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Introduction: Politics is a mechanism of cooperation for the common interest of society. In this mechanism, each individual is expected to participate equally in the leadership and decision-making mechanisms. Women's participation in politics is essential for the spread of good governance and democracy. Globally, political participation is disaggregated by gender, with men's participation greater than women's. A lower representation of women in politics is also observed in Northern Cyprus. The attitudes or views of society and politicians may determine the political participation of women in leadership positions. This study examines the obstacles and determining factors that make it difficult for women to reach leadership positions even though their political role is increasing.

Methods: Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 21 female participants for this research. Eleven of them are female ministers in parliament and represent the three main political parties in the country. The remaining 10 female participants are also members of the central executive body of the three parties and the National Assembly.

Results and discussion: Women politicians believe that problems related to gender equality in politics prevent women from entering active politics and rising to leadership positions. Although there was no gender discrimination in Northern Cyprus means that women have gained equal rights with men in many areas, it was concluded that the traditional political culture keeps women out of politics.
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1 Introduction

It is well-known that gender discrimination is one of the most important debates in almost every culture. Depending on ideology, region, and period, women have limited rights, less experience in public life, and limited access to positions of power (Masad, 2020). The truth is still that although women are recognized as equal to men in many areas, they have not reached the same authoritative status as men in politics (Schrupp, 2017). However, the free and equal participation of all elements that make up society in the administrative process and their representation through the protection of their interests are among the most important concerns of a democratic society. It is one of the main elements of democracy that women have the same place as men in every aspect of political life, especially in the decision-making mechanisms (Kenworthy and Malami, 1999). When political participation is broken down by gender, it is found that women's participation is lower than men's everywhere in the world. Several factors prevent women from participating in politics. In Northern Cyprus, some attitudes are consistent with this situation. Political leaders and members of society generally have biased views about how well women can participate in politics and govern the country. This originated from the attained roles for women in their society due to patriarchal structures in society and male-dominated politics (Hadjipavlou and Mertan, 2010). This study was conducted using a semi-structured interview structure with women politicians in the Republican Assembly of Northern Cyprus, the party councils, and central administrative councils of the three largest political parties in Northern Cyprus: Cumhuriyetçi Türk Partisi (CTP), Ulusal Birlik Partisi (UBP) and Halkin Partisi (HP). This research addresses the difficulties women politicians face in entering political life and the impact of gender inequality on their political life.



2 Literature review


2.1 Feminism

In this article, it is highlighted that it is usually difficult for women to rise to leadership positions even though they are active in political life by understanding the unequal gender dynamics through feminist theory. Feminism focuses on promoting women's position in society in terms of politics, economics, or legal rights (Tong, 2009). The important feminist theorists Bell Hooks and Estelle Freedman fought against the traditional norms and values as well as the sexist policies of male supremacy. They defined feminism as a movement to end gender inequality and devised solutions to women's problems. They argued that men and women are inherently equal and that both genders should work together to end gender discrimination (Hooks, 2000; Freedman, 2002). Feminism aims to protect women from oppression, exploitation, and discrimination regardless of race, language, religion, and nationality. In terms of gender, the distinction between public and private has emerged according to physiological characteristics. The core of this distinction is that women become pregnant, give birth to children, and care for and raise them. Men, on the other hand, use more physical strength to perform tasks that require power and endurance. Thus, the men became hunters, shepherds, or warriors; the women stayed at home, took care of the children, and did the housework. Over time, this division of roles has extended to all aspects of life. This is because while men are generally brave, strong, and independent, women are seen as passive, quiet, and caring (Vatandaş, 2007).



2.2 Differentiation in the role of women in public-private spheres

Feminism is generally considered to be an approach that opposes the prevailing patriarchal order in society and fights for women's rights to eliminate the problems women face in the private or public spheres (Kramer et al., 2019). This is because women's actions or experiences in the public sphere-work spheres/politics-are not seen as valuable to policymakers because of their status in the private sphere–domestic responsibilities. The dilemma between public and private spheres reinforces gender inequality and results in the man who owns the public sphere dominating the women who are in the private sphere. Female representation, which came to the fore in the first wave of feminism, is an important touchstone. Under the influence of this wind, women in many countries have gained legal advantages such as the right to vote, the right to be elected, the right to education, and the right to work. These gains are important, but insufficient based on traditional relationships. Even though egalitarian laws have been enacted today, women's political participation has not yet reached the same level as men's (Wischermann, 2004).

