women. These early women 
leaders continued with their political engagements even after the fall 
of the Rana regime and were able to force the interim government 
formed after the ouster of the Ranas to allow women to vote in the 
municipal elections of 1951. However, no women were included in the 
35-member Advisory Assembly, the body formed to take up legislative 
business in the post-Rana period. Following protests from women’s 
groups, five women were nominated when the Advisory Assembly 
was reconstituted in 1954, and six women in the reshuffle of 1956 
(Women’s Caucus et al 2011). But, for nearly a decade women remained 
invisible at the highest level of government – the cabinet. It was only 
after the first parliamentary election of 1959 that one woman was 
finally given a ministerial berth. Appointed Deputy Minister of Health 
and Self-Governance, Dwarika Devi Thakurani from Dadeldhura 
district in Nepal’s far-west has since become a symbol of women’s 
representation in politics.

The Panchayat era
The Panchayat system (1960-1990) established by the king set aside 
at least three seats for women in the national legislature, the Rastriya 

2 Ibid.
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Panchayat, through the Nepal Women’s Organisation.3 Women’s 
representation increased somewhat after the introduction in 1981 of 
the adult franchise. The 1981 Rastriya Panchayat had six women (two 
elected, four nominated by the king) out of a total 140 members, while 
the 1986 Rastriya Panchayat had seven (three elected, four nominated) 
among 137 members,4 amounting to just 4 and 5 per cent, respectively. 
Women were almost invisible in the cabinets formed throughout this 
period. Over the course of the Panchayat system’s 30-year run, a total 
of 24 governments were formed but only seven included one woman 
each (Risal and Pokhrel 2018, Simkhada 2017).

The 1990s
Following the global trend starting in the 1970s of including women 
in development activities and the adoption of the International 
Development Strategy for the Third UN Development Decade in 1980, 
many foreign-funded projects in Nepal also began providing space to 
women. Participation in development did result in greater awareness 
about the need to increase the visibility of women in the public sphere 
but was not sufficient in itself given the inconducive political structure 
of the time. It was only with the transition to democracy in 1990 that 
women began to openly push for greater rights. After their strong 
contribution to the popular movement that toppled the Panchayat 
system, women began another struggle for a larger role within the 
political parties and in the government.

Their representation at the legislative level continued to remain 
dismal. The 1990 Constitution required that women had to comprise 
at least 5 per cent of the candidates put up by political parties for the 
House of Representatives, the lower house of parliament. In only one 
of the three elections under that constitution did more that than 5 per 
cent women get elected: in 1999, 12 women (6 per cent) compared to 
7 (3.5 per cent) in both 1991 and 1994. All the elected women were 

3 There were six such ‘class’ organisations set up by the regime, catering to the elderly, 
ex-servicemen, labour, peasants, women, and youth. Hayes (1976) has described these 
organisations as ‘a substitute for associational groupings like parties and unions’. 

4 Although the Rastriya Panchayat was supposed to have 140 members (112 elected and 
28 nominated by the king), in 1986, the king nominated only 25 members.
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exclusively from the two major parties – the Nepali Congress and 
Communist Party of Nepal (Unified Marxist-Leninist) (CPN-UML) – 
and all belonged to Hindu ‘upper-caste’ or well-off Newar backgrounds 
(Kumar 2010, Shrestha 2001). 

The 1990 Constitution had also provisioned for three reserved 
seats for women in the 60-member National Assembly (NA), the 
upper house. It was no surprise that the parties did little more than 
meet the basic minimum (Figure 2). The few women in the National 
Assembly in the 1990s was due to this quota system, indicating that 
despite women’s significant contribution in the fight for democracy, 
they were treated as no more than tokens – not as change agents even 
in a democratic system. There were thus no significant improvement 
in the status of women even after the restoration of democracy.

Yet, the pressure from women’s groups was unceasing. The govern-

Figure 2: Gender distribution in the National Assembly (1991-2001)

Note: The tenure of the NA members was six years, with a third of them retiring 
every two years. For the first NA, lots were drawn to decide which 20 would retire 
after two years, after four years, and after completing the full term. The NA in 2001 
had only 59 members.
Source: Election Commission of Nepal (ECN 2016, Risal and Pokhrel 2018).
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ment had no choice but to take heed of this increasingly strong voice 

for gender equality. Reforms began with the local level. The law at 

the time had provisioned only for a head and a deputy along with a 

representative each from the wards in municipalities or village devel-

opment committees (VDCs) (HMG 1992a, 1992b). That changed in 

1997, when the composition of local bodies was expanded at the ward 

level from one to five members and one of those five positions was set 

aside for women5 (HMG 1997).

