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Abstract 

Nepal’s claim that it is ahead of many other Asian countries in terms of female political participation is debatable. On one hand, the country has done a great deal in terms of policies and numerical representation of women, but it hasn’t quite translated into meaningful political participation of women just yet, especially women who aren’t Brahmin/Chhetri and/or economically strong. There are barriers, some well-known and some not so much, that have inhibited women’s political participation throughout history and continue to do so today. While talking about the prevalent barriers, it is also necessary to acknowledge that we’ve had “barrier-breakers”, because of whom we’ve had some progress reducing the severity of those barriers. Hence, Nepal’s political landscape is much more inclusive of women than it used to be, but we still have a long way to go. This article explores the barriers that women have been facing for years in terms of political participation, and recommends interventions that reduce such barriers as well as reinforce momentum of the movement for inclusive political participation. 
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Introduction

Nepal often boasts an inclusive and representative political space, particularly for women. This notion reached its peak when Bidhya Devi Bhandari served as the country’s first female President from 2015 to 2023. 

Before that, the adoption of electoral quotas in the Interim Constitution of 2007 was a historic milestone in making the political space fairer for women. The 2007 Interim Constitution’s Article 63 (5) guarantees that the minimum of one-third of the total number of candidates nominated shall be women. Further, Article 142 (3) (c) provides that members from neglected and oppressed groups including women and Dalits shall be included in the executive committees at various levels, for political parties to qualify contesting for elections.   

The 2008 Constituent Assembly elections showed the immediate impact of the electoral quotas with 33.3 percent of women in the parliament, which was a large leap from 6 percent in 2005 (World Bank, 2008). 30 women were directly elected through first-past-the-post, 161 through proportional representation, and 6 women were nominated by the cabinet. Since it was the first time in Nepal that women from Janjati, Madhesi, Muslim and other marginalized groups were represented in the parliament, the 2008 CA election results were celebrated not just by women in Nepal, but also received a lot of appreciation from international communities (Burathoki, 2020).

At present, the 2015 Constitution of Nepal mandates that 40% of all elected representatives at the local level must be women, and 20% must be Dalit women. Similarly, it mandates that 33% of all elected representatives at all state mechanisms must be women, and provides additional representational quotas for other socially excluded groups. 

Breakthroughs like these have made the political space more accessible for women, enabling their entry into decision-making positions, and challenging the long-standing trend of female exclusion in the political space. They have also paved the way for ‘barrier-breakers’– women who seize these opportunities to confront and dismantle existing obstacles, further expanding the space for other women in the political arena.  

Throughout Nepal’s political history, there have been women who have broken barriers to claim leadership roles, challenge patriarchal norms, and pave the way for greater female participation in politics. One such barrier-breaker is Dibya Koirala, credited for establishing the Women’s Committee to mobilize women against the oppressive Rana regime. About 30 years later, the Model Women’s Organization led by Revanta Kumari Acharya emerged, with the objective of raising women’s political and social consciousness. As the country experimented with democracy in the 1950s and 1960s, various women’s groups became involved with political parties and started to engage in nonviolent protests and lobbying to bring women into decision-making structures. The Panchayat system between 1960 to 1991 suppressed political activities, including the women’s movement. Following this setback, a new organization called the Nepal Mahila Sangathan was formed to keep track of the progress of the women’s movement (United Nations Development Programme, 2014). Following the footsteps of these barrier-breakers, the women members of the Constituent Assembly formed a 197-membered caucus from the then 19 political parties in 2009. The caucus lobbied hard to ensure women’s one-third representation in all state mechanisms and political parties (Ghimire, 2022). At present, Nepali women are stepping up to utilize the opportunities created by the previous generation of barrier-breakers, to expand the space for women in the political landscape. In the course of doing so, they have to face a wide range of barriers. 

A key barrier faced by women in politics is rampant discrimination. According to UN Women (2018), women are given a lower status in society, which limits their ability to actively make contributions in politics. Furthermore, as social media and technology started making their way into the political landscape, women in politics have become even more vulnerable to discrimination, through cyberbullying and hate speech. As Bajimaya (2022) states, “women are threatened and prevented from speaking up, which is why they still remain underrepresented in the political process today.” 