Understanding the concept of leadership is also important for this study because it primarily examines the reasons why women in Northern Cyprus do not achieve the desired level of leadership. Although women and men have many of the same rights in society, they do not have the same power as men in the political system of society (Duner, 1999). Although women have participated in the Republican Assembly of Northern Cyprus, they have made little progress in gaining real political power and leadership positions. For this reason, in light of feminist theory, women throughout the world are kept in the private sphere and cannot benefit from the opportunities that the public sphere offers (Holmes, 2022). When political participation is broken down by gender, it becomes clear that women's participation is lower than men's everywhere in the world. In democracies, individuals with equal rights are expected to participate equally in administrative and decision-making mechanisms (Hunt, 2007). In the context of equality, representation, and participation, women are found to be a more disadvantaged group than men around the world (De Nicola, 2017). However, in various societies, political leadership positions are assumed to be suited for men. By recognizing gender as an issue, the aim is to reduce the prejudice about women's “unsuitability” for leadership roles. Women have struggled to attain leadership positions in positions of influence. According to feminist theory, gender equality should be achieved by society to influence all institutions. Leaders not only influence other people but at the same time help shape the entire society and institutions. They also promote gender equality when they perform their duties (Chin et al., 2007). Therefore, strong leadership can contribute to the success of government and weak leadership can lead to failures in government. Leadership is a process of agreeing on what to do and how to do it, and encouraging individual and collective efforts to achieve common goals (Yukl, 2006).



2.3 Women's representation in politics

According to the concept of leadership, leaders can inspire citizens in their societies and shape the political structure. Leaders should be confident, willing to make difficult decisions, and compassionate toward those in need. Women's equal representation and engagement in politics and public life are critical components of a democracy. A more resilient, stronger, and inclusive world can result from empowering women as agents of change and decision-makers in the processes that shape their lives. Therefore, women's effective political participation is critical to contributing to improved human rights and sustainable development. For peace, democracy, and equality, women's perspectives and experiences must be considered on an equal footing with men's at all stages of the decision-making process (Mindzie, 2015). More women in political leadership positions benefit both women and society as a whole. Progress in policy areas is essential for economic growth and development when there are more women in political leadership positions. The case for women's empowerment is unassailable even without these findings. To address the problem of women's participation in political life, the “quota system” has been developed since the late 1980s (Galligan, 2006). Several governments around the world have afforded to increase women's political participation in policy-making mechanisms through legislative measures. Gender quota is a way to increase women's political participation by having a certain number of women in the decision-making mechanisms of political parties, local councils, and parliaments (Hughes et al., 2019). Not only do quotas promote demand for women's political participation, but they can also lead to changes in traditional norms, cultures, and behaviors in legislative assemblies and political parties (O'Brien and Rickne, 2016). These changes in political culture can reduce prejudice against women leaders, as people generally have a distrust of women's abilities in politics (Franceschet et al., 2012).



2.4 Historical overview of women's political rights in Northern Cyprus

The social structure of the Turkish Cypriot community is constantly and rapidly changing. Turkish Cypriot women are influenced by both Eastern and Western cultures (Mallinson, 2009). Women in Cyprus received the right to vote and stand for election many years after women in Turkey on December 5, 1934. The Turkish Family Law and the Turkish Family Court Law were considered the first steps toward equality for the Turkish Cypriot community. On May 28, 1951, the Turkish Family Law (Chapter 339) and the Turkish Family Court Law (Chapter 338) were passed in the Turkish Cypriot community and marked the beginning of the movement toward equality (Solsten, 1993). Following this first step, women received the right to equal education in 1952 and the right to vote and hold elective office in 1960, after the establishment of the Republic of Cyprus (Lisaniler, 2006). With the proclamation of the Republic of Cyprus (RoC) in 1960, women were given the right to vote and hold elective office, received education, and established organizations to protect women's rights. These developments accelerated the fact that women were more visible in the public sphere than in the private sphere (Mertan, 2000). The Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) was declared on February 7, 1996 by the Republican Assembly of Northern Cyprus as a fundamental human rights convention and regulation for the protection of women's rights at the United Nations level. Through this convention, it would commit to provide equal economic, cultural, and political rights to men and women (Hadjipavlou and Mertan, 2019). International resolutions, conventions, and documents provide an important sanctioning framework for public institutions and nation-states to take steps toward gender equality. The Government of Northern Cyprus has made these commitments under United Nations and European Union documents. Another international convention on gender equality, the Council of Europe Convention on Preventing and Combating Violence against Women and Domestic Violence, was opened for signature in Istanbul on May 11, 2011 to combat violence against women and domestic violence. With the ratification of this Convention, called the Istanbul Convention for short, by the Republican Assembly of Northern Cyprus on December 5, 2011, the Assembly declared that it would take responsibility for preventing violence, protecting victims, and bringing perpetrators of violence to justice and that all members of society, especially men and boys, must change their attitudes (Mertan, 2000). Turkish Cypriot women in the northern part of Cyprus work outside the home, as is the case in other parts of the world. Although starting a business is good for women's self-confidence, financial independence and the opportunity to contribute to the production process can also bring some challenges. One of the biggest problems for working women is taking on domestic responsibilities at the same time. This burden is exacerbated, especially for working mothers. As a result, it becomes extremely difficult or sometimes impossible for women to participate in the social and political environment (Onuş, 2018). Based on the feminist perspective, human activities are divided into private and public spheres. For example, women are responsible for productive and domestic work such as housework and child-rearing, while men dominate public life, which includes a wide range of activities from paid work to politics. While the activities associated with women are seen as women's natural duties rather than work, those performed by men are seen as relatively more valuable. This has led to the exploitation of women's work in the private sector and their exclusion from the public sector, or even if they are represented there, they play a subordinate role (Tombak and Topdal, 2014). The exclusion of women from the public sphere, especially politics, underscores male domination in Northern Cyprus. Although women have gained equal rights with men in various fields, they have not been able to achieve leadership positions in the political structure of society (Yirmibeşoglu, 2008).