The impact of this reservation policy became immediately apparent 

since, for the first time, it thrust tens of thousands of women into 

public life throughout Nepal. The difference was clearly visible in the 

numbers. In 1992, at the municipal level, there were only five women 

ward chairpersons, and no woman either as mayor or deputy mayor 

in the 36 municipalities of the time. There were seven chairpersons, 15 

vice-chairpersons, and 190 ward members in all the VDCs combined. 

Even with the new rules in effect in 1997, no woman was elected mayor 

or deputy mayor and only three were elected ward chairperson in the 

58 municipalities,6 but the number of ward members shot up to 806. 

In the VDCs the picture was quite difference: 20 women were elected 

VDC chairperson; 17, vice-chairperson; 240, ward chairperson; and an 

unprecedented 35,208, ward members; while 3913 more women were 

nominated to VDC councils (Table 1).

The more than 40,000 women acting as people’s representatives 

at the local level did represent a significant jump in women’s direct 

participation in politics and governance in Nepal. Although their role 

and influence remained limited due to the strong patriarchy in Nepali 

society, it was the delay of two decades before local elections could 

be held again as a result of the Maoist insurgency and the transition 

5 Representation from wards under the new system consisted of one ward chair, one 

mandatory woman ward member, and three ward members (who could technically 

be women as well) in both municipalities and VDCs. Provisions were also made for 

the formation of village councils in VDCs. These councils were made up of a chair, a 

vice-chair, all the elected members of each ward (i.e., five members each), and six individ-

uals nominated from marginalised communities, with at least one woman among the six.

6 As Nepal has urbanised, the number of municipalities has been gone up, with the 

current number standing at 293 urban centres, consisting of metropolises, sub-metrop-

olises and municipalities.
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Table 1: Number of women elected to local governments  
(1992 and 1997)

Local body Position
1992 1997

Total Women Total Women 

Municipality

Mayor 36 0 58 0

Deputy Mayor 36 0 58 0

Ward Chairperson 521 5 803 3

Municipal Ward Member 0 0 4146 806

VDC

VDC Chairperson 3993 7 3917 20

VDC Vice-Chairperson 3993 15 3917 17

VDC Member 35,883 190 50,857 3913

Ward Chairperson NA NA 35,253 240

Ward Member NA NA 176,265 35,208

VDC Council Member NA NA 183,865 3913*

* This is the number of women nominated directly to the VDC council and does not 

include women who would be members of the council in their ex-officio capacity (see 

Footnote 5).

Source: Women’s Caucus et al 2011.

period thereafter that severely affected the development of women’s 
leadership at all levels.

Maoist movement and women’s agency
The small presence of women parliamentarians or the much more 
significant entry of women into municipal and VDC councils was 
not enough to have much influence over policy. Nor did it have any 
impact on how society viewed women and their roles. It was only 
after the Maoist insurgency began and women’s contribution to its 
spread that a fundamental shift was seen. War often changes gender 
roles and provides the space for some women to emerge as leaders 
irrespective of their status (Turshen 2001). The same was true in the 
case of Nepal as well with both educated and illiterate women equally 
involved and coming into their own as leaders.

One of the Maoist women leaders has rightly claimed that the 
movement questioned and greatly succeeded in changing perceptions 
on gender roles (Yami 2007). The Maoists raised the issue of women’s 
empowerment, but the conflict also transformed the traditional view 
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of women as passive, primarily home-bound, care-providers. The 
exploits of women in the battlefield and the sight of women carrying 
guns in the countryside questioned the ‘submissiveness’ of women 
and managed to shift societal attitudes towards women’s roles and 
abilities. Not only did that further encourage women to seek gender 
equality in different domains of social life – domestic, communal and 
political – it also challenged the idea that political leadership is the 
preserve only of highly educated, rich and powerful men (Dahal 2015).

The 2006 Movement
Prior to and after the king’s takeover in February 2005, there were 
a number of women’s groups demanding gender equality and the 
need for higher levels participation of women in decision-making. 
Yet, when the Seven-Party Alliance (SPA), formed in opposition to 
the king’s move, came up with their agenda, the only mention of 
women was in the somewhat vague commitment to ‘just reserva-
tions’ for women (along with other marginalised groups). In March 
2006, women political leaders from the SPA formed the Inter-Party 
Women’s Alliance and agreed on a common agenda which included 
the long-standing demand regarding citizenship being transferable 
through women, proportionate representation in political parties and 
state bodies, the right over reproduction, putting an end to violence 
and discrimination against women, and inclusion in education and 
employment (Pandey 2017).

