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Women’s under-representation in 
most Parliaments does not 
merely limit women’s 
fundamental democratic rights 
but the wider human rights too, 
including the rights of other 
politically marginalized social 
groups.



FEMINIST AUTHOR 
R. VOET
“We should suspect a system 
of representation that 
routinely restricts power to a 
particular group, usually 
middle-aged and older 
men”. 



Lack of progress resulted in Malta  
slipping down on the Inter-
Parliamentary Union (IPU) rankings, 
where it is now in the 149th place 
out of 193 nations (2021).

Source: https://www.ipu.org/
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SELF IN THE STORY









THE HISTORICAL NARRATIVE: THE 
POLITICAL INVISIBILITY OF WOMEN

In Valletta, a National Assembly that 
convened in 1919 to discuss a new self-
government Constitution, excluded women.

In 1918, British women acquired the right 
to vote and to contest elections



EVA HUBBACK

“In view of the fact that women’s suffrage has now been
granted in all the Dominions and that the Legislative Council in
India has the right to grant the franchise to Indian women …. It
appeared to be a most retrograde step that the women of
Malta should not be enfranchised.”

(To the Colonial Office, 1921)



MANWEL DIMECH

Exiled during World War I. Died in 1921 in an Egyptian prison.

The struggle for self-determination to be intrinsically
linked with women’s liberation.

“The right to vote is one of expressing one’s right to
self-determination and this is everyone’s birth
right… Rise, Maltese woman! Join in the struggle of
fellow women in other countries.”

(1st October 1902)



MABEL STRICKLAND: 1931’S PETITION

Pleaded before a Royal Commission on Maltese
Affairs proposing amendments to the Constitution of
1921 to “consider the equity of bringing the
political status of the women of Malta more into line
with that enjoyed by the women of English and other
self-governing units of the British Commonwealth”

(Times of Malta, 21 May 1931)



WOMEN IN WORLD WAR II

Men were conscripted and women filled the void
even in those areas that were previously male
domains, such as the Dockyard.

Civil society was empowered: women-led relief
committees supported the war effort at a local,
regional and in some cases even at a national
level.

“Air raid warden Mary Ellul rescued people 
from under the rubble” S. Cusens.



REGGIE MILLER

Secretary General of the GWU (founded in 1943)
then the biggest social movement:

Editor of its weekly bi-lingual newspaper The Torch,

Secretary of the National Assembly that discussed
responsible government and drafted the 1947
Constitution.

Advised Women of Malta Association to quickly set up
and gain a voice in the Assembly.



JOSEPHINE BURNS DE BONO & HÉLÈNE BUHAGIAR

Women of Malta Association

• To enlist sympathy for equal
political rights i.e. universal
suffrage at twenty-one years of
age.

• To nominate candidates to the
National Assembly discussing new
Constitution for Malta.



MEETINGS OF THE NATIONAL ASSEMBLY

1945-1947 Chronology

2nd meeting Objection to Ms Strickland’s presence in Assembly ignored.

3rd meeting
March 2, 1945

National Assembly accepted the Women of Malta Association’s application to 
be represented and the principle of equal rights for women in political life.

4th meeting
March 16, 1945

Association’s admission to the Assembly was formally approved.

10th meeting
July 20, 1945

Paul Boffa moved a motion proposing: ‘One person, one vote’ for all men and 
women. This was approved after a long discussion.

18th meeting
November 16, 1945

Women’s right to stand for elections was approved.



THE CANDIDATES OF 1947

Hélène Buhagiar
(Democratic Action Party)
The Party gained ground due to the vacuum left by
the Constitutionals and because of the state of the
Nationalist Party at that time. It included landowners
and esteemed professionals who wanted to preserve
their standing.

Agatha Barbara
(Labour Party)
Agatha Barbara, a 24 year old teacher, with solid
working-class roots from Zabbar. The first female
parliamentarian (1947), first female cabinet minister
(1950) and first woman President of the Republic
(1982). In 1947 the party obtained 59.9% of the
votes.



2 WOMEN CANDIDATES & 54.6% WOMEN VOTERS

There were 5 parties that contested: 3
did not present a female candidate.