2.5 Current situation of women's participation in political life

Attempts have been made to actively shape the role of women in Northern Cyprus, but the number of female deputies in parliament is still lower than that of men. The number of female MPs is 11, while the number of male MPs is 39 (KKTC Cumhuriyet Meclisi, 2022). Northern Cyprus has had neither a female president nor a female prime minister. Following the assemblies of the Republic of Cyprus in 1960, the Turkish Federated State of Cyprus from 1975 to 1983, and the proclamation of the Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus (TRNC) on November 15, 1983, there have been a total of 22 female deputies during the 50 years of these three periods. Since the establishment of the Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus, two female deputies have served in the Ministry of the Assembly of the Republic. There was no female minister in the Council of Ministers formed in 2014. From 2018 to 2022, the Council of the Republican Assembly of Northern Cyprus could have only one female member. Another important debate in Northern Cyprus concerns the office of mayor in twenty-eight municipalities, which has been reduced to eighteen by 2022, but there is still no female mayor in Northern Cyprus. The number of male politicians in each election from 2014 to 2022 is higher than the number of female politicians for the membership of the municipality associated with the local administration. The number of male and female members of the municipality is one hundred and eighty-eight and ninety-two, respectively. The last important position is the mukhtar, which is the head of a village or district, and as with other political positions, the number of female mukhtars is less than the number of male mukhtars, with a large difference in numbers. From 2014 to 2022, the number of female and male heads is sixteen and two hundred and twenty-six, respectively. With the amendment of the Law on Political Parties in 2015, the 30% quota for nominated candidates came into force. Although the parties draw up the lists according to the legal regulations, this quota is not reflected in the election results (Tüccaroǧlu, 2012). From 1990 to 2013, there was not much difference in the number of female deputies. In 1990 and 1993, the number of female deputies was only two. In 1998 and 2003, the number increased to four female MPs. In 2005, however, there were only three. In 2009 and 2013, the number rose again to four female deputies. In 2018, it peaked with nine female politicians entering parliament. For many years, there was criticism that the number of female deputies in parliament was low. Even though the number of female deputies in the 50-seat Parliament of the Republican Assembly of Northern Cyprus in 2022 is eleven, it is still an unexpected figure (Orakcioǧlu, 2022).




