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ABSTRACT

The aim of this study is to identify factors that account for the marginal
participation of Maasai women in political processes. The objective of the study
is to establish why women do not actively participate in the political process and
find ways of enhancing their participation. An attempt has been made to study
these factors utilizing the socialist Feminist and the patriarchy theories as
theoretical frameworks. An attempt has also been made to analyze these factors
using descriptive statistics and correlation analyses.

Data for the study was collected using a combination of two methods. First the
use of secondary data which involved published books, journals, Kenya
National Archives materials, unpublished articles and news papers. Primary data
was obtained through fieldwork research covering sampled Women Groups,
administrators, leaders and Maasai women in general. The research was carried
out using questionnaires and interviews.

We found out from the study that several factors are responsible for the
marginal participation of Maasai women in the political process, including the
traditional political organization of the Maasai, socio-cultural factors such as
lack of formal education, beliefs held by both men and women and low incomes
among maasai women; structural factors like the Government institutions,
political parties and the socialization process.

Various policy suggestions are made regarding the possible ways of enhancing
Maasai women'’s participation in the political processes. These will require the
active involvement of the Government in addressing these factors.

The study is divided into five chapters. Chapter One is the introductory and
contains the purpose of the study, literature review, theoretical framework and
the methodology. Chapter two deals with the historical background of the
Maasai Community. Chapter three and four deal with the analysis of data and
chapter five concludes by trying to point out recommendations, policy
implications and areas of further research.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

INTRODUCTION AND STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM

Studies on the participation of women in politics are a recent development in the Third World
in general and in Africa in particular. Nevertheless, this arca of study is already attracting
considerable giobal and local interest and attention from scholars especially with the on going
political and economic reforms in Africa. The global concern about women's status and
position in public sphere can be traced the declaration by the United Nations that 1975- 1985
would be devoted by the World community to issues relating to women's welfare. In response
to this declaration, various African Governments created national machineries for integrating
women in political and economic development. Egypt created a Ministry and a Bureau for
women affairs in 1972, Mali created a bureau in 1975 and Ghana created a commission and
a bureau also in 1975 just to mention a few (Were G.S (Ed) 1985:790). Kenya followed suit
in 1976 by establishing the Women’s bureau in the Ministry of Culture and Social Services.

The bureau is now under the Ministry of Home Affairs , Heritage and Sports.

Despite the world-wide recognition and acknowledgment of women's contribution to socio-
economic development, women's participation in the political processes has been minimal.
This is especially with regard to leadership positions. This raises serious concerns for several

reasons. Firstly, the position of women and their role in political development are important



not only because women constitute over half of the human resources in developing countries
but also because they bear the burden of the daily struggle for survival in developing countries
(ICPED, 1986:1 1). In Kenya for example, women constitute about 67% of the rural
population (Achola P. 0, 1983; 75) and their estimated contribution is at 80% in self-help
women groups through such projects as health, water and small scale industries such as brick

making, weaving and beadwork (Riegleman M. 1975;95).

Secondly, despite the Decade set aside for women, which ended in 1985, the position and role
of women in politics in Kenya as well as other African countries has not changed much.
Women have continued to shy away from active participation in politics especially as
candidates for political office. They are also not appointed in significant political and policy-
making positions in the public sector. In Kenya, for example, since independence, only 16
women have been elected to parliament and 7 nominated to parliament. The highest number
of elected women Members of Parliament was recorded in the 1992 multiparty General
Elections when 6 women were elected to parliament. However, out of the 12 nominated
members of parliament in that year, none was a woman. [t was not until 1995 when a woman
was nominated to parliament. It was also the same year that a woman was for the first time
appointed to a cabinet post. Two factors may explain these developments. Firstly, out of the
s1X women members of parliament, five were elected on opposition political parties' tickets.
The opposition political parties criticized the ruling party for what they saw as its failure to

accommodate women in the party's positions of leadership. The nomination and appointment



also coincided with the year of the 4th World Women Conference held in Beijing, China. This
may point to the government's response that it was willing to support the themes of the
various mini-conferences held in preparation for the World Conference. The themes centered
on empowerment and autonomy of women in politics. The high number of elected
women members of parliament in the 1992 multiparty General Elections on the other hand,
could be explained by the fact that during these elections the highest number of women
presented themselves as candidates for both civic and parliamentary elections. Over three
hundred (300) women presented their candidature for the 1992 General elections in 91
constituencies around the country. Of this total, 130 women were nominated by political
parties as candidates for the civic elections while 19 were nominated as candidates for
parliamentary elections (Nzomo M. 1996:596). During the 1997 Civic and Parliamentary
General Elections out of a total of 882 parliamentary candidates 50 or 5.7% were women
while 832 or 94.3% were men.In the civic elections, out of a total of 3,692 civic candidates,
300 or 8.1% were women while 3,392 or 91.9% were men. Four women were elected to
parliament and five others were nominated to parliament making a total of nine women

members of parliament out of 222 members (Electoral Commission of Kenya; January 1998).



