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Introduction

Despite women’s numerical significance, and their remarkable contribution to the economic
development, they have been placed to the disadvantaged position with no or less authority
and decision making power in the control and management of resources, and in social affairs.
Such inequality emanated from the traditional norms and values adhered by the majority of
community. This is even more intensified with women’s deprivation from equitable partici-
pation in educational system (UN, 2014).

All over the world women enjoy a little independence and equality in all dimensions. Be
it economic, political and social, they are marginalized and even some times considered as
inferior to men. They are still experiencing negative treatment from their family, community,
administration and even from their similar sex partners (that is women). The problem is even
worse in developing countries. Ethiopia is one of the developing countries where women are
facing political, social and cultural challenges that undermine their human worth and dignity.
They are suffering from economic poverty, social discrimination, political disenfranchise-
ment, and cultural subjugation (Helina, 2015; UN, 2014).

Different studies indicated the low status of women in developing countries in general and
in Ethiopia in particular (Almaz, 1991; Hirut, 2004; Mukuria et al., 2005, Okello (n.d)) cited
in Ethiopian Society of Population Studies (2008). Lack of access to productive resources
such as land; lack of access to education, employment opportunities, basic health services,
and protection of basic human rights; low decision making; violence and harmful traditional
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practices are some of the indicators of the socioeconomic marginalization of women in the
country.

Despite of the constitutional and policy provisions and commitment of government in
gender equality, the women status in the socio-political, economic and cultural context is still
undermined. Because of the socio-cultural constructions and practices, women are considered
to be subordinate to men and second-class members/citizens both in the family and in the soci-
ety. This is greatly influenced by the existing societal institutions. In other words, the societal
institutions have validated such practices (UN, 2014; jones, et al, 2010, The Norwegian Royal
Embassy of Ethiopia, 2009). This is to mean that gender disparity is institutionalized in com-
munity.

Therefore, a prolonged and systemic approach is required to eradicate such deep-rooted
problems. In doing so, any policy and legal provision should be made in light of the exist-
ing societal attitude and perception regarding gender inequality. This paper aimed at critical
review of Constitutional provisions and the National Policy of Ethiopian Women to identify
some gaps of the two provisions.

Constitutional Provisions for Gender Equality and Empowerment

The primary source for this part is the constitution itself. Constitutional provision of the
country pays greater emphasize on women empowerment, equality of women with men, pro-
tection of fundamental right of peoples. Article 25 which call for equality before the law,
Article 34(1) states that men and women have the right to marry and found a family. More-
over, Article 35 of the constitution provides right to women and this article put more specific
and detail provision of the constitution.

Given the provisions, the constitution indeed is also limited in certain aspects. (Helina,
2015) by taking article 34 (5) of the constitution, which empower customary law in resolving
family issues, is still fraught with limitations. “For instance, it overly empowers religious and
customary laws as arbiters of family matters such as divorce (including division of resource
between divorced spouses) and inheritance” (ibid, 20). To quote the constitution, article 34
(5) put that “This Constitution shall not preclude the adjudication of disputes relating to per-
sonal and family laws in accordance with religious or customary laws, with the consent of the
parties to the dispute. Particulars shall be determined by law” (FDRE, 1995). This in turn
challenging gender equality and adversely affecting the interest and right of women as it tends
to be patriarchal in nature. Given the contribution of traditional and religious laws in peace
building and conflict resolution, it deemed desirable to raise critical concern regarding the
societal and cultural construction/attitude regarding gender equality in Ethiopia. Which cus-
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tomary and religious laws in Ethiopia that permit female to inherit her family resource? Which
customary and religious laws believe in equality between women and male? But the constitu-
tion still validates customary and religious law in adjudicating family issues in Ethiopia. This
leads not only to the deprivation of women from ownership of and decision making on valu-
able economic and natural resource but also violation of basic human right of women. For
instance religious principles do not support divorce until adultery is committed in marriage.
This has its own implication. Husband might bit, prevent her from education, work and extra,
but these condition are not yet qualify for divorce.