The lack of intersectionality and acknowledgement of the issues faced by marginalized women also plays a huge role in hindering women’s overall engagement in politics. Analyzing the 2022 local elections, out of 293 mayors in Nepal, only 7 of them are women and 5 of them are Khas Arya. This showcases how the 33% reservation quota is largely occupied by Khas-Arya women. Women from Dalit, indigenous, and Madhesh identities are set back in terms of social networking due to the socio-cultural restraints that are rooted in patriarchy and casteism. Women’s representation and issues are kept in a homogenous category which neglects women from marginalized communities as the system will favor so-called “upper caste” women (Rimal, 2022). Additionally, there are also the economic restrictions with factors such as unpaid family care, gender gap in pay, occupational segregation, etc., making it difficult for women to even take part in electoral campaigning (Prasain, 2025). This further prevents marginalized women from entering the political landscape as networks that are willing to provide funds to political campaigns are favored based on the social hierarchical status. 

Next, the current socio-cultural structure in Nepal significantly discourages women from participating in politics. Women are expected to fulfill their roles as wives and mother before anything else and are usually heavily policed and dictated in their choices and agency. Due to this, they are often scrutinized for pursuing and prioritizing a political career. They are consistently seen as caregivers first and leaders second (Prasain, 2025). This creates a deep-rooted mindset that women should not be pursuing a political career. Therefore, even though the quota system creates reservation for women’s participation, women are more likely to be treated like they are not made for politics, resulting in the tokenistic nature of the quota system.  

Although there have been a lot of progressive changes in terms of women’s participation in politics, the core of this statement is still the same two decades later. Women’s political representation is not translating into meaningful participation. The barriers that prevent women from being in the position of power must be studied and analyzed. This article aims to explore the same and recommend possible interventions. 

With the objective of helping the readers understand the struggles of women in the political space, this article summarizes the experiences and opinions of a few female leaders in the political space of Nepal. Their names, party affiliations, and any other information regarding their identity have been kept anonymous for their safety. 

Main Body
From a young age, we have studied about grassroot-level political movements to national level political movements that shattered long-standing oppressive systems.  And most times, we study about the contribution of men, often ignoring the female contribution in those movements.  Most of our political history highlights men, partly because it has been a male-dominated field, and partly because women’s efforts have been heavily undocumented. This is the systematic erasure of women’s contributions, which can be seen through the lack of data and information about their contributions. From a young age, many of our current female politicians have contributed to grassroot-level resistance and political movements. From sneaking out of their house after dark to distribute awareness pamphlets, to navigating the male-dominated rooms and spaces where political conversations happened, they have stood strong against challenges to be active contributors in the country’s fight for democracy. To work tirelessly in politics while constantly being invalidated and having your capabilities questioned has been a common denominator in female political experience across history.

While the quota system has made a very positive impact in terms of increasing women’s participation, there are issues that have to be addressed within the quota system. Even under the quota system, women’s representation often resorts to tokenism rather than meaningful participation. Although the quota system has helped reach grass-root level in terms of women’s participation, oftentimes the women in these positions are still overshadowed and unheard by their male colleagues.

While the country is ahead in terms of electoral equity mechanisms in the political space, the way that the larger society views female involvement in politics is largely the same. To this day, our female political leaders feel that they are considered less important than their male counterparts, because of not being taken seriously in their position, not being seen as capable leaders, and in extreme cases, facing harassment and threats of violence. For those who have been in the political arena since a young age, this societal tendency to consider women as inferior feels like an old wound that never completely heals.

The fight for women’s meaningful participation in political spaces has been a long fight that can date back to the 20th century. According to Pradhan (2005), in spite of constitutional provisions for women’s representation in politics, their widespread  participation in the 1990 movement for democracy, and increased awareness, women have not been able to see a satisfactory improvement in their access to positions of power and decision-making. 

One of the most persistent barriers that Nepalese women in politics face is the expectation to shoulder almost all of the household duties. Although Nepal has made positive strides towards gender equality, our society still expects women to manage the household, raise children, and take care of the family. Today, this burden is exacerbated by a modern “do-it-all” ideal placed on women. They must excel simultaneously at home, work, and in public life. These overlapping demands put women in a difficult position. Firstly, the time and energy required to balance household responsibilities with political duties make women’s career path significantly more challenging than that of their male counterparts. Secondly, even when women somehow manage to balance both spheres, they’re often criticized for not fulfilling the “duties of a woman” adequately. Such criticism reinforces the notion that women’s political career comes at the expense of family obligations, which may deter women from active political participation. Further, the responsibility of taking care of the household takes away from them the time they could use to build connections within the party. Many women in politics feel that they’d be able to do so much more if they didn’t have to shoulder the responsibility of household chores all by themselves. Even to this day, the traditional caregiving role placed on women continues to obstruct their political participation. 