THE STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM
As we have already indicated women have been and continue to participate actively in
economic development. They however, do not participate in any significant way in the
political process. This is despite the fact that they stand to gain by actively engaging in
politics including taking part in leadership positions. Secondly in Kenya, there are no legal
barriers to women's participation in the political process generally and electoral politics in
particular. Indeed the laws of the land do not discriminate on account of gender as far as
participation as candidates for electoral office is concerned. In view of what we have given
above, how can we explain the tendency by women to play a marginal role in the political
process? This is the problem we intend to investigate in this study. We shall focus on a
pastoral community, the Maasai of Kenya. The study investigates the factors responsible for
the low level participation of women in politics by examining issues related to:
(1) What role has traditions played in the contemporary political behavior of Maasai
women ?
(i)  The impact of the political structure on Maasai women’s participation in
electoral politics.
(i)  The impact of economic structure on Maasai women's participation in political
process.
(iv}  The impact of women's participation in self-help groups on their level of

participation in politics.
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OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY

The main objective of the study is to establish reasons why women do not participate in the

political process and to find ways of enhancing women's participation in the political process.

Arising from the broad objective were more specific objectives. These include:-

(1) To investigate ways through which Maasai women seek incorporation in the political
process.

(i)  To examine the factors that explain the discrepancy between women participation in
self help women groups and their involvement in national politics.

(ili) To examine the capability of the women's participation in politics.

(iv) To establish the effect of the political structure on Maasai women participation in
politics.

(v)  To make policy recommendations aimed at designing policies and institutional
frameworks That will make it possible for women generally and maasai women

in particular to actively participate in the political process.

JUSTIFICATION OF THE STUDY

The critical role of women in development widely recognized and adequately addressed

by various scholars yet their role in politics is largely ignored and inadequately addressed by
scholars. In Africa most of the research on women's participation in the public realm is more
than a decade old with a bias on women's participation in development. This bias came about

as a result of the widely held assumption by development/moderization theorist that
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economic development was the only solution to overcome mass poverty and general
underdevelopment in the Third World. To some modernization theorists, development was
the prerequisite for political change and development towards democracy (Almond; 1960).
This led to the integration of women in development mainly as producers of national wealth.
In fact it has been realized that women are producers of up to 85% of the national wealth in
the Third World (Khasiani, 1991; 21) The belated realization that economic development has
to be accompanied by political development in order to overcome poverty and under
development has resulted in studies on involvement of women in politics in the Third World.
However, in Africa such studies are very recent and there is inadequate data of women in
politics in post independent Africa. There is therefore need for more research on women and
their role in politics. The study will contribute to the scanty literature on participation of

women in politics in Africa and Kenya in particular.

Studies in Kenya focusing 6n women in politics are urban oriented and where they touch on
women in general, it is in their involvement in development activities. Studies by Nzomo
(1991-93), Kabira (1983), Achola Pala (1978), Gideon Were (1985), Nasimiyu (1983) all
focus on issues of women in Development. This study is critical of these studies because of
their focus on the urban women while it is evident from available data that the rural women
comprise the bulk of Kenya's population. The rural women should therefore, not be ignored

in any analysis of women in Kenya. This study will fill this gap that has been left by these

studies.
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The study focuses on Maasai women since this is an area that has not been ventured into. The
Maasai in general are pastoral and nomadic which would make them as an ethnic group
marginalised in political process which require sustained settlement. However looking at the
maasai men there is a definite indication that they have not been marginalised in the political
processes. Maasai men for example have been involved and are well represented in the
country’s political apex since independence. Twice, Maasai men have held the post of vice
president, the country’s second highest political office. They have also held ministerial
positions since independence with three in cabinet positions in the present government and
another three as assistant ministers. Other top decision making positions held by Maasai men
include the speaker of the National Assembly, the Government chief whip, Provincial
Commissioner, Permanent Secretary and Ambassadors. On the other hand Maasai women
have not held any public position since independence. The Maasai women, apart from
constituting part of the rural population, are differentiated from other rural Kenyan women by
their nomadic way of life. As the Maasai change their socioeconomic way of life from pure
pastoralism to pastoral - agriculture, it should be interesting to scholars to observe the effects
of these changes on their political behavior. The study will contribute to knowledge in two
ways:- Firstly, it will provide information on women's participation in politics, an area that has
been thinly ventured into. The existing déta on women’s participation in politics is more than
a decade old. There have been many political changes over the years in many African
Countries thus there is need to update the data. Secondly, it will provide information about

one of the nomadic communities on which little research has been done. The study should
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also be of interest to policy makers as they design new policies that may affect the Maasai

community as well as other nomadic communities.

