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Abstract 
Scholars have been conflicted whether descriptive representation of women leads to 

substantive representation. A new way of measuring this relationship is through the 

relationship between women movements and female parliamentarians. Thus, this paper 

develops from the rethinking of the critical mass theory and uses the feminist demands stated 

by women organisations in Uganda. This in order to establish whether or not there exists an 

alliance between inside and outside actors as a measure of substantive representation of 

women. By applying this approach to transcripts from plenary debates in the Ugandan 

parliament, the study finds that several gender-related issues are addressed by female MPs. 

Using a frame analysis comparing the framing of problems between the women organisations 

and the female MPs, the paper discovers that the majority of issues addressed in the 

parliament is framed less radically by the female MPs. While the organisations frame the 

problems as being gender-related, mainly affecting rural women and girls, the MPs frame 

them more of concern for the whole population and as problems with economic implications 

for the country.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 
Gender inequalities exist on every level of society and the political sphere is no exception. 

Whereas approximately half of the world´s population consists of women, only 24 per cent of 

official representatives in parliaments worldwide are female (Inter-Parliamentary Union 

2018). This highlights an unequal gender balance, which has been criticized by feminists, and 

a subject for campaigns to increase the amount of women in parliaments. This 

underrepresentation aggravates the already vulnerable process of reaching equal rights for 

men and women, as gender equality policies consequently are less likely to be passed. 

Generally, men fail to recognize and relate to concerns for women and are less likely to 

address and vote for policies affecting women. Hence, women´s limited access to the political 

sphere have left them disadvantaged (Fallon 2008:117).  

Demands for changes to this underrepresentation is mostly argued on the premise that it 

is more just to have equal levels of men and women in representative institutions (Delvin & 

Elgie 2008:237). However, the justice argument was never the single argument stated by 

women movements. Rather, they are advocating that women would change politics for the 

better for women and the rest of humanity (Dahlerup 2006:518). The critical mass theory 

developed by Dahlerup is stipulating that when women are 30 % or more in parliaments, they 

have the ability to make substantive change. Arguments based on the critical mass theory 

have convinced several countries to recognize the importance of the inclusion of women in 

politics and implement electoral reforms such as gender quotas. The research focus of 

explaining women´s substantive representation (SRW) has since then been centred on the 

correlation to descriptive representation.  

Nevertheless, scholars recognize that feminist activism trumps increased political 

participation of women as the most powerful tool of transforming politics into gender 

awareness (Fletcher & Star 2018:55). A majority of feminist development practices are taking 

place within women NGOs, which make them key players in the struggle for gender equality 

worldwide (Phillips 2015:1125). In democracies as well as authoritarian regimes, women 

groups are promoting policy change on national levels. The cooperation between inside actors 

with outside organisations has proved to produce the highest outcomes of policies related to 

gender equality. However, a massive challenge for the collaboration with states has been the 

lack of women parliamentarians (Fletcher & Star 2018:55).  

Henceforth, researchers have been conflicted whether or not there exists causality 

between descriptive and substantive representation. Looking beyond numbers, this paper will 
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argue that regardless of the percentage of women in active roles of representative power, 

SRW is related to women´s movement’s interests and ideas being represented in politics. 

 

1.1 Research Problem 
As the number of women in parliaments increases, this provides opportunity for extended 

research on how women organisations promote their interests and to what extent 

parliamentarian women respond to these demands. Uganda is one nation among others 

striving for the participation of women in the political sphere. Subsequent to the 

implementation of reserved seats for women in the parliament, their numbers have reached 

beyond what is said to be the critical mass. After the last election in 2016, women hold 34 % 

of the parliamentary seats. However, Uganda struggles with major challenges such as 

democratic deficits and inequalities embedded in the society. Thus, the Ugandan case is an 

example of a paradox reality. Although the country has reached success by accepting women 

into decision-making positions, it has simultaneously been criticised for constraining the 

impact of SRW (Josefsson 2014:95). 

Parliamentary activities are a high stakes area for women in politics and may be the 

optimum place for women to make their voices heard (Catalano 2009:51). Instead of 

analysing when female representation leads to policy change, scholars have shifted to address 

how the SRW occurs (ibid. 52). SRW refers to the situation where women´s needs and 

concerns are reflected in public policy and politics. Consequently, civil society organisations 

are an important social and political factor as they are advocating, politicizing and work in 

favour of specific groups of women. Therefore, a further focus on civil society is appropriate 

in order to fully understand SRW (Chaney 2016:199). This thesis strives to investigate 

whether an increase of women in parliaments enables women organisations claims and ideas 

to be present in politics or if the alliances between female MPs with outside actors are mainly 

ineffective.  

 

1.2 Purpose and Research Question 
The aim of this paper is to establish how women parliamentarians address claims made by 

women organisations in Ugandan plenary debates. By using this approach, the paper strives to 

determine whether women organisations interests is represented in the plenary debates, or if 

parliamentarian actors neglect these. In order to reach an answer to the above stated purpose, 

the study will be guided by the following question: 
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How do female parliamentarians frame key demands posed by women’s organisations? 

 

1.3 Previous Research 
Prior research regarding the relationship between women's organisations and the political 

representatives assumes that women's movements operate separately from the state making 

claims but frame them differently. This view stems from the literature on new social 

movements, which tend to regard institutionalisation as the end of the transformative role of 

social movements (Sawer & Turner 2016:764). In Uganda, such institutions have been 

implemented to promote gender equality. One such instance is the organisation Uganda 

Women Parliament Association (UWOPA), a caucus between women in parliament across 

party bounds. Sawer and Turner see the institutional formation of the implementation of 

special gender equality bodies in parliament as “significant for women´s movements 

activism” (ibid. 763). These kinds of institutions have proven to promote feminist institution 

building. 

The presence of gender promoting institutions, such as UWOPA, creates a channel for 

NGOs to participate in politics to a greater extent. These bodies regularly advise NGOs while 

other parliamentary bodies seldom include them in their hearings. Thus, these institutions 

could be perceived as important for civic engagement (ibid. 770). While women policy 

agency exists in Uganda, it may enable opportunity for collaboration between women within 

politics and outside actors. Conversely, they are part of a larger institutional context with 

patriarchal norms and practices, which could potentially hinder positive outcomes (ibid. 768). 

Organisations in democracies and authoritarian states experience different struggles. In 

authoritarian settings, the regime is usually restraining the abilities for social organisations to 

act (Fletcher & Star 2018:58). Even though national women machineries have become a 

logical entrance for advocates of gender related issues, in authoritarian and semi-authoritarian 

regimes such as Uganda, the power of these agencies have been questioned (Goetz & Jenkins 

2018:729). 

Several studies of Western democracies have analysed the role of the Members of 

Parliament (MPs) speaking pattern in parliamentary debates. This body of work has found 

that women are more likely to address gender equality than males even though attention to 

these issues is marginal. Still, studies of female MPs frequency and content in plenary debates 

outside western contexts have been scarce. Clayton et.al (2017) draws on this methodological 

approach analysing contents of Ugandan MP speech during plenary debates as an indicator of 
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SRW (Clayton et. al 2017:280). They found that female MPs, regardless of seat types, address 

gender-related issues to a greater extent than their male counterparts. The authors conclude 

that descriptive representation of women enabled by gender quotas brings women to address 

women issues to a greater extent in the political arena (ibid. 297). 

Yet, there is no electoral mechanism to hold women accountable for not representing 

women. Women in parliament are just a small part of the total female population and have no 

official duty to act for women instead of promoting other political interests (Weldon 

2011:18). In her study of Uganda, Wang (2013) emphasise the parties’ stance on gender 

issues as important for the likelihood of women politicians acting in favour for women. 

Aspects like personal conviction and willingness to represent women are also critical. 

Collaboration with men on gender issues contributes to women's ability to represent these 

issues. Hence, the strength of women's organisations and the relationship between 

organisations outside the legislative sphere with actors in parliament are essential for 

advancing pro-women legislation (Wang 2013:114). 