A female political leader that we interviewed stated, “Women in politics are not only expected to be active in their political careers but to also bear the responsibilities of being a mother and a wife as well. It all follows the concept of ‘Have-it-all Feminism’.” ‘Having it all’ is a phrase that is typically used against professional mothers, a certain standard that men aren’t expected to reach, but women are (Lattouf, 2023). In the context of female political leaders, the traditional roles of wife and mother follow them into their political careers, and they are also likely to be criticised for not balancing their political careers with motherhood. On the other hand, male political leaders do not have to face these criticisms nor do they have the same standard forced upon them. Male politicians are often seen just as politicians, and their political career is acknowledged as a valid profession. 

Within their own party, women face a fair share of challenges. For one, many of them feel that their reasonings and opinions aren’t taken seriously. Even when they are on the same footing as their male counterparts in terms of their position, women have it more difficult to have their voices heard and their presence respected. One of our interviewees shared, “In meetings and discussions, our opinions are more susceptible to dismissal or mockery. We are frequently interrupted and spoken over, making it harder to assert ourselves in professional spaces. We don’t want special treatment. We just want the same respect and space that our male counterparts receive by default.” 

Another interviewee shared, “People automatically look at men to fill in the leadership roles everywhere, including politics. This scares off women from reaching for leadership positions. If they do get into politics, they get into secretary or assistant roles. Our parties are hesitant to trust women with leadership positions in politics.” In a patriarchal society, women are automatically seen as weak-willed. This has not only hindered women in Nepal from taking on leadership roles in politics, but also caused people to be less accepting of women in politics. Hence, despite the laws that promote female political participation, the patriarchal mindset rooted in our society is a major barrier for women in politics.

Aversion towards female leadership also translates into harassment sometimes, especially online.  The harassment that women in politics face has worsened with the advancement of social media and technology. An interviewee shared that she experienced online harassment when she just started her political career. She stated, “To say it simply, women in politics are more likely to be targeted for the smallest things. If I hadn’t been able to withstand the harassment I faced, perhaps I wouldn’t be able to stand in the position I am currently in.” 

The Himalayan News Service (2024) showcases the Open Nepal Initiative’s 2024 data on the instances of online violence faced by female politicians over the course of 3 months. 
In August 2024: 24 incidents, 67% of which involved "insult and hate speech." 
In September 2024: 35 incidents, with 74.3% classified as "insult and hate speech," including physical threats and sexualised distortions.
In October 2024: 44 incidents, with "Insult and Hate Speech" (70.5%) continuing to lead. 
This data showcases the epidemic of online harassment that women in politics experience. Our society continues to suppress women and make sure they don’t “cross the line”. Specifically, in the political landscape, it seeks to suppress and punish women for claiming public power and breaking traditional gender norms. 

The long-held patriarchal mindset in our society has created a belief that women are not capable or credible to become natural leaders. There is a common belief that women are not confident enough or possess proper leadership skills to take charge of large ministries and political spheres (Prasain, 2025). This particular patriarchal belief has caused a lot of burden towards women political leaders. An interviewee shared, “It is difficult to advocate for yourself and campaign as a woman in the political field. When I had to campaign for myself, I would often have to take my male friends with me. When people didn’t listen to me, they would at least listen to my male friends instead.” She also shared how she had to have her male colleagues to vouch for her when she was campaigning because there were instances when certain networks refused to fund her campaign because they didn’t take her seriously. Her experiences showcase how the system has been built in a way that women in the political landscape have to be dependent for support. This further raises the question about how much autonomy women truly have within the political system. 

Despite all the work women in politics put into their political careers while navigating the associated challenges simultaneously, they find it comparatively more difficult to gain and retain the party’s trust, as well as to have their work recognized and acknowledged by their party members. The lack of acknowledgement and support from their own party members sometimes makes women question their space in politics, especially in leadership roles. As for the women who try to reach for leadership positions despite the challenges, they observe that men within the party have a hard time accepting female leadership. One of our interviewees shared, “When I ran for election, men within my own party tried to sabotage my campaign. Being a woman, many men couldn’t accept that the party had given me a ticket to contest the election.” This reflects the resistance female political leaders face within the very political institutions they contribute to. 