LITERATURE REVIEW

The marginal participation of women in politics has been acknowledged by scholars as a
recurrent phenomenon the world over. The emergence of a Women's Movement in the late
19th Century in the developed Countries has been associated with the dissatisfaction by
women with their marginal roles in politics and other public spheres ( Olive Banks). The
campaigns by the women's movement which gave rise to the Feminist Movement led to
various gains for women such as the recognition of women's suffrage (Evans;1977,30).
Women in the Third World may have benefited from the struggles of the feminist movement
that led to the recognition of women's suffrage. This is because most of the Third World
countries adopted political rights in their constitutions at independence. Whether this was a
result of the Feminist movement is debatable. Maurice Duvenger alludes to this when he
rightly observes that the equality of men and women in the matter of political rights is
established by a large number of constitutions, code and laws (Duvenger 1955; 7). However,
despite women having political rights, they continue to be marginalised when it comes to
exercising their recognized political prerogatives. Duvenger, (1955:10), Nzomo, (1992:1),
United Nations Commission on the Status of Women report (1977); all present the view, that
women's political rights are there on paper but in reality their participation is marginal. This

raises the question of why women have not been able to translate these rights into practice.
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Studies from the World over all present women as having a marginal part when it comes to
political affairs and decision making. In the Scandinavian countries where we have the highest
percentage of women in politics, such as, in decision making positions in the legislature and
executive bodies, the participation of women in top echelons of political and economic
institutions is far from being equal to that of men. Women in Scandinavian countries hold
between 17% and 23% of parliamentary seats (E.Vallance in Women and Politics vol. 4 No.
4, 1986:38). The situation is no better in other European countries. For example a study by
Willis V. (1991) notes that in the highly industrialized countries such as Britain, women make
only 7% of the senior managers in industry, 5% of under-secretaries in the civil service, 3%
of the university professors and 2% of vice chancellors in British universities. In Australia,
women occupied 5 out of 35 positions in the Australian Council of Trade Unions in 1989,
while only one of the 80 members of the Business Council of Australia was a woman. In the
United States of America, there are some 17% women in the legislature, 0.5% on the boards
of Corporations that control much of the country's economy and only 9% on the executive
committees of the American Federation of Labor. In 1989, only 3% of top American and 8%
of British Managers were female. For Europe as a whole, there are only [ 1 % women in the
top echelon in politics and top decision making positions (Willis V., 1991:5-6). Referring to
the findings of the Inter-Parliamentary Union as at 1990, the Patriot magazine reports that only
10% of the world's legislators, are women. World-wide only 21 countries have each more than
20% of women legisiators elected by direct vote. These are Norway, Finland, Saint Lucia,

Sweden, Denmark, the Netherlands, Barbados, the Seychelles, South Africa, Iceland, Cuba,
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Trinidad, Tobago, Belize, Austria, New Zealand, China, Germany, Malaysia, North Korea and
Luxembourg. The countries of Northern Europe have the highest percentage of women
legislators. Norway heads the list with 178 seats in the national parliament with 39.4% of
elected representatives being women. The Netherlands by 1990 had 22.7% women Members
of Parliament in the Lower House and 28% in the Upper House. Switzerland had 17.5% men
in the Legislature. The Patriot reports that by 1994 there were eight countries still had no
women in their parliaments. These were Bhutan, Djibouti, Karibati, Kuwait, Mauritania,
Microncesn, Papua, New Guinea and United Arab Emirates. At the ministerial level, women
held less than 4% of the Cabinet positions world wide in 1989 (The Patriot Vol.005 February,
1995: 24-25). According to Sellami-Meslem (1991) in 1990, women held more than 20%
ministerial posts in only four countries (Bhutan, Colombia, Norway, Sweden). There were no
ministers at all in over 90 countries (Sellami Meslem, 1991: 2). The observed trend however,
is that most of the women ministers occupied the portfolio in areas traditionally considered
women's concerns such as health, welfare, culture, education and women's affairs. Few
women have held the position of president or prime minister of their countries. In 1991 there
were eight elected women Head of Governments, the largest number in a year to have ever
existed in history. In world history, there has been a total of 22 elected women heads of state
or Government (Patriot Vol.5, 1995; 24-25). Among them are Indira Gandhi of India,
Bandaranaike and Kamaratunga of Sri Lanka, Corazon Acquino of Philippines, Violeta