Despite the Maoist insurgency’s challenge to women’s traditional 
roles and the success of the 2006 People’s Movement, which saw 
women involved in large numbers (Sijapati 2009), and which itself 
was premised on creating a more inclusive society, the post-conflict 
period did not immediately lead to greater representation of women in 
positions of power. The historic 18 May declaration of the reinstated 
parliament rendered the monarchy powerless and restored the sover-
eignty of the people. But it remained silent on the four demands from 
women’s groups and various affiliates of the political parties such as 
student unions, youth organisations and trade unions – equal rights 
for women to pass on citizenship to their offspring, to property and 
to participation as well as repealing laws discriminatory to women.
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Almost as a desperate measure, the current President of Nepal, 
Bidhya Devi Bhandari, then a parliamentarian representing the 
CPN (UML), moved a motion for resolution with cross-party and 
cross-gender support,7 calling for a guarantee of a minimum of one 
third participation of women in all state mechanisms; for children to 
be able to claim citizenship either through the mother or the father; 
the repeal of anti-women laws; and an end to violence against women. 
As Pandey (2017) writes, it was a ‘shame to any citizen of a civilised 
society that she was not only discouraged, but also had to bear more 
humiliating behaviour from some of the senior leaders in the parlia-
ment’. However, perhaps given the mood of the times, the resolution 
was adopted unanimously by the parliament on 30 May, marking a 
landmark achievement of the collective action of women and paved 
the way for increased participation of women in the public space.8

In less than a month, however, the entrenched patriarchy was 
revealed again with the creation of the six-member, all-male Interim 
Constitution Drafting Committee. After intense criticism, the 
Committee was expanded a month later with four women among the 
nine new members inducted.9 That was perhaps the key moment when 
it became clear that it was no longer possible to ignore the aspirations 
of women. Thus, even though no women were included from either the 
Maoist or the government side in the final negotiations that led to the 

7 The motion was seconded by Kamala Panta and N.P. (Narayan Prakash) Saud of the 
Nepali Congress and Navaraj Subedi of the United People’s Front.

8 This parliamentary commitment was followed by a number of legislations designed to 
fulfil its intent. First, the 2007 Interim Constitution guaranteed women at least one-third 
representation in the Constituent Assembly, a precedent that was continued in the 2015 
constitution in the federal parliament and provincial assemblies, and also 40 per cent 
at the local level. The Civil Service Act amended in 2007 to provide quotas to different 
marginalised sections of the population, however, set aside only 15 per cent of the seats 
to women in the reserved category. Second, the Nepal Citizenship Act of 2006 granted 
the right to women to pass on citizenship to their children, albeit with some caveats. 
Third, the Gender Equality Act of 2006 (formally, An Act to Amend Some Nepal Acts 
for Maintaining Gender Equality) was enacted to amend provisions in Nepal’s existing 
laws that discriminated against women. And, finally, the Domestic Violence (Crime and 
Punishment) Act was passed in 2009.

9 The committee as originally formed was also criticised for not being socially diverse  
either and the expansion of the committee brought in representation from other groups 
as well.
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Comprehensive Peace Agreement and the Interim Constitution of 2007, 

the new constitution established the principle of proportionate partici-

pation of women in all state structures at every level (GoN 2007).10

The Interim Legislature-Parliament11 formed after the Interim 

Constitution came into force portended the future in terms of women’s 

representation. The presence of women increased almost five fold 

compared to the 1999 Parliament to reach 57, or 17 per cent of the total 

strength. The largest number of women came from the three major 

parties – the CPN (Maoist), 31, followed by 12 from the CPN (UML), 

10 from the Nepali Congress – and four from other parties.

10 Under the chapter ‘Fundamental Rights’, Article 21 deals with ‘Right to Social Justice’, 

which stated: ‘Women, Dalits, indigenous ethnic groups [Adivasi Janajati], Madhesi 

communities, oppressed groups, the poor farmers and labourers, who are economically, 

socially or educationally backward, shall have the right to participate in state structures 

on the basis of principles of proportional inclusion.’

11 The Interim Legislature-Parliament consisted of members of the parliament elected in 

1999 and dissolved in 2002, and included new members from the Communist Party 

of Nepal (Maoist) along with some nominees from the Nepali Congress and the  

UML. Political parties that had opposed the 2006 People’s Movement were barred from 

that body..

Table 2: Reserved PR quotas in the CA elections

Group Per cent

Women 50

Dalit
Women 6.5

Men 6.5

Janajati
Women 18.9

Men 18.9

Madhesi
Women 15.6

Men 15.6

Residents of backward regions
Women 2

Men 2

Others*
Women 15.1

Men 15.1

Notes: 1. The total adds to more than 100 per cent since some individuals can belong 

to more than one group. 