Additionally, Weldon and Htun (2013) state the importance of women moments to 

enable political change towards gender equality through studying 70 countries responsiveness 

to feminist claims over time. Their study reveals that a strong, autonomous feminist 

movement is statistically significant as an indicator of government action to address gender-

based violence (GBV). Countries with stronger feminist movements tend to have more 

adequate policies on GBV than those with weaker or no movements (Weldon & Htun 2013: 

235-236). Movements have the ability to work inside and across national borders and demand 

development of new institutions to address their ideas and advance feminist interests. Thus, 

movements function as catalysts for political change (ibid. 236).  

Without pressure from outside organisations gender related issues are seldom a priority. 

This is evident in contexts of progressive social justice organisations and human rights groups 

as gender related issues often fail to be seen as top priority. Most human rights groups did not 

consider rape and domestic violence violations of women's rights until feminist activists 

raised concerns in the 1990s (Weldon & Htun 2013:237). Female legislators addressing 

gender-related issues are often obtaining awareness from their previous participation or 

connection to women's groups (ibid.238). However, it is challenging for legislatures to 

address social change issues without support from a broader civil mobilisation (ibid.239).  

Women organisations use various means to influence politics. They shape policies and 

government agendas to emphasise certain issues. The organisations also engage in lobbying, 

bring lawsuits and submit briefs to government hearings along with organising networking 
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that bring them in contact with government and other politicians (ibid.). Additionally, Weldon 

and Htun find that government departments and other policy agencies with a focus on gender 

equality assist to make states adopt gender related policies. However, they tend to add to 

rather than replace the work of women organisations. Furthermore, women policy 

machineries are often formed in response to claims made by women movements (Weldon & 

Htun 2013: 240).  

According to Goetz and Jenkins (2018), counting the number of women active is a 

technical challenge and establishing numbers of organizations operating in the country can be 

misleading.  They argue that measuring the autonomy of women's movements by the number 

of organisations is problematic. A large number of women groups can, in reality, mean 

fragmentation within the movement. Studies have found that policies regarding reproduction, 

same-sex marriage and gender-based violence were not addressed more with increased 

women in national decision-making positions. Neither did economic factors play any 

significant role in this matter (Goetz & Jenkins 2018:720). In order for effective claim 

making, Htun and Weldon emphasise the importance of a strong and independent feminist 

movement. However, Goetz and Jenkins argue that Htun and Weldon fail to identify the 

conditions for the development of such movements as well as motivate the reasons for their 

strength in relation to particular demands and certain times. Instead, Goetz and Jenkins seek 

to highlight the importance of strategic agency of claim makers (ibid. 723). The main skills 

needed for the strategic capacity of gender equality activists are: (1) an ability to frame the 

relevance of their issues, (2) an ability to form and sustain alliances and (3) an ability to 

engage with the state without challenging their independence (ibid. 724). Ergo, it is the 

combination of the modes of partnership and protest that is often crucial (ibid. 728).  

The most critical space to influence policy is in the agenda-setting phase (Fletcher & 

Star 2018:57). There is also a particular advantage in larger groups promoting policy changes. 

Multiple organisations collaborating were found to be important in sharing knowledge and 

resources. Feminist research is also fundamental in promoting reforms and media may also 

play a significant role in the effectiveness of lobbyists (ibid.). Nevertheless, women's rights 

and gender equality issues are at risk of being overshadowed within other social movements 

due to patriarchal influences from male members.  Feminist organisations have often 

struggled to be seen as legitimate by states and by the broader feminist movement. Funding is 

a major challenge for most NGOs, especially funding from governments could adventure their 

independence. Without a funding platform, they would have trouble making their voices 

heard.  



	 9	

Whether or not it is possible to speak in terms of women’s interests has been subject for 

debate among scholars. Academic studies have theorized “women´s interests” along three 

lines: traditional roles of women in patriarchal structures shaped by their bodies, participation 

in the labour market and opportunities to change gender roles. A focal point in the debate has 

been whether to highlight “practical” (everyday needs) or “strategic” (abstract feminist goals) 

interests (Celis et. al 2014:154). Beckwith (2011) makes a distinction between (1) “interests” 

which is fundamental to women´s lives, (2)“issues” meaning strategic choices, and (3) 

“preferences”, which aim to position actors in order to select among options.  Even though the 

group of women differs, the idea indicates that women have a common set of interests. To 

identify these interests, Beckwith suggests observing interests of women organisations 

(Beckwith 2011 in Celis et. al 2014:154).  

Still, there have been critiques against how the uses of social movements define 

women's interests. Advocacy groups in many situations have to homogenize their interests in 

order to make a case for policy attention. Such situations risk the voices of the privileged 

women being promoted, neglecting the voices of less advantaged women (Celis et. al 

2014:155). Although this critique is worth mentioning, studying the response to claims from 

women organisations provides an interesting way of establishing SRW from a different angle. 

 

2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK  
In the following section, theoretical standpoints will outline a framework for this analysis. 

Based on previous research of the subject, there is an expectation that female MPs as a group 

share similar biological experiences, facing the same social structures regarding gender roles 

and experiencing constraints and discrimination. Drawing from this assumption, female MPs 

are expected to have a stronger determination than their male counterparts when it comes to 

represent women's issues in the legislative process (Clayton et. al 2017:281). 

 

2.1 Rethinking the Critical Mass Theory 
The debate about whether and when substantive changes occur in the political arena have 

centred on Dahlerups theory of the critical mass. Dahlerups research revealed that it takes a 

minimal representation of a particular group, for example, 30 %, before the minority are able 

to make a substantial difference in politics (Dahlerup 2006:511). Developed in the 1980s the 

critical mass theory was mostly applied to situations where women had not yet reached the 

proportion of 30 %. The argument was that it was unrealistic to expect any differences until 
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women representation had reached its critical mass (ibid. 512). The theory has since been 

used by advocators for gender quotas to increase the number of women in politics (ibid. 514). 

Although politicians, media and scholars, have used the concept it has also been questioned. 

Grey (2006) argues that critical mass is useful only if we assume that one proportion is able to 

represent all women´s interests as well as the expectation that numbers alone can bring about 

political change (Grey 2006:492). 

The theory of critical mass is often related to the discussion of when and how women 

can ‘make a difference’. However, ‘making a difference’ is a vague concept when focusing on 

changes in politics. Amongst women organisations, it is nearly impossible to find a common 

meaning of what ‘making a difference’ means (Dahlerup 2006:517). According to Dahlerup, 

women succeed in making differences if researchers can establish differences between men 

and women in attitudes, issue prioritization, the way of speaking in politics and contacts with 

women organisations (ibid. 519).  

Subsequently, Dahlerup revised her theory and acknowledged that numbers and 

proportions are of minor importance for the effects of women's representation. Few women in 

politics, under right circumstances may make a substantial difference while a large proportion 

of women would not necessarily want to change the agenda for the time and circumstances 

being. While numbers are interrelated with other factors it is nearly impossible to isolate the 

effects (ibid. 520). Thus, other indicators need to be considered when analysing women's 

ability to change politics.  

Furthermore, the idea that women in politics always will represent women in debates 

and decision-making is problematic. Women in the political sphere bear two conflicting 

expectations. Firstly, they have to prove their ability to be as good as their male counterparts. 

Secondly, they are expected to make a substantive difference for the sake of women's rights. 

Another problem is that women are diverse and every single parliamentarian will have 

multiple identities that affect her individual views. Despite the challenges, it is still important 

to establish whether women have a say in the national legislature and what role the numbers 

of women play in enabling political change (ibid. 493). Grey (2006) suggests that rather than 

focusing on a critical number, different critical masses may be needed depending on what 

outcomes is desirable. For example, 15 % of the seats in parliament may enable female 

politicians to impact on the agenda but in order to reach policy outcomes, 40 % may be 

required to enable political change (Grey 2006:494). While the likelihood of women MPs to 

act for women depends on several factors there has been a shift in research from a sole focus 
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on numbers to analysing legislative behaviour without expectations about critical mass 

enabling women to ‘make a difference’ (Childs & Krook 2006:22). 