Chamora of Nicaragua, Margaret Thatcher of Britain, Golda Meir of Israel, Benazir Bhutto
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of Pakistan, Mrs. Gro Brandtland of Norway, Edith Cresson of France, Mrs Peron of

Argentina, Hannah Ashrawi of Palestine, and Agatha Uwingiliamana of Rwanda.

Most of the Nordic countries have also had women'’s political parties which have succeeded
in getting women elected to public ofﬁlces. An example is Democratic Socialist Party which
is led by Norway's Prime Minister Gro Harlem Brundtland. A study by Elizabeth Vallance
which sought to explain the electoral success of women in these countries found that the
system of proportional representation and the use of party list system were central factors (E.
Vallance in Women and Politics vol. 6 No. 4 1986:38). Although such systems do not exist

in Africa , no similar studies have been held with regard to African countries and Kenya in

particular.

In the Third World despite the scarcity of data on the involvement of women in politics, the
level of women's marginalization is presented as being lower than that of the Developed
Countries . Studies conducted by such scholars as Jane Parpart, Naomi Chazan, Susan Jacobs,
confirm that indeed the African leadership is male dominated. "Everywhere in Affica, the
political elite is largely male..... for all the variation in states - weak or strong, more or less
autonomous - one constant is that women are never central in state power. Accounts render
women invisible in state formation an women occupy official state positions in no more than
symbolic numbers" (Parpart & Staudt K (eds) 1989:5). In Africa for example, there has never

been a woman head of state. There has been only one woman prime minister in Africa -
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Angela Uwingiliamana of Rwanda (Nation April, 1994) and one Vice-President - Dr. Wandira
Kazibwe of Uganda (Sunday Nation, February, 1995). Within Africa, data indicate that to
date South Africa and Kenya are the only countries that have had a woman led political party.
The South African party named Women's Right Place Party (WRPP) was one of the 19
political parties that contested the 1994 all race elections in South Africa. It however
performed poorly, as it was not able to get a women elected to parliament (Daily Nation May
12, 1996).In Kenya the Social Democratic Party and the Liberal Party were women led parties
that participated in the 1997 General Elections. Both had their leaders vying for the
country’s presidency. The Social Democratic Party emerged the fourth strongest political
party with its leader being elected to parliament while the Liberal Party was too weak, its
leader did not get elected to parliament (Electoral Commission of Kenya Jan 1998). In the
far Eastern countries the political emancipation of women has been encountering very

strong opposition in circles attached to traditions. (Omvedt G., 1986: 3).

In Kenya as in other Third World countries, women are peripherised in political life. They
have always participated enmass as voters in electoral politics but their participation is
marginal in other political activities. For example of the total elected members of parliament
between 1969 - 1974, women formed 0.56%.They only constituted 8% of the Nominated
Members of Parliament during this period.

In 1983, elected women members of parliament constituted 0.63% and

nominated members 18.18% (Republic of Kenya, Women of Kenya July 1985; 42). In 1992
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the 6 elected women Members of Parliament constitute 3.19% of the total 188 members.
(Weekly Review January 8, 1993: 11-12 and February 5, 1993: 33).In 1997 four women were
elected to parliament which constitute 1.8%. Kenya has five nominated women Members of

Parliament. (Electoral commission of Kenya; January 1998).

Table - MEMBERSHIP OF THE KENYA NATIONAL ASSEMBLY BY

YEAR OF ELECTION AND GENDER

I[ Elected Members Nominated Members
Year of Male Female Male Female
Election

No. % No. | % No. % No. | %

1969 154 99.3 ] 0.6 11 92 1 8.3
1974 152 96.8 b) 3.1 10 83 2 16

" 1979 155 98.1 3 1.9 11 92 1 8.3
1083 157 99.3 1 0.6 9 82 2 18
1992 182|968 |6 |31 |12 |100 [0 |0 |
1995 182 96.8 6 3.2 11 92 1 8.3

Source Republic of Kenya, Women of Kenya (Nairobi July, 1985:42)

1992 Source (Weekly Review February 5, 1993: 33). (Daily Nation, October 1995)

Whereas these studies have indeed demonstrated that women's participation in politics and

decision making processes is extremely low they have not endeavored to find out the
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factors responsible for this marginalization of women or near exclusion of women in

political affairs of African states.