 2. ‘Others’ mean all other groups not mentioned in the schedule. 

 3. For the 2013 election, ‘Others’ was redefined as ‘Khas Arya and Others’.
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Larger gains were foreshadowed by the Interim Constitution, which 
adopted a mixed electoral system for elections to the CA. Under this 
system, 56 per cent of the 601 legislators were to be elected through 
the proportional representation (PR) system and the rest through the 
plurality (first-past-the-post) system. Further, the allocation of the PR 
seats had to be done proportionately in order to address the likely 
under-representation of women from the marginalised groups (Table 
2). Thus, the Interim Constitution not only ensured 33 per cent repre-
sentation of women in the CA but also diversity among them.

A total of 197 women were elected to the first CA elected in 2008, 
a number that represented 33 per cent of the full house of 601. Thirty 
of the women were elected through the first-past-the-post (FPTP)12 
system, 161 came in via PR, and a further six were nominated by the 
cabinet. Just like the actual numbers, the social diversity of the women 
was also unprecedented (Figure 3).

A major departure in the first CA compared to the earlier legisla-
tures was the formation of the Women’s Caucus with all women in the 
CA as members. Formed a year after the CA was elected, the Caucus 
provided a space for women to discuss common issues and push for 
women-friendly policies (IPTI 2016; Women’s Caucus 2009, 2011). The 
CA, however, did not grant formal recognition to the Caucus even 
though facilities such as office space was provided. Despite their 
common interests, the Women’s Caucus failed to bridge other differ-
ences that had become more salient at the time such as the priority of 
Dalit women being caste-based discrimination whereas for Janajati 
women it was ethnic identity (Kanel 2014, Upreti and Kolås 2016). 
They also faced the dilemma of having to choose between loyalty 
to the party and to their gender. Since party loyalty among the CA 
members nominated via PR was higher than among those directly 
elected, and most of the women had been elected through PR, the 
Women’s Caucus did not prove all that effective in standing up to the 
all-male leadership in all the parties in terms of policy lobbying even 
though they had some success, most notably in getting the Domestic 

12 This represents the highest number of women ever elected directly, either before or 
since.
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Violence (Crime and Punishment) Act 2009 passed. That same leader-
ship disallowed the formation of even this informal grouping in the 
second CA.

After the dissolution in May 2012 of the first CA without promul-
gating a new constitution due to disagreement mainly over the issue 
of federalism, a second CA was elected in November 2013. The mixed 
electoral system was given continuity but with one major difference 
– the Constituent Assembly Election Ordinance 2013 issued through 
consensus by the three main parties for the election granted political 
parties with flexibility of up to 10 per cent in either direction while 
listing women for PR, and then also in selecting women elected from 
that list. That effectively meant that although required to field 50 per 
cent women in the PR section, a party could get away with submitting 
a list consisting of only 45 per cent women (or, 55 per cent, if it were 
so inclined). And, after the election, it could choose to fill only 90 per 
cent of the women’s quota allocated to it with women from the PR list. 
As a result, the 2013 CA had 20 fewer women compared to the first 
CA – only 177 (29.5%) (11 from FPTP, 162 PR and four nominated) 
(Figure 4).

The 2015 Constitution and Women’s Representation
The Constitution of Nepal 2015 provides an elaborate set of funda-
mental rights to citizens, including the right to employment, food, 
housing, social security and education in the native language (GoN 
2015). These rights are based on the principle of equality and serve as 
the means to ensure inclusion and equitable sharing of the benefits of 
democracy, which, in turn, would help achieve equality in the long run. 
Gender equality has been central to this idea and the constitution has 
established equal rights for men and women over parental property, 
reproductive rights to women, and violence against women has been 
recognised as a crime with a provision for the right to compensation 
as well.

The 2015 Constitution retained the mixed electoral system at the 
federal and provincial levels although the share of the PR part went 
down to 40 per cent from the 56 per cent in the two CA elections. 
At the local level, however, the election was based only on plurality 
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vote (i.e., FPTP) with 40 per cent of the seats in the ward committees 
reserved for women in all the municipalities, both urban and rural 
(half for Dalit women and the other half for women in general).13 Most 
importantly, when parties file candidacies for the top two positions at 
the local level (mayor and deputy mayor in municipalities, and chair 
and vice-chair in rural municipalities), at least one of them has to be 
a woman. (This provision of having at least one woman candidate 
for the top two positions also applies to the country’s president 
and vice-president,14 the speaker and deputy speaker of the House 
of Representatives and provincial assemblies, and chairperson and 
vice-chairperson of the National Assembly, the upper house of the 
federal parliament.) Seats have also been set aside for women in (rural) 
municipal assemblies and executives as well as in district assemblies 
and district coordination committees. Elections were held in 2017 
under the new constitution to all three levels of government – federal, 
provincial and local. And, as envisioned, it led to a significant increase 
in the number of women all around.