Finally, the idea first developed by Dahlerup stipulate that effective representation of 

women need critical actors to be a part of critical acts has become prominent in recent 

literature. Critical actors refer to individuals and/or agencies, which initiate proposals or 

encourage others to promote policies for women. These actors are generally women even 

though some male legislators can be crucial allies in advancing gender equality demands 

(Johnson & Josefsson 2016:846). Deriving from the above-stated research, this paper will 

define SRW as a process of ideas, which is dynamic and influenced from different directions. 

However, studies have shown that the will of critical actors to promote gender reforms can be 

constrained by their commitment to parties and contexts and norms within the legislature 

(ibid. 848).  

 

2.3 HYPOTHESES 
In line with the theoretical framework of rethinking the critical mass, this paper strives to 

investigate whether women MPs in Uganda are allying with women organisations. 

Furthermore, the paper examines if women gained marginal power or have been ineffective 

representative symbols. In order to reach an answer, a frame analysis will be conducted to 

establish whether issues promoted by women organisations are being reflected in plenary 

debates by women MPs. As described, bringing women movements into politics is crucial for 

women´s representation (McBride et. al 2010:3). The paper will focus on whether or not there 

are critical actors present in politics, acting for the sake of women movements. When policy 

actors use a similar definition of an issue, women organisations ideas will be present in 

politics. When the female MPs frame issues in line with how they are represented by the 

women movements, successful alliances will be achieved. Based on this assumption, three 

hypotheses can be stipulated that will guide further analysis:  

 

H1: Women MPs and the women organisations frame issues similarly 

 

H2: Women MPs address gender issues but frame them differently than the women 

organisations 

 

H3: Women MPs fail to promote gender issues related to women organisations 
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3. BACKGROUND 

3.1 Political Context 
The dominant party in Uganda, the National Resistance Movement (NRM), and president 

Yoweri Museveni came to power in 1986. Initially, they created a no-party system called the 

Movement System based on the argument that political parties would bring ethnic conflict 

and Uganda needed the stability that a no-party democracy would generate. During this time, 

political parties could not participate in elections and the candidates were elected as 

individuals. In order to get more stability for the country, NRM implemented reserved seats 

for women, disabled people, youths and workers in 1989. The quota system was incorporated 

in the 1995 Constitution and the numbers of women in parliament have since then increased 

from 12,2 per cent in 1990 to 34,3 per cent in 2017, 153 seats hold by women compared to 

296 seated by men (The World Bank 2017). Despite the gains of this system for previously 

marginalised groups, the quotas have been criticized for creating legislators that are more 

loyal to the NRM than the cause of women and gender equality. Questions have been raised 

regarding the independence of women representatives and their ability to change the political 

agenda (Josefsson 2014:96). The Electoral College system was developed during the same 

time as the country returned to a multiparty system as decided by a referendum in 2005. 

 The current system of Electoral College refers to a group headed by 7 commissioners 

appointed by the president. Their responsibility is to organise, conduct and supervise the 

elections in Uganda. Hence, one candidate can win the popular vote but the Electoral College 

system has the power to select another candidate for the presidency. The system has been 

accused of promoting women from the social elite that will not challenge the party line. 

Moreover, the system is considered prone to manipulation and corruption. However, NRM 

have continued to win a majority of votes through disputed elections. Uganda is still seen as a 

semi-authoritarian nation (ibid. 97) and is ranked as “Partly Free” by Freedom House 

(Freedom House 2018).  

A National Gender Policy was established in 1997 and reviewed in 2007. The policy 

aims to mainstream gender concerns in development processes, however, there is a 

disconnection of effective implementation in certain sectors. The health sector, for example, 

lacks strategies to include the gender policy into their sector plans. Therefore, most service 

delivery remains oblivious to gender implications. However, the parliament has succeeded in 

passing a number of gender-related legislation. In 2010, the Domestic Violence Act, the 

Prohibition of Female Genital Mutilation (FGM) Act and the Prohibition of Trafficking in 
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Human Persons Act were passed. The Marriage and Divorce Bill is still debated in the 

parliament and the proposed Sexual Offences Bill has been overseen with the motive that 

most regulations in the Bill are found in the Penal Code Act and the Domestic Violence Act 

(Peace Women: Security Council Resolution 1325, 2009).  

 

3.2 NGOs and Social Movements in Uganda 
Historically, the feminist movements in Uganda have been struggling with political 

restrictions. After implementing the National Council of Women in 1978, the former dictator, 

president Idi Amin prohibited all other women organisations from activities. The UN 

women's conference in Nairobi 1985 became a turning point and a more independent feminist 

movement flourished as the NRM started increasing women´s involvement in leadership and 

decision making (Kakuru 2008:38). Uganda's women´s movement has been named one of the 

strongest in Africa (Guma 2015:15). However, to identify as feminist comes with challenges 

as feminism is viewed as a western phenomenon and Africans calling themselves feminists 

are perceived as allies with the western outsider. African feminists are accused of being 

copycats of European feminists and denying their African culture (ibid. 16-17). Due to 

western-resistance, female MPs or activists who do not identify with feminism are not 

unusual. More commonly they are referring to themselves as gender activists. Gender can be 

included in the existing structures of order whereas feminism challenges the whole system 

(ibid. 17). 

The women´s movement played a significant part in the process of drafting the 1995 

Constitution. The Constitution grants women rights to equality, security from violence, 

freedom, the right to make decisions of reproduction and the right to control their own bodies. 

Moreover, the movement played a major part in transforming conservative gendered divisions 

of labour. The movement became a space for women to develop their capacities as leaders 

and gain control over their own lives (Guma 2015:18).  

The re-implementation of the multi-party system provided a new era for Ugandan 

women. The movement took the opportunity to re-brand itself into a more flexible force with 

new strategies to discourage associating with post-socialist and radical feminism. They started 

to organise locally, nationally as well as pan-African. Women's rights to land became a 

priority together with questioning laws with a lack of gender perspective. The new culture of 

movements became accepted in the political arena, which generated greater acceptance of 

female politicians (ibid.19). However, there are several issues that have not been promoted by 

the women´s movement in Uganda. The movement has not responded to issues of lesbian 
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rights and has remained silent regarding issues of sexual orientation issues in general. These 

issues are highly sensitive in this religious and patriarchal kind of society (ibid. 21).  

One would expect that NGOs in Uganda have strategically worked on their relations 

with policy agencies in visible manners while advocating political change. However, the 

relationship is defined by fear, manipulation and confrontation (Nabacwa 2010:396). The 

relation of fear derives from the fact that NGOs are careful to challenge the current 

establishment with a risk of being perceived as to undermine the effectiveness of the 

government. A reason for this might be the patriarchal history of the Ugandan society where 

male leaders have been unchallenged. When gender advocators challenge these traditional 

ideals they cause tension and conflict as they are being seen as a threat to the positions of the 

majority of male government leaders. Also, female political leaders are afraid to criticize the 

traditional view. Especially as they have managed to reach high positions despite the male-

dominated electoral system (Nabacwa 2010:397).  

Women organisations tend to view women parliamentarians as a resource they need for 

their cause but at the same time as traitors and unsupportive of gender concerns. The 

conflicting relationship comes from government critique on the NGOs capacity of policy 

analysis, whereas NGOs criticise government service delivery by accusing them of corruption 

and being too bureaucratic (Nabacwa 2010:397-398). The relationship has been marked by 

manipulation in order to establish the best relationships with donors. Uganda is a major target 

for the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund and they need Uganda as a 

demonstration of their policy success, a fact which NGOs and the government are aware of 

(ibid. 398). The government finds it valuable to keep a dialogue with NGOs that are 

representing marginalised groups such as women. This is due to awareness of the relationship 

between these NGOs and common donors, which are interested to sustain cooperation 

between the private sector, the government and civil society so that all actors are included in 

policy-making (ibid. 399). Usually, NGOs work as advisors to the government by filling 

research gaps and provide information gathered in grassroots contexts. NGOs take this role 

seriously and it provides an opportunity to advocate through knowledge (ibid. 400). Despite 

government representatives promising that they will promote gender-related issues in 

gatherings with NGOs, they rarely hold them during political meetings (Nabacwa 2010:401).  