On the other hand there is abundant literature indicating that women have been well integrated
in economic development. Achola P.O. (1979), in explaining why this has happened in
Kenya argues that there is a decline in participation of men in rural economic activities
because of the rural-urban migration of men which came with colonialism. In Kenya, men
migrated to the urban areas in search of paid employment and this left the women in charge
of development activities in the rural areas. This migration also explains why the rural
population is largely composed of women. Through farming and self help groups, women
have found a way of participating in development activities (Achola P.O 1979:3).The
Government has also supported the involvement of women in economic activities. Through
"Harambee", women groups have participated in many projects such as water projects, small
scale industries. Methe (1978:6), Mbithi & Rasmusecen (1977), Ng'ethe (1978:28) have shown
the extent of women participation in Harambee projects. In one district, for instance, over
50% of all projects registered with the department of Social Services were women's projects
(Ng'ethe, 1978: 28). Through the establishment of the Special Rural Development Programme
in the first half of the 1970's the Kenya Government continued to assist women groups to carry
out development projects.

International agencies have also facilitated the integration of women in development. All over

the Third World, women's groups continue to receive help in the form of funding, for example,
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UNICEF contributed $153,000 for a one year joint project with the Tanzanian government to
train village women in shop management, handicraft, textile production, home economics,
storage techniques and leadership. (UNICEF, 1975; 10). In Upper Volta, US AID funded a
$ 1 million three year project to help rural women organize, manage and invest in over 90
micro-projects related to rural activities (US AID, 1976; 103). Tinker (1984) shows how
women's efforts to gain beneficial national policies led to positive changes for rural women
in economic development. For instance in Nigeria, women formed co-operative societies and
demanded credit from the government to buy more efficient oil pressers to use in processing
palm-oi! nuts. In Kenya, the government reviewed the co-operative Act to allow membership
to women and then formed a special task force to show women how to utilize the new
opportunities of engaging in development activities (Tinker, 1984; 26). This study observes
that similar efforts, aimed at integrating Women in economic development activities, have not
been directed towards enhancing women's participation in political field. The discrepancies
between Governments' efforts directed at integrating women in economic development and
political development are obvious yet reasons behind such discrepancies have not been fully

addressed.

This study also observes that although women in Kenya are highly mobilized into groups, their
effectiveness at the national level is minimal. They remain marginalized and unable to
penetrate high levels of power and central decision making positions. The failure by women

groups and organizations to make an impact on the national political decision making arena
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is best exemplified by their passivity on issues and policies that directly affect their status and
welfare. For example between 1978 and 1988, the Government allocated to women's
programmes the equivalent of 0.1% of the total government expenditure. The Government
grant to women's groups has continued to drop significantly from 3.3 million Kenya shillings
in 1986 to 2.6 million Kenya shillings in 1987 and 1.7 million Kenya shillings in 1989
(Economic Survey 1990; 181). Parpart and Staudt (1989;1) attribute this to the political
environment in which women groups and organizations operate as a major constraint to their
effectiveness. Also the constitutions upon which these groups and organizations are based do

not permit them to get involved in matters deemed to be political.

Some scholars have attributed the lack of women's participation in the public spheres to the
structures that came about with the emergence of capitalist mode of production. Colin (1
960: 150), in his analysis of the family, State and Capitalism identified patriarchy,
consequence of capitalism, as having insubordinated women and making men dominate over
women. Engels identified the key to women's inequality with men as laying in the exclusion
of women from socially productive work. The Capitalist State is seen as acting predominantly
in the interest of preserving the dominant class relations and assisting the accumulation of
capital. According to Albert.J (1989: 6), the state mediates and regulates capitalist needs
through reinforcing masculine dominance and privilege persistence of sexual divisions. Anna
Yeatman (1994: 9) also argues that the state works to consolidate women's oppression and

does so in such a way as to aid distinctive subordination of women. The state constitutes the
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social order in the interest of men ensuring male control over women and framing policies
according to male experiences. Afshar H. et al (1987) argue that the state plays a role in
establishing and sustaining women's low representation in the political sphere. Examining the
Islamic countries of the Middle East, they observe that the states uphold ideologies which
confine women to the private sphere. For example the Iranian State justifies the virtual
imprisonment of women within the household under the guise of protecting their honor and
dignity. In addition fundamentalist views of women as sources of evil have been used by
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