There were 106,141 voters in 8
electoral districts.

75.42% of eligible voters went out to
exercise their right.

54.5% of the voters were women.



POLITICAL ECONOMIC INFLUENCES
28 women 
Parliamentarians in 
74 years



CULTURAL INFLUENCES: THE ROLE OF THE 
CHURCH

• Archbishop Gonzi’s vocabulary
associated with the struggle for
women’s rights, was deeply coloured
by traditional gender relations but
also by a discourse of maternity and
morality.

• The main battle against suffrage was
led by the newspaper of the Catholic
Action Movement, Leħen is-Sewwa and
through the pulpit.



PROPOSED REFORMS:

 Promote gender mainstreaming and create a Strategy for Gender Equality and 
Diversity in Parliament;

 Support parties so they motivate, train and mentor women by means of state 
funding so that voters will be able to choose from gender-balanced lists;

 Ensure that women obtain critical influence in the Electoral Commission and that 
that an independent annual gender audit of parties takes place, before these may 
qualify for the proposed public funding. 

 Constitutional changes to introduce a ‘Gender Corrective Mechanism’ that will be 
implemented by 2022.



TWO STEPS AHEAD

Constitutional Change Legislation Electoral Commission



The Gender Corrective Mechanism respects 
the current electoral system based on the 
Proportional Representational system through 
the Single Transferable Vote (PR-STV). It is a 
step that follows the 1987 majority corrective 
mechanism. It will ensure that the percentage 
of MPs making the ‘under-represented’ sex in 
the House of Representatives will be closest 
possible to 40%.



A STEP BY STEP APPROACH

1. Voting at the General Elections takes place through the PR-STV in the same manner 
adopted in past General Elections in order to elect 65 members of Parliament, five 
from each of the 13 electoral districts. 

2. On conclusion of voting at the General Elections, the Electoral Commission 
establishes if any party gains a relative majority of the valid first preference votes in a 
two-party Parliament. Number 1 votes are counted. 

3. The Electoral Commission proceeds to start the counting of the PR-STV preferences 
so that 65 MPs are elected from the electoral districts.



A STEP BY STEP APPROACH

4. Having completed all the counts of all the 13 districts, the Electoral 
Commission declares the 65 elected members. 

5. Those candidates elected in two districts will need to drop one district. 
Casual elections take place. 

6. It will be established which of the sexes is to be classified as “the 
under-represented sex” (being the sex which has less than 40% of the 
seats elected) after all the steps taken above from 1-7.

7. The Electoral Commission will then pass on to activate the ‘Gender 
Corrective Mechanism’ to elect such number of candidates from the 
under-represented sex up to a maximum of 12 new seats.



OTHER PROVISIONS IN 
THE PROPOSED 
CONSTITUTIONAL 
AMENDMENTS 



OTHER PROVISIONS IN 
THE PROPOSED 
CONSTITUTIONAL 
AMENDMENTS 

Sunset Clause
The reform includes an unconditional sunset clause, 
whereby the mechanism would expire after 20 years. 



THIRD PARTY SCENARIO

The Majority Corrective Mechanism that has 
been applied in Malta within the framework 
of the PR-STV since the 1980s, reflects a two-
party scenario. 

In a future scenario where a third party may 
elect candidates and fill seats in Parliament 
on its own steam, the Majority Corrective 
Mechanism will not be activated. 

If a new electoral 
system is adopted 
the GCM will need 
to be integrated in 
the new electoral 
law.



WE ARE SHAKING THE TREE

Sarah Childs aptly underlined that mere numeric (or descriptive) 
representation may not do much to improve the lives of women 
unless it also positively impacts substantive policy. “The assumption 
that women representatives are more likely to act for women than 
male representatives may seems reasonable. 

This assumption is often understood in terms of the concept of 
critical mass; i.e. when there is a critical mass of women present … 
politics will reflect to a much greater extent women’s concerns”. Yet, 
she argued that the concept is questioned in contexts where a higher 
percentage of women in political institutions did not translate into a 
better appreciation of women’s needs and aspirations and 
whenever women in politics failed to act for women. This 
underscores the importance of a gender mainstreaming process 
that goes hand-in-hand with legal amendments.
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