 

3.4 UWONET 
The Women´s Network (UWONET) is an umbrella network composed of 15 national NGOs 

and individuals operating in the Ugandan capital Kampala. The organisation was established 
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in the aftermath of the East African Women´s Conference in 1993 as a preparation for the 

Beijing Conference in 1995. Women are the main focus for UWONET and they believe that 

gender inequalities and poverty affect women more than men. Their aim is to empower 

women in order to transform communities with the main goal of gender equality and a society 

free from discrimination. One of their strategic objectives is to advocate and lobby for 

political change by influence policy and decision-making. They target decision-makers at all 

government bodies such as parliamentarians (UWONET, n.d.). The choice of UWONET as a 

measure of feminist demands derives from UWONET being a well-established women´s 

network in Uganda and is composed of a number of women organisations. Thus, they have 

the opportunity to enable change through advocacy. A list of demands for the government 

was posted on the 8th of March 2018, on the International Women´s Day. UWONETs 

executive director emphasised the importance for media to regularly address the list of 

demands in order for it to be effective. 

 

3.3 UWOPA 
The Uganda Women´s Parliamentary Association (UWOPA) was formed by the fifth 

parliament (1989-1994) in the process of the drafting of the new constitution. The aim was to 

establish a consensus among women MPs on gender equality issues. It also became a forum 

for engaging with NGOs in articulating women´s interests. The association was strongly 

backed by the women movement and became an instrument in securing a gender-sensitive 

constitution. While Uganda was in forefront of the countries encouraging descriptive 

representation of women in politics, the high percentage of women MPs did not bring about 

policy change until 2006 when UWOPA contributed to the implementation of a number of 

policies promoting gender equality (Johnson & Josefsson 2016:845). As mentioned above, the 

lack of activity is said to be due to the non-democratic setting, patriarchal norms in the 

political arena and the weakness of the quota system. Therefore, the promotion of increased 

female participation by NRM may be of a more instrumental motive than of a concern to 

represent women´s interests in politics (Johnson & Josefsson 2016:848-849). The ninth 

parliament (2011-2016) contributed with gender aspects to key bills that took away taxes on 

important goods for women. They also gained support for the claim that women should seat 

half of the parliamentary committee chairs. The strength of UWOPA has increased and thus 

changed the relationship between female and male MPs. Also, it has enabled women in civil 

society to create allies with women in powerful government positions (ibid. 849). 
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In Johnson and Josefssons (2016) fieldwork study of Uganda between 2009-2010, MP 

respondents claimed that the relationship between UWOPA and the women's movement grew 

stronger. The problematic relationship in the past has been replaced with UWOPA who 

provides a channel for women activists to access MPs while UWOPA relies on women 

organisations for research assistance, training and help with drafting bills. This is said to have 

strengthened the SRW in Uganda with UWOPA relieving pressure on individual MPs who 

lobby for gender equality consideration. However, the political context still limits UWOPA in 

engendering the legislative agenda, especially with the introduction of the multi-party system 

that further tightened the relationship between the female MPs and NRM (ibid. 851). 

 

4. Methodological Issues 

4.1 Methodological Approach 
The technique of collecting data will be qualitative text analysis. There has been an increase 

among political scientists to measure parliamentarians’ debate behaviour by using text as 

data, and Hansard transcripts in particular (Clayton et.al 2017:280). Hansards refers to written 

transcripts from plenary debates. According to Esaiasson et.al (2017), this method is suitable 

when (1) some parts of the material are more important than others, (2) when the researcher 

needs a context-based understanding of the text material and (3) when actors are central for 

the analysis (Esiasson et.al 2017:211). One way of using this method is by asking questions to 

the material and discovers if the text provides answers. The questions could be, asking how a 

phenomenon is represented or which meaning it has in a certain context or by a certain actor 

(ibid. 212).  

A usual concept within qualitative text analysis is frame analysis or ‘framing’, which 

refers to how problems or societal phenomenon are framed by actors. The assumption within 

frame analysis is that problems in the society are not given a fixed meaning. Rather, they can 

be interpreted and represented, framed, in different ways. How the issue is framed matters in 

how other actors are approaching the problem. Usually, both political actors and civil society 

organisations are aware of this and make strategic choices in how to frame issues or political 

problems. Hence, the actor’s motivations are crucial in frame analysis. When studying how 

politicians and other actors frame issues, researchers generally want to get to the strategic 

frames that are being used. However, whether or not the actors agree with the way they are 

framing the problem is not important in frame analysis (Esaiasson 2017:218).  
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The concept of frames refers to various actors’ statements about their views of problems and 

demands for government action. Hence, the content of government response to demands from 

women organisations should be studied by comparing how they frame the problems (McBride 

2010:34-35). Gendering the frame of political debates can reveal to what extent female MPs 

is inserting gender in a way that is compatible with the goals of women movements. Matching 

frames create opportunities for women´s interests to be present in politics, thus enabling SRW 

(ibid.35). The following questions are going to be asked to the material of Hansard texts from 

the Ugandan parliament. The questions will be asked systematically to all texts and gender 

issues brought up by women MPs. The questions asked to the material are inspired of 

questions suggested for frame analysis by Esaiasson et.al (2017). They are formulated 

differently to fit the aim of this paper and to be able to reach answers related to the research 

question.  

 

1. How is the problem framed?  

2. For whom is it represented to be a problem? 

3. What kinds of actors/subjects are parts of the frame and what acting capacity are they 

represented with? 

4. How is the solution of the issue framed?  

5. Does the framing contain gender aspects? 

 

The methodological approach of this study will be carried out in two steps. Firstly, the 

promotion of issues from a national women umbrella NGO will be studied. The issues will be 

classified in ‘feminist claims’ and ‘non-feminist claims’. Secondly, the parliamentary debates 

will be scrutinized in order to establish whether women parliamentarians emphasise these 

issues and how they frame them. Additionally, the framing of the issues will be compared 

with the framing from UWONET. Feminist claims, as described by Goetz and Jenkins (2018) 

refer to efforts to ensure recognition and realization of equal rights for women, these claims 

challenge the male dominance and the patriarchal society. Examples are land rights for 

women and control of their own bodies. Issues like resource distribution or female literacy 

without addressing full equality do not directly threaten the male biased structures in the same 

way and are thus categorized as ‘non-feminist’. (Goetz & Jenkins 2018:716). The focus in this 

framework on women´s identities excludes men from being women movement actors. When 

they are supporting the ideas of movements they are categorized as ‘male allies’ (ibid. 32). 

Thus, the male MPs speaking behaviour will not be examined in this study.  
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Based on the list of claims published by UWONET, gender-related topics discussed in 

the plenary debates were highlighted and analysed. The prepared ministerial statements were 

excluded as this represents the ministerial view rather than the MPs speech behaviours. 

Contributions by the Speaker were also excluded. The speeches were analysed in order to 

establish whether it was framed in line with women organisations demands or addressed 

differently. 

The 15 Hansards, 7 from March and 8 from April were comprehensively analysed. In 6 

of the transcripts, no gender issues were raised and they were therefore excluded from further 

analysis. The issues addressed by the organisations were categorized into 17 issues partly 

based on Goetz and Jenkins (2018) definition of feminist claims mentioned above. The issues 

were women´s land rights (feminist), poverty and inequality (other), sexual harassment in 

learning institutions (feminist), maternal mortality (other), unsafe abortions (feminist), family 

planning (feminist), recognition of unpaid labour (feminist), gender implications of 

HIV/AIDS (other), women´s economic empowerment (other), nodding syndrome (other). 

FGM (feminist), child marriage (feminist), effective use of domestic resources (other), sexual 

violence (feminist), teenage pregnancies (feminist), financial inclusion of women in rural 

areas (other) and inclusion of female leaders from rural areas (other). Whereas Goetz and 

Jenkins (2018) state general advise in how to define issues as feminist, they do not 

specifically address these specific issues. Rather, they exemplify how to think when 

classifying women issues. Hence, the categorizations of the UWONETs issues are carried out 

independently and are based on how the organisations present the problems in the press 

release. The issues presented as challenging the current structural order is defined as 

‘feminist’ and issues affecting women without challenging the patriarchal order are defined as 

‘non-feminist´. However, as many of the issues are dependent on each other and are not 

explicitly defined by UWONET as feminist or non-feminist, the categorization should be 

viewed as this papers view of defining feminism in this particular context.  