Women in the federal parliament
There were a total of 146 (7.5%) women among the 1944 candidates 
competing in the FPTP part of the election for the lower house of the 
federal parliament, the House of Representatives. None of the three 
major parties – the Nepali Congress, the UML or the Maoist Centre 
– nominated any sizeable number of women, having capped it at 9 
(5.5%), 5 (3%) and 4 (2.5%), respectively. Only six women were elected 
through FPTP,15 representing just 3.6 per cent of those elected, a signif-
icant climb-down from the high of 12.5 per cent in 2008, and even 
lower than the 4.5 per cent in 2013. With the PR included, however, 
the total number of women in the House of Representatives is 90 (33%) 
out of the total strength of 275 (Figure 5). Women’s representation is 

13 These municipalities are of two kinds: municipalities (covering urban areas) and rural 
municipalities.

14 Article 70 of the Constitution of Nepal states that the president and the vice-president 
have to represent a different gender or a different ethnicity.

15 These six consisted of two from the UML, three from the Maoist Centre, and one from 
the Rastriya Jana Morcha.
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slightly better in the indirectly elected National Assembly, where the 
22 women make up 37.3 per cent of its 59 members.

Women in the provincial assemblies
In terms of women’s representation in the provincial assemblies, their 
presence has exceeded the constitutional mandate of at least 33 per cent 
in all the provinces except one (Table 3), Province 6, where it is exactly 
33 per cent. Here, too, the impact of PR is clearly evident. Of the 
combined total of 190 women in the seven provincial assemblies, only 
17 (3.4 per cent of the total 550 members) were elected through FPTP, 
almost the same proportion as in the federal parliament (Figure 6).

Table 3: Women in the 2017 provincial assemblies (%)

Province 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Proportion of women 34 35 34 35 37 33 34

Source: Election Commission of Nepal 2018b.
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Women in local governments
Women elected to local governments in 2017 consist of seven mayors 
and 274 deputy mayors in municipalities; 11 chairpersons and 419 
vice-chairpersons in rural municipalities; 64 ward chairs, 6742 ward 
members (from the women-only category), 6567 Dalit women ward 
members16 (from the Dalit women-only category), and 265 (from the 
category open to everyone) in the 753 local bodies, consisting of both 
municipalities and rural municipalities.

With 41 per cent of all elected positions in local bodies filled by 
women, this is an historically unprecedented presence of women at 
any level of government. However, nearly all of them (95 per cent) 
are ward members (elected in the women-only, Dalit women-only, 
and open categories), and thus not in decision-making roles (Figure 
7). Women have been relegated to the seemingly secondary position 

16 Due to reasons to do with the absence of Dalits in certain wards, lack of citizenship 
certificates, or voter registration papers, 175 wards did not see any contest for the Dalit 
women members’ position. In some wards in the hills and the mountains, there are no 
Dalits and even where there were, they were not registered to vote. In the Tarai wards, 
it was generally because Dalit women did not have citizenship papers (Paswan 2018).
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of deputy mayors and vice-chairpersons for they constitute only 2 
per cent of the municipal mayors, 2 per cent of rural municipality 
chairpersons, and only 1 per cent of perhaps the most important 
functionary in local government, the ward chairperson.

In sum, the number of women has reached the constitutional 
mandate in elected bodies at all levels. But, as the figures presented 
in this section make clear, the inclusion of women in the House of 
Representatives and provincial assemblies has been achieved mostly 
through PR. The fact that only a few women were allowed to contest 
in the FPTP part of the election reflects the attitude of the political 
leadership. It fosters the perception that women are less competitive 
than their male counterparts. More important perhaps is that since 
selection through PR depends to a high degree on the discretion of 
party leaders, women elected through that route tend to be more loyal 
towards the leadership. Since they are thus less likely to take stances 
at variance with the position espoused by the leaders, they would 
not be well placed either to negotiate or push for gender and socially 
inclusive policies and programmes. Hence, if women’s representation 
continues to depend on PR, the level and quality of their participation 

98

6

98

9

99 98

2

94

2

91

1

100 100

2

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

Mayor Deputy 
Mayor

Chair Vice-Chair Ward 
Chair

Woman 
Member

Dalit 
Woman 
Member

Member 
open

WomenMen

Source: Election Commission of Nepal 2018 (ECN 2018c)

Figure 7: Gender distribution of successful candidates  
in the 2017 local elections (%)



Women in Public Life  •  75

in legislative affairs are going suffer, a fact that became evident when 
women followed their party line to vote en masse for the adoption of 
the 2015 Constitution despite having expressed strong reservations 
about some of the provisions during the drafting process.