Patriarchal values also pose another kind of challenge to women in politics. Women’s groups and alliances to support each other are often seen as threats. Women’s caucus was a crucial aspect to ensure women’s representation not only in legislative but also in executive, judiciary, and political parties (Ghimire, 2022).  Initially formed in 2008, the women’s caucus was formed as a platform for women across different political parties. Putting aside their ideologies and political differences, it made way to address issues with gender inequality, which had made a space for women’s voices to be heard in a male-dominated political landscape. However, this has been long dismantled as male-dominated structure of political parties has sidelined, suppressed, and marginalized the voices of women in the parliament (Ghimire, 2022). Without an association or proper solidarity network, women would constantly feel like they are in competition with one another rather than seeing each other as collaborators working to solve collective problems. Influence and power, when held and exuded by women, is seen as a threat in the political space, making it difficult for women to sustain influence and support fellow women in doing so. 

Additionally, there is also a double standard on how the public views male political leaders versus female political leaders. Unlike male political leaders, female political leaders are often ostracized for things that have nothing to do with their roles as politicians, like their marital status, dress code, appearance, etc. The moral policing of female politicians can be very extreme. For instance, Sumana Shrestha in 2023 raised important concerns regarding the wrong template for budgets, the systematic failure in the three layers of administrations, and the failure of the government to introduce a social security programme to help people cope with the economic crisis (Ojha, 2023). However, people were only concerned with her attire, a pair of pants, black vest and a coat, which became a topic of controversy. Even our interviewee has stated, “Sometimes, I do feel a little self-conscious about my appearance because I don’t want it to take away from what I am trying to do as a leader.” The constant scrutinization of women over trivial things has made their meaningful contribution to politics even more challenging. 

Further, intersectionality is a lesser acknowledged issue within female political participation. The women that are able to take part in politics are usually women from upper societal castes or upper economic class. Women already have to go through challenges taking part in politics under the patriarchy. However in Nepal’s case, it is also important to add that the system is as Brahminical as it is patriarchal. Women from indigenous, Dalit, and marginalized communities have another layer of challenges added to them as they are facing double discrimination. Such challenges include the restriction of social mobility. Social mobility for women from marginalized communities are far more restrictive than women from a Brahmin background. For instance, Dalit women are more likely to be shamed, harassed, and have threats of violence for daring to speak against anyone. Even those who made it into the political sphere have been called snide remarks and are often subjected to misogyny and casteism (Upadhyay, 2023). 

One of our interviewees belonging to the Dalit community shared, “Even though I have made to the position I am currently in, people still make assumptions about me based on my identity as a Dalit person. They assume that I am not as educated and have made stereotypical remarks about me.” An interviewee belonging to the Madhesi community shared, “I have advocated myself as a Madheshi person and I have advocated myself as a woman as well. But they’ve been used in a very tokenistic way. I have to articulate my experience either solely as a Madheshi person or solely as a woman. I am unable to fully address my unique experience as a Madeshi woman.” Another interview belonging to the Madhesi community shared, “When I had gotten the ticket to take part in the elections, men from my own party started creating smear campaigns against me. They did this because they didn’t want a woman to represent them even if it means bringing more representation to the Madesh community. These experiences of female political leaders from Dalit and marginalized communities show that intersectionality isn’t acknowledged enough in Nepal’s political landscape, particularly for women.Women from marginalized communities have to fight added layers of discrimination, resulting from their identities as women as well as their marginalized backgrounds.  

Moreover, there is also the financial aspect alongside social mobility. Typically, women from the so-called “upper caste” are more likely to have useful social networks as well as  enough finances to be able to campaign in competitive elections. As for women from Dalit and marginalized communities, they have to go through several layers of restrictions both socially and economically. One of the main obstacles of entering politics is finances and economy. In terms of the economy, women perform about 5.8 times as much unpaid care work as men do (Adhikari, 2025). This financial burden is a setback for women in general, but for women from Dalit and/or marginalized backgrounds, it is even more difficult because of the combination of social and economic restrictions.  
  
Clearly, political participation remains a daunting journey for women, even more for women who aren’t Brahmin/Chhetri and/or economically strong. This results from deep-rooted patriarchal and casteist values and structures, as well as their lasting consequences. From being underestimated to facing excessive moral policing, women in politics confront a range of barriers that their male counterparts often do not. Despite the challenges, they continue carving out their space in politics and making their voices heard. Women who choose to enter and engage in politics are barrier-breakers. With their participation in politics, they challenge the status quo, confront long-held male dominance in politics, and inspire other women to do the same. Our female political leaders continue pushing through spaces that resist their presence, let alone active participation. It is because of their persistence that the path to active political participation becomes more accessible for women who will follow.