 

4.2 Material 
In order to reach an answer to the research question the press release where UWONET 

encourage the government to take action, will be examined. Additionally, Hansards from 

debates in the parliament of Uganda will contribute to an understanding of how female 

parliamentarians are responding to these claims.  

This paper will continue the work of Clayton et.al (2017) by analysing part of the same 

data. In their article, Clayton et.al used Hansards to determine how often and whether MPs 
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addressed gender issues in the plenary debates. This study will rather be analysing the content 

of the female MPs speeches related to gender issues. Thus, the study will be based on 

individual MP speech data as an indicator of how women MPs manage to address women 

organisations interests in the plenary debates. The data is collected from Hansard transcripts 

of the plenary debates in the Ugandan parliament from March to April 2018. The data consists 

of 15 transcripts and 640 pages in total.  

The challenges remaining for Uganda are listed by UWONET as: women´s land rights, 

poverty and inequality, education, health, harmful cultural practices and security for women. 

Out of these issues, women´s land rights, education and harmful cultural practices are defined 

as feminist claims. The demands on the government connected to these issues from 

UWONET are: securing the rights of women/girls in rural areas to land and productive 

resources, eradicating poverty, hunger, and malnutrition, enhancing investment in the health 

sector, investing in education and life-long learning for women and girls and eliminating all 

forms of sexual and gender-based violence, harmful cultural practices and child marriage in 

Africa. The specified suggested actions of the government demanded by UWONET 

(UWONET 2018) are the following: 

 

Land rights: They call upon the Government of Uganda to enforce the existing land laws and 

policies, as well as uphold the provisions on land in the Constitution, particularly Article 26. 

 

Poverty and Inequality: They encourage the government to eradicate poverty, hunger, and 

malnutrition by 2030 and achieve Vision 2040, which according to UWONET would require 

increase in agricultural productivity, incomes, access to technology, financial inclusion, 

support of sustainable agriculture and food production systems, and conserving and equitably 

sharing the benefits of agricultural biodiversity. 

 

Health: UWONET demand that the government should increase budget allocations and 

monitor of health performance in accordance with the Abuja declaration of 15% total budget 

allocation to health. They also want to ensure at least 5% allocation of the total health budget 

to maternal health services including emergency obstetric care services at all Health Centre 

HC III and VI. 
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Education: They call upon the government to provide the basic necessities to facilitate girls’ 

retention and completion including the provision of food at school, provision of sanitary 

towels and sanitary facilities. 

 

Harmful cultural practices: UWONET encourage the politicians to accelerate efforts to 

eliminate all forms of violence and harmful practices including FGM, all forms of trafficking, 

child marriages, breast ironing and widow cleansing, which mainly affect women and girls in 

rural areas. They also want to ensure access to essential social, health, psychosocial support 

and justice services for survivors of these forms of violence. 

 

Security of women: They call upon the government to adequately investigate and prosecute 

the accused murderers of the 28 innocent women killed in Wakiso district and others who 

have been kidnapped.  

 

Additionally, UWONET demand that the government should: expand opportunities for 

women’s economic empowerment, promote the financial inclusion of women and girls living 

in rural areas, recognize women’s unpaid care work, accelerate gender-responsive measures 

to end the aids epidemic, mobilize and effective use of domestic resources and strengthening 

the voice, supporting the effective and equal participation, decision-making and leadership at 

all levels considering women and girls living in rural areas (UWONET, 2018). 

 

4.3 Design and Case Selection 
The study of African parliaments’ abilities to promote certain priorities comes with a specific 

challenge. While parliaments in other parts of the world use bill introduction, most African 

legislation is introduced through ministries. However, studying SRW in African settings is 

important due to the lack of research outside western contexts (Clayton et.al 2018:5). 

The fact that Uganda has had an increase of descriptive representation of women - due 

to gender quotas as well as a historically strong women movement - make it a suitable case 

for the aim of this paper. The motive behind the application of the research problem to the 

case of Uganda stems from the scarcity of knowledge about the effects of women's political 

presence, especially with regards to women in African parliaments once they have been 

elected (Delvin & Elgie 2008:239).  

Furthermore, the material available is important while studying countries in Africa. The 

case of Uganda has the advantage that the plenary debates are transparent. The case provides 
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valid material for the research aim of this paper. Thus, it can be considered a representative 

case, as the important factors for enabling SRW are present. Another feature of this case is the 

promotion of women in politics that has become a current prioritization worldwide. Several 

African countries are in transition to democracy or stuck in semi-authoritarian systems. As 

Uganda is one among such nations, it could possibly provide additional knowledge regarding 

the nature of these nations. The main goal of this study is not to generalise, but rather to 

provide additional knowledge about how SRW can be studied. However, a brief discussion of 

the potential generalisation ability will be provided in the conclusion of this paper.  

The choice of looking at transcripts solely from March and April could potentially limit 

the study, especially in cases where the claims made by the women organisations are 

referenced in other plenary debates. However, the paper aims to measure the response from 

women MPs on the press release published 8th of March. Thus, the potential responses to 

these claims may logically appear in the subsequent debates. Moreover, the opportunity to 

speak in plenary debates is determined by the Speaker. The MPs are raising hands when they 

want to speak and the Speaker decides whether to call them (Clayton et.al 2017:288). Our 

inability to determine which MPs raising hands without being selected poses a risk of missing 

speakers who would have addressed gender-related issues. However, as a number of women 

spoke in the debates, this would not hinder opportunities for women as a group to address the 

issues. 

The choice of UWONETs interests as the independent variable is based on the specific 

demands they posed for the government. These claims can be used to indicate whether or not 

SRW is present. The size of UWONET is also a feature as their opinions have a greater 

chance of reaching the politicians. Another reason is that media have reported of the claims 

they made on the International Women´s day (The Independent: 24/10:2018). There is 

additional material indicating that UWONET and women MPs meet and discuss issues 

regularly. Unfortunately, there is a lack of data of a direct meeting concerning these specific 

demands. Therefore, a limit to the study is that we cannot be sure that the MPs have taken part 

of these specific demands. However, because of the close collaboration of women 

organisations and the MPs as well as media reporting about the claims (ibid.), the assumption 

is that women in the parliament are aware of these demands.  

 

4. 4 Reliability and Validity 
As in all studies, it is important to consider the risk of systematic and unsystematic errors, 

validity and reliability. Validity refers to the fact that the study is measuring what it intends to 
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measure, and reliability means that the study is replicable (Teorell & Svensson 2007:55-56). 

The materials used in this study are direct transcripts from the plenary debates and hence, it is 

no questions of biased information. However, as a qualitative frame analysis is applied, the 

objectivity may be questioned as the person interpreting the frames is always biased based on 

their personal experiences and worldviews.  The reliability could therefore not be completely 

granted. When measuring attitudes, there is always a risk of not measuring the actual attitude 

of the person by interpreting what they are saying in different way than the person intended. 

With this in mind, the paper has focused on the analysis of the explicit meaning of the 

speeches by the parliamentarians, without interpreting any hidden meanings. Thus, other 

researchers should reach similar results if the study was reproduced.  

Validity problems are correlated to a valid operationalization of the dependent variable. 

In this paper, the dependent variable is SRW, measured through whether the framing of 

gender-related issues between women NGOs and female MPs matches. As mentioned earlier, 

this approach may be risky because defining women´s interests poses risks of 

homogenization. However, to be able to study the effectiveness of women´s representation, 

this paper argues that categorization is needed even though the limitations need to be kept in 

mind.  

 

5. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

5.1 Results 
Out of the 17 claims raised by UWONET, 8 have been defined as feminist claims (land rights, 

FGM, sexual harassment in learning institutions, child marriage, teenage pregnancies, 

recognition of unpaid care work, unsafe abortions, family planning and sexual violence). 