Quantitative versus Qualitative Changes
The real status of women in Nepali society is affected by a number of 
factors, not least of which is the continuance of gender relationships 
that have been defined by the state for decades, if not centuries. For 
instance, the Muluki Ain (National Law) of 1854 lumped all of the 
country’s social diversity into a rigid hierarchy of caste and outlined 
the parameters for intra- and inter-caste sexual relations (Höfer 2004). 
Similarly, the emphasis on Hindu culture during the Panchayat era 
further reified gender roles – domestic vs public, private vs political, 
inside vs outside – and shaped social norms and values that ultimately 
became part of the national culture (Ortner 1972; Rosaldo and 
Lamphere 1974).

Since public life is an aspect of social life but one that takes place 
in the open as opposed to more private interactions within families, 
the discourse on public life is associated with the concept of the public 
versus the domestic space. This framework has also been used to 
measure the status of women in Nepal (Acharya and Bennett 1981). 
Thus, women who participate in jobs, politics and cultural activities 
are said to have high status, with status measured in terms of their 
access to engagements outside of the domestic sphere (Acharya et 
al 2016, Bennett et al 2013). But, this model pays little attention to 
other complex dynamics such as the division of labour that disfavour 
women or the out-migration of males that burden women with extra 
responsibilities (Enslin 1992).

The number of women working outside of home does not provide 
an accurate picture of women’s status in a society (Bennett et al 2013). 
In Nepal, a significant proportion of women in rural areas spend a lot 
of time outside the house – collecting fodder and firewood, engaging 
in agriculture, taking up daily wage work, etc. Figures from 2008 show 
that 77 per cent of women were involved in agriculture compared to 
56 per cent men (Nepal Labour Force Survey 2008, in Bennett et al 
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2013), and with higher out-migration now increasingly the norm, that 

proportion is likely to be even higher at present. The domination by 

women of sectors such as nursing and lower-level banking cannot be 

taken as evidence that the status of women has changed either.

Even though it is not possible to measure the status of Nepali 

women only by enumerating how many of them are active in the 

public arena, one way to measure the institutionalisation of women’s 

rights is by looking at the increase in the number of women in politics. 

However, it is almost as an afterthought that there is any examination 

of their meaningful engagement in policy discussions. Women are also 

required to grapple with the representational dilemma – of having to 

work for the party agenda while at the same time under pressure to 

represent women and their interests (Phillips 1994), a situation that is 

more pronounced among women legislators appointed through the 

PR system (Malla [Dhakal] 2015).

Having a sizeable number of women in a legislature though can 

help to push for more women-friendly policies despite differences 

between the interests of women and the positions of political parties. 

A prominent example of this in Nepal was the passage of the Domestic 

Violence (Crime and Punishment) Act 2009 that might not have been 

possible but for the large presence of women in the first CA17 (Women’s 

Caucus et al 2011). The ‘Rights of Women’ mentioned in Article 38 of 

the 2015 Constitution, which provisions for women to pass on citizen-

ship, rights over inherited property, and also over reproductive health 

was also possible only due to the sizeable number of women in the 

second CA.

There have been other achievements as well. Women have reached 

positions of authority in the period after 2006. In particular, despite 

there being no legal requirement at the time, women were elected 

deputy chairperson in both the first and second CAs. The deputy 

chairperson in the second CA went on to serve as the first speaker of 

parliament after the promulgation of the 2015 Constitution. Women 

headed four of the 14 committees in the first CA, and three of 13 in 

the second. The role of both chief whips and whips of various parties 

17 The CA also functioned as the Legislature-Parliament in its legislative role.
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in the CA have been held by women. And, in the federal parliament 
elected in 2017, women head nine of the 16 parliamentary commit-
tees, and not only the more obvious ones such as those dealing with 
women and children but significant ones such as those looking after 
foreign affairs and the national interest.

But, the patriarchal mind-set clearly on display for much of Nepal’s 
modern history becomes apparent in different ways even after the 
great political transformation following the 2006 People’s Movement. 
The representation of women in the cabinets has improved somewhat 
in the aggregate in the post-2006 period. But, this has not been a 
consistent gain, and there has even been one instance when there 
was only one woman in a council with 34 ministers (in 2016) (Figure 
8). There are also highly public examples of disregard for the consti-
tutional requirement that there be at least 33 per cent women in all 
state mechanisms. The first government of federal Nepal formed after 
the 2017 parliamentary elections had only four women among the 25 
ministers. At the party level, too, things do not appear all that different. 
In the central committee of the ruling Nepal Communist Party (NCP) 
only 16 per cent are women, while in the case of the Nepali Congress, 
of the 77 district committees, only two are headed by women.