3 Materials and methods


3.1 Research design and participants

The focus of this study was on qualitative research to gain in-depth knowledge and collect primary data on the political role of women in Northern Cyprus. To obtain open-ended responses from the participants and to capture their attitudes, feelings, and behaviors, semi-structured interviews were conducted with female members of the parliamentary executive bodies and assemblies of the three political parties, CTP, UBP, and HP, as well as with ministers of the Republican Assembly of Northern Cyprus. A total of twenty-one female politicians participated in the interviews. Eleven of them are female ministers in the Republican Assembly of Northern Cyprus as members of their parties CTP, UBP, and HP. Ten participants are female members of the central executive body and the National Assembly in CTP, UBP, and HP. Two participants are members of the party council of CTP and the other two participants are members of the central executive committee of the same party. While one participant is a member of the central executive committee of UBP, two participants are members of the party council of the same parties. While one participant is a member of the central executive committee of HP, two participants are members of the party council of the same party. Before starting the semi-structured interviews, it is important to note that the Ethics Committee of the European University of Lefke approved that the interview questions are impartial and formulated. Based on this approval, research data collection began on December 9, 2021, and ended on April 13, 2022. Due to the intensity of their work pace, participants were interviewed in person at a time and place convenient to them, and meetings were even held with some MPs in Parliament. The length of the interviews varied depending on the participants' responses. With the consent of the interviewees, a voice recorder was used and notes were taken to create a transcript. The data from the conducted interviews were categorized according to the questions collected under the headings related to the topic and analyzed by the researchers.

The demographics of the participants were included in the study based on their educational background and work history. One participant is a high school graduate, six participants have a doctoral degree, seven participants have a master's degree, and the other seven participants have undergraduate degrees. They come from different professional backgrounds. The professions of most of them, e.g., teachers or lecturers, doctors, and lawyers, belong to professional groups due to the reduction of the gender gap in education in Northern Cyprus. One participant is a civil servant in the field of agriculture and currently works in the Ministry of Agriculture in a managerial position. The agricultural field is mostly known as a male domain, but this suggests that working in these fields does not cause women to neglect or postpone their household duties, hinder their children's education, or disrupt daily family life. In February 2002, a law transformed the Department of Women and Family Affairs into the Department of Women's Studies. This law guarantees that women receive and improve their rights in terms of equality from the government (Lisaniler, 2006). Business owners are also generally perceived as men, but five participants run their businesses, both in their fields and started by their families. The other demographic information relates to the age of the participants. One participant is between 25 and 34 years old. Eight participants are between 35 and 44 years old and the other eight participants are between 45 and 54 years old. There are only four participants in the 55–64 age group. This shows that the participants are young women who can stand on their own feet after reaching a certain age after obtaining their profession. In terms of marital status, the majority of participants, sixteen, are married and have household responsibilities.



3.2 Data analysis

This study is based on a thematic analysis (Lochmiller, 2021) involving four steps: First, the entire transcription is reviewed to get an overall impression of what the female politicians said. The second step consists of rereading the statements to identify the units of meaning, taking into account the phenomena of interest. In this stage, common themes and codes were also identified and categorized by recurring key terms. In the third step, all meaning units are reviewed to gain deeper insight into the phenomena of interest, and in the final step, the transformed meaning units are synthesized into a consistent statement about the experiences of female politicians (Eysenbach and Köhler, 2002). The themes are distinct from each other and have the property of explaining the data by forming an inherently meaningful whole. The themes were chosen to be organized originally and not to contain the personal opinions of the authors while specifying the themes to increase the subjectivity of the study. Since it was decided to keep the identity of the participants anonymous and confidential for ethical reasons, the participants were coded in the transmission of the results as P1, P2,..., and P21 in the transmission of the results.

The purpose of this study is to examine why the country's traditional political culture keeps women out of the political arena and away from leadership positions, even though there is no visible gender discrimination in Northern Cyprus. This study is mainly about women's political participation, and it aims to show why female representatives still cannot reach leadership positions in politics, although it is not difficult for women to participate in social life in Northern Cyprus. This article is useful and interesting, especially given the challenges women face and their underrepresented status in the political sphere. This study contributes to the literature and policy by providing new empirical evidence of gender inequality in politics in the context of Turkish Cypriot women politicians. It also critically and comprehensively examines the difficulties, struggles, and experiences of women politicians living on the island as they attempt to enter politics. One of the limitations of the study is that male politicians could also be included in the survey to provide more comprehensive information and compare the responses of female representatives. However, the study intends to be based on the opinions of female politicians. Considering the data collection method and reliability of coding, there is another limitation of the study. Reliability is related to the repeatability of research results and to the question of if the study can be conducted once again after the first one, and whether it would yield the same results. The consistency with coding segments placed in the same category is referred to as reliability. In addition, the reliability of the coding criterion means that the findings and interpretations of the research are the product of a consistent process by which the findings obtained would be as clear and reproducible as possible (Compton et al., 2012). This study contains controversial questions due to the semi-structured data collection method. This has led to the collection of subjective data that is prone to bias. Even if the same work is repeated with the same people, the responses will vary because there are questions that can be raised for discussion. At the same time, there are two types of reliability of coding: inter-coder reliability refers to consistency between different coders, while intercoder reliability refers to consistency in how the single researcher codes data at multiple points (O'Connor and Joffe, 2020). In this study, intra-coder reliability is used that represents code entered by a single coder and this reduces the reliability of the study. Since the analysis may need some subjective judgment to be shared between researchers. As a recommendation and for further studies, the inter-coder reliability can be endeavored for other relevant cases to contribute to the literature.