They are categorized as feminist by challenging the dominant male order. The other 9 issues 

will be analysed as well to establish whether there are differences in addressing feminist 

claims and non-feminist claims. To a varying degree, female MPs in the parliament addressed 

12 out of 17 issues from the organisations’ demand list, 4 of them were defined as feminist 

claims. 
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Issue 
Feminist/

Non-
feminist 

Frame used 
by 

UWONET 

Frame used 
by Women 

MP 

Framed 
similarly 

Addressed 
but not 
framed 

similarly 

Not 
addressed/me

ntioned 
briefly 

Land rights 
(Hansard 

6) 
Feminist 

Gender 
implications 

affecting rural 
women 

Land 
grabbing a 

problem for 
certain 

districts, 
more 

resources to 
the police 

  X 

Poverty 
and 

Inequality 
(Hansard 

15) 

Non-
feminist 

Shocks to the 
agricultural 

sector affects 
a majority of 

women 

Investment 
in 

Agriculture 
economicall
y important 

 X  

Maternal 
Mortality 
(Hansard 

11) 

Non-
feminist 

More 
resources. 

Severe 
problem in 

Uganda. 

More 
resources. 

Severe 
problem in 

Uganda. 

X   

Teenage 
Pregnancy 
(Hansard 

10) 

Non-
feminist 

Harmful 
cultural 
practice 

Issue related 
to maternal 
mortality 

 X  

Family 
Planning 
(Hansard 

10) 

Feminist Lack of 
knowledge 

Guidelines 
and strategies 
needed. Lack 

of 
knowledge. 

X   

Recognition 
of unpaid 
care work 
(Hansard 

15) 

Feminist 

The unpaid 
work done by 

women not 
recognized 

The unpaid 
work done by 

women not 
recognized 

X   

Opportuniti
es for 

women’s 
economic 

empowerme
nt (Hansard 

10) 

Non-
feminist 

Resources for 
economic 

empowerment 
in rural areas. 

Women’s 
fund needs 

their money. 
X   

Nodding 
Syndrome 
(Hansard 1 

and 2) 

Non-
feminist 

The problem 
for children in 

rural areas. 
Needs urgent 

attention. 

The problem 
for children 

in rural areas. 
Needs urgent 

attention. 

X   

Inclusion of 
rural 

women in 
leadership 
(Hansard 

10) 

Non-
feminist 

Strengthen the 
organizing 

capacity and 
leadership of 
girls/women 

Not framed   X 
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Issue 
Feminist/

Non-
feminist 

Frame used 
by UWONET 

Frame used 
by Women 

MP 

Framed 
similarly 

Addressed 
but not 
framed 

similarly 

Not 
addressed/men
tioned briefly 

Child 
Marriage 
(Hansard 

10) 

Feminist 

Harmful 
cultural 
practice 
affecting 

women/girls 

Not framed   X 

Effective 
use of 

domestic 
resources 

 

Non-
feminist 

Social 
accountability, 
anti-corruption 

Not framed  
 

 
 

 
X 

Security of 
Women 

(Hansard 2) 

Non-
feminist 

Murders, 
kidnappings of 
women needs 
investigation 

Investigatio
ns needed 

but no 
gender 
aspect 

 X  

Sexual 
Violence 

(Hansard 3) 
Feminist 

Harmful 
cultural 

practice. All 
violence 

against women 
needs to be 
eliminated. 

Framed as a 
health 

problem. 
 X  

Financial 
inclusion 
of rural 
women 

(Hansard 
10) 

Non-
Feminist 

Improve 
knowledge 

and 
opportunities 
to start small-

scale 
enterprises 

Women´s 
fund  X  

HIV/AIDS 
(Hansard 7 

and 10) 

Non-
feminist 

 

 
Gender issue, 
affects girls 
and women 

more than men 

 
Mentioned 
briefly in 
relation to 

sexual 
violence 

 
 

 
X 

 
 

Education 
(Hansard 7 

and 12) 
Feminist 

Low 
completion for 

girls, sexual 
harassment in 

learning 
institutions. 

Low 
completion 

not 
addressed. 

Sexual 
Harassment 
framed as 
gender-
related. 

X   

FGM 
(Hansard 

10) 
Feminist 

Harmful 
cultural 
practice 

Needs more 
attention.   X 

17 

Feminist: 
8 

Non-
Feminist: 

9 

  

6 
(3 feminist, 

3 non-
feminist) 

6 
(1 feminist, 

5 non-
feminist) 

5 
(3 feminist, 2 
non-feminist) 
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The results indicate that women in parliament are effective in some areas but failed to address 

some issues at all. The majority of claims (a total of 12 assertions) are addressed by the MPs, 

6 are framed differently and 6 similarly. Further, 3 of the issues addressed similarly are 

defined as feminist claims and 1 of the issues addressed but framed differently was non-

feminist. Of the claims not addressed/mentioned briefly, 3 were defined as feminist. Hence, 

the results reveal that there is no significant difference in whether the MPs address feminist 

claims more than non-feminist claims. As 5 issues failed to be addressed or were mentioned 

briefly, the result indicates that H1 and H2 are equally plausible in this case. Female MPs 

succeed to address gender issues but in 50 per cent of the cases, frame them differently than 

the women organisations. On the issues similarly framed, successful alliances are assumed 

being reached. The result is thus more nuanced than just supporting one hypothesis. Due to 

MPs regularly address gender issues related to women NGOs, H3 is not supported in this 

study.  

 

5.2 Frame Analysis 
The frame analysis will be conducted on 3 of the 17 issues raised by UWONET. Out of the 

organisations five most emphasised issues (land rights, poverty and inequality, health, 

education, security, harmful cultural practices), the issues of land rights, education and 

harmful cultural practices are defined as ‘feminist claims’, while health and security for 

women were categorized as ‘non-feminist claims’. Hence, the paper argues that the most 

emphasised feminist demands will be suitable for the above-stated aim of the study. By 

comparing the different framing between MPs and UWONET, the paper has the ability to 

answer the research question. All MPs referred to in the following analysis are women.  

The demands were generally framed by UWONET as issues of national concern. The 

demands follow the theme of 2018: “Empowerment of Rural Women and Girls: Opportunities 

and Challenges” (UWONET 8/3:2018). The MPs failed to address the implications of these 

issues for rural women and girls despite acknowledging the national theme of the year. While 

UWONET acknowledges the gender-sensitive policies the government has passed, they argue 

that there are significant gaps in policies and programmes still need to be addressed. There is 

also a lack of adequate budget plans to ensure the implementation of existing laws. Thus, 

there is a discrepancy between policy and practice according to the organisations. Several 

MPs further point out the lack of policies and implementation efficiency in the debates. 

UWONET emphasises the need to reform discriminatory laws such as the law on Marriage 

and Divorce. They draw attention to the fact that harmful practices such as FGM, forced 
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marriages, child marriages, bride price, widow inheritance, discriminatory inheritance and 

violence against women continue to exist in the Ugandan society. Thus, there is a need for 

major improvements in handling women´s rights issues in the government.  

 

Q1: How is the problem framed?  
Land Rights 

The problem of land rights for women is represented by UWONET as caused by a 

discrepancy between policy and implementation. There exists legislation but it has to be 

upheld by the government and the implementation needs to be attended to. Thus, it is 

classified as a feminist claim because the women demanding the land rights of men is 

challenging the patriarchal order where women currently are considered property without 

agency. The discussion of land rights for women in the plenary debates is however absent. 

Despite raising land rights issues as a general concern, the gender implications are not 

addressed (Hansard 6). 

 

Education 

UWONET argue that education in Uganda is at risk by teacher absenteeism and low 

completion rate, especially among girls. The sexual harassment within learning institutions is 

addressed by both UWONET and the MPs as a pressing issue for both women and girls. The 

issue has recently got attention in media, which could contribute to the massive attention in 

contemporary debates. While UWONET emphasises the gender implications of girls being 

predominantly abused, some of the MPs frame it more of a concern for all children and 

students regardless of gender. UWONET frames it of special concern for rural girls, but that 

is left unaddressed in the plenary debates. The low completion ratio for girls compared to 

boys is framed as an effect of socio-cultural and economic barriers by UWONET. The low 

completion rate does not come up for debate in the parliament. Emphasising women and girls’ 

rights to their own bodies and challenging the patriarchal order where women´s bodies belong 

to men, means that the education claim by UWONET classifies as feminist.  