National Policy of Ethiopian Women (NPoEW)

Ethiopia, in-order to eliminating gender gap (discrimination) and to enhance women’s par-
ticipation in all spheres of life, formulated women’s National Policy in 1993. The Women’s
Policy primarily aimed at institutionalizing the political, economic, and social rights of women
by creating an appropriate structure in government offices and institutions so that the public
policies and interventions are gender-sensitive and can ensure equitable development for all
Ethiopian men and women. Given the National Policy, numbers of criticism could be raised.
In this paper, the following primary criticisms are identified.

At the first place, it pays less emphasis to the basic human right as its base. Important
emphasis is given to artificial criteria. The policy provides primarily more consideration to
women’s role in public upraising as a requirement for formulation of the National policy of
women. For instance it put that “Ethiopian women were compelled to play a unique role
during the civil war” (Office of the Prime Minister. 1993; 5). More emphasis is on political
and materialistic roles of women as a justification for its formulation the policy.

Second, the capacity of government structures meant for the realization of the policy and
integration of the government structure with other actors is very weak. Cooperation among
different actors in implementing the policy is very weak particularly at local level. As the
government structure moves down to the lowest level, capacity problems became a critical
problems particularly at the Kebele level (government structure in Ethiopia which is the low-
est and smallest but closest to the community). At this level, women’s representatives and
organizations faces critical capacity problems.

Third, given the capacity problems, implementation of the policy is primarily dominated
by government. Government consider itself as if it is the sole and primary actor in protecting
right of women. Government (if not totally) disregards the role of other actors particularly as
implementer of policy. The policy itself put that, the responsibility of ensuring the implemen-
tation of the policy, of course, lies mainly with the Government (Office of the Prime Minister,
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1993). Hence, realization of policy is still critically questionable.
Fourth, the implementation strategies provided in the policy is more likely illusive and lack

precision as to what should be done to effectively implementing the policy. The strategies are
a duplication of the contents of the policy and using vague expressions. For instance, the
first strategy reads as “all appropriate measures shall be taken for ensuring the protection of
democratic and human rights of women” (Prime Minister Office, 1993; 15). Majority of the
strategies uses such undefined/illusive expressions which do not provide a clear direction to
actions.

Conclusion

Ethiopia became members of different international institution and ratified different conven-
tion and agreement which enforce gender parity. Doing so, she has attempting to fulfill the
requirement of such convention and agreement. She shows remarkable improvement in at-
taining gender parity. Different policies at national level has been developed which indicate
the commitment of the country to the objectives and goals of international convention. Given
these commitment, the following gaps are identified.

• The 1995 constitution of Ethiopia provide broader grounds for women’s empowerment
and protection. Given this, it is found that constitutionally given and recognized right
is not sufficiently institutionalized and implemented. There are also some inherent gaps
in the constitution of the country itself.

• Given the formulation of Notional Policy of women, there are also some problems in the
policy itself (its content), its implementation and institutions and institutional capacity
of structure meant for the realization of the objectives of the policy. Furthermore the
policy is not sufficiently addressed the human right aspect of gender equality.

• There are considerable improvements in numerical representation of women in all spheres
because of formulation and implementation of the National Policy and some of the con-
stitutional provisions. Despite improvement in numerical representation, substantive
representation and their decision making power is still facing critical challenges.

Recommendation

To enhance and ensure Gender parity in the country, responsive legal and policy framework
in needed. Hence, the following recommendations were forwarded.
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• The government should inculcate effective means by which the rural community could
be accesses constitutional and policy provisions

• Creation of Community based Medias that create awareness in the communities

• Strengthening the institutional structure and capacity at the gross root level including
Kebele administration and Women’s organization.

• Providing training to community elders about women’s empowerment and this enable
the harmonization of local practice with national and international laws in resolving
local gender based problems.

• Government should work hard to change the attitudes of both male and female and to
create common consensus on gender parity.

• Government in collaboration with other concerned stakeholder should prepare an all-
inclusive policies and legal provision that could comprehensively protect the right of
women.
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