All of these challenges discussed here have one common denominator– they make our “barrier-breakers” question their space in politics. If women today start questioning their space in politics and feeling like they don’t belong in that space, our collective dream to make politics a fair space for women shall remain only a dream. 


Conclusion

Examining the barriers and challenges that have restricted women in politics, it is very clear that the issue is deeply rooted in the patriarchal mindset which has shaped such traditional societal norms of Nepalese society. There has been progress in terms of women’s participation in politics especially when making a comparison of this from decades ago to the present. However, there are still issues within the system that are preventing women from being able to fully participate in politics. 

The cultural expectation of leadership being presented as masculine and caregiving being presented as feminine has created a huge restriction for women. Not only are they not taken seriously or seen credible for leadership positions, but they are also expected to be able to find the perfect balance between their political career and their duties in the household. There is this additional pressure that women  have faced that makes it very difficult to be able to fully commit to their political career. Moreover, the political system also naturally resists putting women in leadership positions. This may result in women questioning themselves and their positions as leaders in politics. 

Further, there is also more pressure and higher standards for women to become good leaders. Male politicians’ criticism and faults are solely seen as an individual character flaw whereas female politicians’ criticism and faults are seen as a general representation of women leadership. This makes women in political roles more susceptible to facing online violence, cyberbullying, and harassment. Not only has this put women in a very difficult position where they also have to find a way to tolerate online violence but it also brings fear and hesitance for women to even think about taking up leadership positions. It is very clear that, in a patriarchal society, this is an attempt to put women back to subordinate and invisible roles. It is also an attempt to punish those who try to break existing barriers and take over more “masculine” roles such as leadership. 

It is also important to look into the lack of intersectionality within women’s representation in politics. While there are barriers for women in general, there are very specific barriers for women from marginalized communities. Specifically in terms of social networking, financial restrictions, and overall their voices of struggle being ignored. Women from Dalit, indigenous, and Madhesi communities especially have layers of discrimination set against them based on their gender as well as their ethnicity. 

Hence, there are multiple barriers that restrict women’s participation. Luckily, there are possible interventions that make space for women’s meaningful political participation. 

A recommendation given by a participant was to start increasing awareness. Awareness has been something preached in politics and women’s representation many times before. However it is still very much needed now. In this case there need to be more studies on women’s history in politics. There also needs to be programs that are specifically targeted for women to learn about political literacy. These programs should not only target women to become more politically aware but to also uplift their confidence and skills so they can feel like they have the potential of becoming a political leader. It is important to be able to dismantle the ideation that women aren’t fit to become leaders as it has been deeply socialized due to the patriarchal values forced upon. 

Another important solution is for there to be action taken towards people harassing and bullying online. The epidemic of online violence has especially been more rapid currently with people feeling very comfortable being anonymous online. The anonymity gave netizens the power to share their unfiltered biases online. Due to the patriarchal mindset, this has created a space in which it brackets women in politics and makes it easier to criticize and in extreme cases harass them without consequences. Further normalizing the violence against women in the political leadership positions. There needs to be more security and strict action to be taken for them.

Next, there is a need for proper programs and support for women specifically from marginalized communities. Having associations dedicated towards helping women from marginalized communities have a platform in which they will not only be able to voice their struggles that are unique to them but also help them create a proper social network. There also need to be associations that will help fund campaigns, especially for women from marginalized communities, as that also seems to be something that is preventing them from entering the political landscape. Furthermore, to support women in politics and bring more intersectionality into discussion, the revival of women’s caucus is essential. This will not only strengthen the solidarity between women but will also help in highlighting their struggles as well. 

Most importantly, the key is for women to continue making space for themselves in politics. If women in the past had given up on their fight against these challenges, we wouldn’t even see the progress we’ve seen till date. To help women mark their space in politics, our leaders urge their male counterparts to take off their patriarchy-colored lens and support their female counterparts’ fight in any way that they can. Because somewhere underneath all our progress lies a bitter truth– our society finds it easier to accept men’s opinions rather than women’s opinions. 

The struggle for women’s participation in politics is far from over, and there are barriers that are left to be overcome. But, our “barrier-breakers” throughout have played a huge role in making politics a more accessible space for the future generations of women. The political space needs more female leaders to  dismantle the patriarchal values and bring women on an equal footing as men in political leadership.
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