The MP raising the issue defines sexual violence as verbal, physical or psychological 

abuse constituting any act or attempt to have sex by coercion. The MP frames the problem as 

a security issue for children and means that also boys are affected even if it is mainly girls.  

The MP in question argues that there is a need to apply gender perspectives of the attitude 

against sexual violence in the schools because it is a reflection of patriarchal political 

struggles. This is a dominant relationship between males and females that need to be 
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unpacked (Hansard 12). Hence, both UWONET and the MP frame it as an issue with gender 

implications. 

 

Harmful Cultural Practices 

Another feminist framed claim by UWONET regards harmful cultural practices like child 

marriage, teenage pregnancies, sexual violence and FGM. The problem is said to be harmful 

cultural traditions affecting girls and women, mostly in rural areas. The MPs do emphasise 

teenage pregnancy but frame it as a health issue related to maternal mortality rather than an 

effect of harmful cultural practices affecting girls. The MP who raised the issue frames it as a 

problem affecting all women in Uganda. The MP describes women as 51 per cent of this 

nation and contributing to about 70 per cent of the economic activities like agriculture. She 

argues that women have done a lot for the country’s socio-economic development. When 

women suffer, the socio-economic and political status of Uganda is affected simultaneously. 

Thus, the MP uses more economical frames for the problem compared to UWONET.  

Furthermore, the sexual violence and forced marriages are said to be the reasons for the high 

mortality rates among mothers and babies. The MP argues that even girls by the age of 10 

have had unsafe abortions, which contribute to Uganda having one of the highest rates of 

unsafe abortions in East Africa (54 unsafe abortions per 1000 women) and a high maternal 

mortality ratio. Teenage pregnancies cause 25 per cent of the maternal deaths in the country 

(Hansard 10).  

 

Q2: For whom is it represented to be a problem? 
Land Rights 

The problem of women´s land rights is represented as a problem affecting all women despite 

civil status by UWONET, mainly affecting women in rural areas. The MPs address it as an 

issue concerning the whole population and especially certain districts that are vulnerable to 

land grabbing problems. 

 

Education 

UWONET present it as a problem for women and girls while MPs differ in their framing. 

Some of them define it as a problem mainly affecting girls while others frame it as a problem 

affecting all students, boys and girls, as well as female teachers. 

 

Harmful Cultural Practices 



	 28	

The practices are affecting women and girls mainly in rural areas, according to UWONET. 

The MPs frame it as affecting all women and children. However, the MPs emphasise 

economical implications of the whole society. 

 

Q3: What kinds of actors/subjects are parts of the frame and what acting 

capacity are they represented with? 
Land Rights 

The actors represented by UWONET in the framing are women and girls and specifically 

rural women and girls who are portrayed as deprived victims with no capacity to act. The 

government is presented as the actor with the power to change the problem by implementing 

reforms on these issues. The MPs emphasise the role of the police as the sole actor with the 

capacity to control land.  

 

Education 

According to UWONET, the Ministry of Education and Sports have the capacity to take 

action against the sexual violations of girls and women in the educational sector. Girls and 

women are portrayed as victims deprived of education, due to male violence. The MPs 

similarly portray the Ministry of Education and Sports with the capacity to act and power to 

investigate these issues. 

 

Harmful Cultural Practices 

UWONET once again frame women and girls as the deprived victims of these practices with 

no acting space. The MPs present the Ministry of Health as responsible for allocating 

resources to deal with teenage pregnancies and unsafe abortions.  

 

Q4: How is the solution of the issue framed?  
Land Rights 

According to UWONET, the government should “enforce the existing land laws and policies, 

as well as uphold the provisions on land in the Constitution particularly upholding Article 26” 

(UWONET 8/3:2018). Hence, the government is presented as the solution as women´s land 

rights need to be defended through upholding existing laws and policies. The solution is 

framed with bringing positive outcomes for girls and women in rural areas such as greater 

decision-making power and economic independence as well as freedom from violence and 



	 29	

intimidation. On the other hand, parliament discusses the need to allocate resources to the 

police in order to maintain land rights and stifle land grabbing. There is no similar framing in 

the issue of women´s rights to land between the UWONET and the women MPs. The 

parliamentarians fail to bring the gendered aspects of the issue up for debate.  

 

Education 

This segment is longer because the MPs discussed the problem of sexual violence in learning 

institutions to a greater extent. 

Regarding this issue, UWONET put specific demands on the Ministry of Education and 

Sports to investigate the causes of sexual violence in learning institutions. The education 

personal found guilty should be replaced and have their licence taken away. The Ministry 

should issue a policy on its commitment to zero tolerance on sexual violence. UWONET also 

suggest a solution of more systematic investments to eliminate gender differences in 

education, as well as enable equal and full participation and completion of quality education 

at all levels. Thus, the government should provide provisions of food, sanitary towels and 

sanitary facilities to promote a higher completion rate among girls.  

One MP suggests that an investigation should be carried out into Kyambogo University 

to avoid more sexual harassment incidents. She continues by informing the Ministry of 

Education and Sports that Kitgum primary school has recommended they reduce the number 

of female teachers because they go on leaves too often. The MP similarly frames an 

investigation by the Ministry of Education and Sports as the solution on this matter. Another 

MP means that in regard to abuse in other spheres such as home, marketplaces and at work, 

they have introduced the Sexual Offences Bill and want this bill to be in parliament as fast as 

possible so it can be passed. For now, they support the motion to investigate the learning 

institutions. One MP suggests the Ministry to come up with a policy to mark examinations 

centrally, to avoid marks being traded for sex. She also suggests 50 years in prison for 

committing sexual offences (Hansard 12). Hence, UWONET´s suggestions of investigating 

previous cases of sexual harassment in learning institutions are raised by several female 

parliamentarians. The MPs frame the problem as having severe gender inequality implications 

in line with the framing by UWONET. 

 

Harmful Cultural Practices 

The demand for solutions from UWONET is to ensure adequate implementation of policies 

and budgets in areas concerning the harmful practices. They suggest more efforts be made to 
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eliminate all forms of violence and harmful practices such as FGM, child marriages, all forms 

of trafficking, breast ironing and widow cleansing that mainly affects women and girls in 

rural areas. The government should also ensure access to social-, health-, and psychosocial 

support and justice services for survivors of these forms of violations.  

The MPs state a lack of policies and clear guidelines that regulate abortions as example 

of some of the major challenges in improving maternal health in Uganda as well as fighting 

teenage pregnancies. Moreover, the lack of sexual reproductive health information and 

services has led to unwanted pregnancies and maternal deaths. Without regulations on sexual 

reproductive health, they pose an open question on what the strategies to address escalating 

teenage pregnancies and unsafe abortions in Uganda should be. They also ask why the sexual 

reproductive health guidelines were withdrawn from the parliament in 2017. Furthermore, the 

MPs inquire the Ministry of Health to inform parliament why the policy on adolescent’s 

health is not operationalized. They want the Ministry to inform them about their plans for 

standards and guidelines to stop maternal morbidity and mortality as a result of unsafe 

abortions. An MP briefly brings up the cultural practice of FGM and suggests more work on 

that specific subject (Hansard 10).  

Q5: Does the framing contain gender aspects? 
Land rights- 

UWONET: yes  

MPs: no 

 

Education- 

UWONET: yes  

MPs: yes 

 

Harmful Cultural Practices-  

UWONET: yes  

MPs: no 

 

5.3  Discussion  
According to previous research, countries succeeding with the inclusion of non-elite women´s 

voices have been due to more than the design of the electoral system and gender quotas. 

Rather, the reason has been successful public policies and active and engaged women 
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movements (Cornwall & Edwards 2018:14). As the study of Clayton et.al (2016) indicated, 

female MPs raise concerns for women more than male MPs also in this study. An explanation 

for this pattern could be that female MPs feel obligated to a greater extent than males to 

promote women´s rights because of gendered electoral rules such as the quota system.   