The social construction of gender roles has not changed and women 
are still viewed as incapable of taking the lead, a fact that became 
very evident in the run-up to the 2017 local election. The parties put 
up very few women candidates to contest the position of the head of 
the local bodies, relegating them mostly to positions of the deputy 
(Figure 9). Even that appears to have been because the law required 
that at least one of the top two candidatures goes to a woman. Even 
smaller in proportion were women who stood for the post of ward 
chairperson. 

An important, but less-publicised, factor hindering the participa-
tion of women in politics could also be the prevalence of gender-based 
violence in Nepal – up to the highest levels. A survey of all the 197 
women members from the 2008 CA showed that 70 per cent reported 
facing some form of violence due to their political activities. That is a 
rather high figure, and is partly explained by the fact that 40 per cent 
of the women CA members were Maoists and many, if not all, would 



So
ur

ce
s:

 R
is

al
 a

nd
 P

ok
hr

el
 2

01
8;

 S
im

kh
ad

a 
20

17
.

Fi
gu

re
 8

: G
en

de
r 

di
st

ri
bu

ti
on

 in
 C

ou
nc

ils
 o

f M
in

is
te

rs
 (1

95
1-

19
17

)

0
0

0
0

0
0

1
0

0
0

0
0

0
0

0
0

0
0

0
0

1
1

1
0

0
1

1
1

0
2

0
1

1
0

1
2

1
3

1
1

2
1

1
3

3
2

4
2

8
11

1
2

2
112

10

14

7
518

11

20 10

17
14

16 12
12 3

1222 14

16

9

17
21

20 18
1425

2334

26 11

30

4

1024

1457 32

46 30
31

36
39

21 628

33 20
20

1827

38

10193034

63

010203040506070

W
om

en
M
en

D
em

oc
ra

tic
 

Tr
an

si
tio

n
19

 F
eb

 1
95

1–
 

27
 M

ay
 1

95
9

Pa
nc

ha
ya

t R
eg

im
e

27
 D

ec
 1

96
0–

6 
Ap

ri
l 1

99
0

M
ul

tip
ar

ty
 D

em
oc

ra
cy

 &
  

Ro
ya

l I
nt

er
re

gn
um

19
 A

pr
il 

19
90

–1
1 

Ju
ne

 2
00

3 

D
em

oc
ra

tic
 R

ep
ub

lic
 

20
04

 Ju
ne

 1
0 



Women in Public Life  •  79

Men Women

100%

80%

60%

40%

20%

0%
Mayor Deputy

Mayor
Chair Vice-

Chair
Ward 
Chair

Woman
Member

Dalit
Woman
Member

Member
open

93

7

20

80 95

5

15

85
97

3

100 100 96

4
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2017 local elections (%)

Source: Election Commission Nepal 2018 (ECN 2018c).

have experienced violence from the security forces during the insur-
gency. But, women from other political parties also reported violence 
(Women’s Caucus et al 2011). A similar survey was conducted with 
women members of the second CA, in which 22 per cent of them 
said they had faced violence within their own parties during the 2013 
election, with almost all the respondents (96%) reporting psycholog-
ical violence, and more than half (54%) reporting ‘fear, terror and 
intimidation’ (Malla [Dhakal] 2015).

Gendered Opportunities and Challenges for Women in Public Life
The federal, provincial, and local elections held in 2017 have been 
observed as a milestone for the implementation of the Constitution 
of Nepal 2015. It has also been of great significance in enhancing the 
role of women in public life. The large number of women elected at all 
three levels has led to many hopes and expectations. Although much 
will depend on how well they make use of the privileges conferred on 
them, it has definitely opened up the path to many opportunities.

Since the 2015 Constitution has granted many important 
policy-making, executive and judicial roles to local governments, the 
presence of women in strength at the local level thus provides great 
potential for them to push for gender equitable policies and budgets. 
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Further, in almost all cases, women occupy the position of the deputy 
in the executive, which comes with the responsibility of chairing 
judicial committees in local bodies, and coordinating development 
plans and budgets. It is there that women have the opportunity to 
leave a definite mark on issues such as women’s access to assets and 
services but also on violence against women.

The high levels of engagement of women in local politics provides 
them with the opportunity to rise up the ladder within the political 
parties and also within the different layers of governance, which 
will ultimately lead to their gradual elevation to higher office at the 
provincial and central levels. The experience gained in local govern-
ment will also contribute to more effective levels of participation in 
politics in general. Women’s involvement in politics locally can also 
lead to higher bargaining power for them within their political parties, 
families and society, all of which can help them become more respon-
sive to differential gender needs.