The land issue has a history of being debated in many parts of Africa. It has been 

subject for debates of purpose, a direction of land reform, the formulation of policies and 

enactment of new laws (Manji 2014:81). Uganda’s Land Act was passed in 1998 in response 

to neo-liberal flows of ideas. The gender implications of the liberalisation of land caused 

resistance from women´s groups. The main concern for women was the alienation of family 

land in which they worked but had very little control over (ibid. 84). However, the NGOs 

depending on external funding have to some extent been self-constraining. The women 

movement in Uganda pushed for a co-ownership of the family land to be included in the Land 

Act of 1998 (ibid. 85). In 2003, the co-ownership amendment was adopted into the Land law 

and was seen as a major victory for the women movement (ibid. 88). The achievement of 

spousal co-ownerships was, however, not the endpoint for the gender struggles with regards 

to land. Rather, it provided foundations for future strides of the matter. 

In comparison to other African countries, Uganda has been relatively successful in 

protecting women's interests in land. Women NGOs and female politicians lobbied together 

for co-ownership but experienced mislead by the government. Revisions agreed in parliament 

were for example excluded when the final act got published. Other promises were broken in 

2000 when the cabinet stated that the clause should be included in the Domestic Relations Bill 

instead of the Land Act. The movement protested, as they doubted that the bill would ever 

pass by the government. Also, the gender activists wanted the symbolism in having gender 

measures included in “hard” land law instead of the softer family law (Manji 2014:86-87). As 

the co-ownership finally was included, gender-related problems such as the notion of consent 

and lack of effective implementation remain in the co-ownership provision (ibid. 89).  

Due to the land regulations have a long history of political strides in Uganda could 

explain why the MPs failed to respond to this claim. The issue has been discussed in 

parliament for decades and is not news to the parliament. Furthermore, UWONET did not 

provide any specific solution other than upholding the existing laws, which could be the 

reason for MPs rejecting the issue. Because of the land issue being defined as a feminist 

claim, it can be viewed as more sensitive to bring up in comparison to non-feminist issues 

such as resource distribution or health. Another possibility is that the land rights are discussed 
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from more gendered perspectives in other sessions than during the two months investigated in 

this study. 

Women activists in Uganda have prioritized the issue of education during a long time. 

Organisations have since the 1980s conducted activities in order to stimulate interest in 

education through community mobilization. Others have engaged in advocacy and 

educational support for poor girls (Kakuru 2008:38). Despite these actions, the challenge of 

educational gender inequalities persists. Achievements such as increased enrolment of girls 

have been reached but inequalities in the home sphere have led to dropouts from school (ibid. 

39). The MPs avoided addressing the issue of low completion among girls. However, the 

sexual violations of students and girls in Ugandan learning institutions received attention in 

the debates and most MPs framed it as a gender issue. This subject was during this time 

visible in media and UWONET clearly demanded investigations of the incidents as a solution 

to the problem. Thus, the media pressure together with the timeframe may have contributed to 

female MPs addressing this problem to a greater extent than the other two issues. The clear 

solution attached to the framing by UWONET was also a potential reason for the successful 

alliance on this matter.  

Regarding the harmful cultural practices still existing in Uganda, the MPs seemed 

careful of framing the addressed problems of forced marriage and teenage pregnancies as 

feminist. Rather, they framed them as issues of overall health and negative economic impacts 

on the country. The issue of controlling girls through for example FGM is highly patriarchal 

and challenging of the cultural traditions of the country. Hence, it is potentially a sensitive 

topic for women to address in the male-dominated parliament.  

As 17 issues were raised as demands from UWONET it might have caused the MPs not 

to be able to address them all. Feminist activism approaches are said to be most successful to 

initiate change when arguing for one issue at the time and attach a concrete solution to the 

problem. Thus, handling multiple claims decreases the chance of desirable outcomes. Specific 

solutions were attached to the majority of demands, which may have contributed to these 

issues being addressed in parliament. Moreover, due to UWONET being an umbrella 

organisation consisting of 15 women organisations gives them more power to advocate for 

their interests (Fletcher & Star 2018:56).  

While studying non-western contexts it is worth mentioning that African feminism can 

differ from West’s perspective on feminism. This derives from resistance to Western 

hegemony and the colonial impact it had on African countries (Phillips 2015:1131). The 

matter becomes frequently visible in the debates where western influence is spoken about 
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negatively and few want to address issues as explicitly feminist. Moreover, the independent 

MPs spoke more radically about gender issues and used gendered frames to a greater extent 

than the party-bound women. Despite not being a part of this study’s initial aim, the NRM 

women representatives were more careful in gendering issues. Rather, they included boys and 

men when other MPs spoke about issues predominantly affecting girls and women. Hence, 

the aspect of party loyalty could trump the will to represent women. Ethnic or religious 

identities of the individual MPs can also be of higher priority than gender identity (Clayton 

et.al 2018:9).  

Women MPs often experience difficulties in being heard to or even taken seriously 

(Guma 2015:23). This was visible in the debates where women were interrupted and laughed 

at more frequently than their male colleagues. The fact that UWONET addressed the 

Marriage and Divorce Bill that has been subject for strides the last 47 years show the 

resistance within parliament to address the issue (ibid. 24). It did not receive any response 

from the MPs in this study either.  

Furthermore, the patriarchal structures are still present in the Ugandan parliament. One 

example is the introduction of the “Anti-Pornographic Bill” in 2013, the so-called “Mini-skirt 

Bill”. The bill aims to restrict a number of practices and activities including wearing certain 

kind of clothing. The parliament debating what women should wear or not reveal the 

perception of women's bodies being political objects (Guma 2015:24). In this study, one male 

parliamentarian had made a statement to media that women need to be beaten a little in order 

to control them (Hansard 1). When he, after pressure from female MPs apologized in the 

parliament he said that he meant “other beating”. The women MPs asked for a clarification 

but the Speaker rejected it (Hansard 3). This clearly exemplifies the patriarchal structures in 

the parliament and provides an understanding in which context the women MPs have to find 

platforms to act for the cause of women. Hence, this could be a reason why women MPs 

address “non-feminist” issues more frequently than “feminist” issues. Perhaps it is not worth 

the resistance of their male colleagues or challenging the patriarchal norms in the plenary 

debates.  

 

6. CONCLUSION 
The aim of this paper has been to answer the question of how female parliamentarians frame 

key demands posed by women’s organisations. This by conducting a frame analysis where the 

frames of gender-related issues between women organisations and female MPs have been 

compared. The results revealed that in the plenary debates from March and April 2018, the 
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parliamentarians addressed 12 out of 17 issues on the demand list from UWONET. The frame 

analysis was carried out on three of the most advocated feminist claims by UWONET. This 

revealed that the issue of education was addressed similarly by the organisations and the MPs, 

whereas harmful cultural practices were brought up for debate but framed differently. Land 

rights were ignored as an issue with gender implications by the female MPs.  

The results are therefore somewhat unclear. They visualise a more nuanced picture of 

these issues in the Ugandan context. Due to addressing 12 out of 17 issues, the conclusion 

cannot be drawn that they either reject or ignore the demands from organisations. 

Consequently, as the majority of issues were addressed but framed differently, female MPs 

promote key demands by women organisations but are more careful in addressing them as 

explicitly feminist or gendered claims. As mentioned in the discussion, the reasons could be 

party loyalty, other more important identities for individual MPs or patriarchal structures 

within the debates that make them less profound.  

The fact that women in the Ugandan parliament are addressing several issues of concern 

to women in the population leads to the conclusion that SRW to some extent is present. 

Successful alliances in several areas exist and provide promising grounds for the future. The 

results are in line with previous studies arguing that a strong women movement could realise 

their ideas into politics by successful alliances with inside actors. Hence, the 

recommendations for further research is to look closer into the alliances between women 

organisations and parliamentarian gender activists in order to get a more complete picture of 

how successful alliances can be achieved. Another approach might be to study Hansards over 

time to establish potential changes in the women organisations success depending on how 

they frame their demands.  

Many African countries are semi-authoritarian as well as have implemented measures in 

order to include more women in decision-making. Thus, the relationship between the MPs 

and NGOs in Uganda has the potential to be generalized to other sub-Saharan countries with 

similar contexts. In conclusion, in order to lift the result of this case to a more abstract level, 

further research is needed to isolate the effects of the relationship between women NGOs and 

female MPs.   
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