There remain several factors working against women’s effective 
participation in the public space. Many of these are institutional as well 
as structural, but all having to do with social and cultural norms and 
values. Gender norms that define what women are supposed to do and 
when have a large impact on their ability to be effective. For example, 
women are not expected to go out of the home too frequently and also 
not supposed to come back home late in the night when they do go out. 
Experience shows that most of the negotiations in the public sphere take 
place in informal settings, early in the morning or late in the evening, 
and require meetings and discussions with different informal actors. 
Ingrained societal perceptions about gender roles prevent women from 
engaging in these informal settings, affecting their overall performance.

The majority of Nepali women have limited control over financial 
resources and means of production.18 Election campaigns are 
becoming increasingly more expensive and women are not able 
to afford this extra financial burden since they do not control the 
financial resources in the family and neither do they have easy access 
to external fundings – formal or informal. This is more challenging for 

18 Only 20 per cent women own property (CBS 2012).
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women from economically weaker backgrounds and where she is not 

supported by other family members. There is also a significant literacy 

gap between males and females, with the 2011 Census reporting a 

difference of 17.7 per cent in favour of males. It is more pronounced 

for Muslim, Madhesi and Dalit women and the gap increases with 

level of education (CBS 2012).

Due to the historically defined gender division of labour and the 

custom of gender seclusion, women have had limited access to social 

and political networks as well, a fact that privileges men in many 

different ways. The involvement of a large number of women in 

cooperatives and community forestry activities has indeed contributed 

to expanding their social outreach, but the possibility of their convert-

ing that kind of capital into political success is quite slim. There is also 

the tendency to underestimate women’s capacity and performance. 

As a result, women are compelled to deliver more compared to their 

male counterparts. This creates tremendous time and mental pressure 

on women in leadership roles.

Nepali women are not a homogenous category, divided as they are 

by caste and ethnicity, class, place of residence, language, and, most 

importantly, by party affiliation. The last has been observed as the 

most challenging for collective action by women (Malla [Dhakal] 2015). 

The system of party whips do not allow women to easily cooperate 

for pro-women policies, and thus, are required to work harder, first, 

to forge alliances beyond party lines, and second, to negotiate and 

convince their own leaderships.

Conclusion 
This article discussed women’s status in public life, drawing partic-

ularly on data showing the involvement of women in politics from 

the 1950s until the local, provincial and federal elections of 2017. The 

democratic transition in 1990 paved the way for the gradual entry of 

women in the legislature and the institutionalisation of the push for 

policies for women’s rights. The involvement of women in the Maoist 

‘People’s War’ and the People’s Movement II provided the impetus 

for the inclusion of women in public life, much of which was codified 

in the Interim Constitution of 2007. With constitutional guarantees, 
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women’s presence in the national legislature increased dramatically 

to 33 per cent in the CA elected in 2008 and to a slightly lesser extent 

in the second CA. The Constitution of Nepal 2015 has also ensured 

that women will make up at least 33 per cent of the federal and provin-

cial legislatures and 40 per cent in local bodies.

The presence of women in the public space has changed from a token 

few to a highly visible many. This shift has been possible largely due 

to women’s struggle and collective agency. History shows that though 

few in number, Nepali women have individually and collectively fought 

against gender inequality and discrimination to widen the political 

space not only in terms of participation but also through laws and 

policies targeted towards economic and social empowerment of women 

in general. The constitutional responsibility of deputy mayors and 

vice-chairpersons of municipalities and rural municipalities, almost all 

of whom are women, as ex-officio chairs of judicial committee provides 

them with an arena where they can make a highly meaningful contribu-

tion to women’s issues. Although women still have to overcome various 

social barriers, their increasing number is a hopeful sign that the consti-

tutional and legal provisions in place will provide greater opportunity 

to create an equitable future for all genders in society.

Gender equality must begin somewhere, and greater female repre-

sentation in the political and governance structure is a positive place for 

that start. Gender equality requires upending millennia of patriarchy 

and other factors that have kept Nepali women out of participation in 

public life. It will take time for Nepali women representatives to learn 

how to make use of their political power. However, it will not be wrong 

to expect the record number of Nepali women elected into public office 

in 2017 to create the much needed momentum for change. Nepal’s 

transition to federalism ensures that local and regional political repre-

sentation will be much more meaningful than has been in the past. The 

transition to federalism also provides a regime change, which requires 

unlearning old ways of doing business as well as learning how to adapt 

and respond to new alliances and meaningful partnerships. This will 

hopefully translate to teaching both men and women on renegotiating 

their private and public boundaries and roles.