4 Results and discussions


4.1 The reasons for difficulties faced by women politicians

The interview questions are divided into two groups, which are asked to the participants using the semi-structured interview technique. The reasons for the difficulties faced by female politicians in participating in politics and the possible solutions proposed are the focus of consideration of the content of the questions. However, since focusing on the entire set of questions is beyond the scope of this article, it will mainly focus on the causes of the problems faced by female MPs when participating in politics. Among the questions in the first group, one of the most important questions, in particular, is “What are the opportunities and challenges for women's political participation in Northern Cyprus?” As shown in Table 1, there are five codes under the theme of “opportunities”: “self-improvement,” “self-confidence,” “modern structure of our society,” “access to education and economic independence,” and “gender quota.” One participant elaborates on the self-improvement of individuals through participation in politics. She (P1) asserts: “Self-development is an opportunity by taking on a social duty”. Based on her statement, women's desire to improve themselves is an opportunity. Women and men are at the same level of self-development in Northern Cyprus. Women can make their own educational and professional decisions just like men. In other words, they have the opportunity and access to education to better themselves. Self-development is an opportunity to take on a social task and improve oneself in certain subjects, in a profession, or career. This means that women and men in North Cyprus are at the same level of self-development. The same participant also addresses women's self-confidence as an opportunity. She points out women's domestic duties, but this can be seen as an opportunity, as it represents women's ability to manage work, domestic duties, and politics together. Women's participation in politics and fulfilling domestic duties at the same time can cause anxiety, but this can also be an opportunity because it shows that women can manage all these tasks and increase their self-confidence. The codes “modern structure of Turkish Cypriot society” and “access to education and economic independence” show that women and men in Northern Cyprus have equal opportunities when it comes to participating in education and employment. Three participants identify respectively: “No one can say to the person who will join the politics you cannot join” (P6), “Women can have professional life by support of their family members for their domestic responsibilities” (P9), and “The social and cultural structure of Turkish Cypriot society as an opportunity and this structure does not cause any problems to women” (P12). According to these participants, young girls or women can participate in educational life and achieve their economic freedom without any problems, just like men. Family members are supportive due to the democratic family structure in Northern Cyprus. Women's access to educational and business life is also quite good, which enables women to participate more in public life. The democratic structure of the Turkish Cypriot community does not make it difficult for young girls and women to participate in public life. No one tells someone who wants to be involved professionally or politically that they cannot. Young girls and women have the freedom to decide on their profession or get involved politically. Finally, most respondents (eleven participants) agree with the idea that gender quotas are the most important and only opportunity for women in North Cyprus. Gender quotas have been instrumental in increasing the number of women in politics and in the decision-making mechanisms of political parties, local councils, and parliaments. The higher number of women can lead to greater representation of women and give them more acceptance in society. Increasing the number of women in politics can also help promote other women in society. Participants also emphasize that gender quotas are not intended to meet quotas, but to raise society's awareness that women should participate in politics with their thoughts, principles, and attitudes.


TABLE 1 Existing opportunities and challenges for women's political participation.

[image: Table 1]

In the second part of the question, participants mainly indicate that the challenges to women's participation in politics are greater than their opportunities. There are four codes related to “challenges” as indicated in Table 1. These are “lack of encouragement from political parties,” “no opportunity for women's political participation in North Cyprus,” “traditional state perspective and male dominance” and “family and work commitments.” The first two codes, “lack of encouragement” and “no opportunity for women's political participation in Northern Cyprus,” originate from the political difficulties faced by women representatives, both within their parties and in government in general. According to the participants, the active position of women in political parties should be strengthened first and foremost, and girls should be educated in political parties from a young age to gain knowledge about politics. Women should not only be used to fill gender quotas in the two political parties or other political bodies of Northern Cyprus. The third code is that the government in Northern Cyprus has a traditional state perspective, namely a patriarchal structure that makes it difficult for women to participate in politics. Turkish Cypriot society lives in a democratic country, but in the practice of the democratic government of Northern Cyprus, the representation of women in politics is not easy which shows there is a male dominance structure in the participatory decision-making mechanisms in politics. This is also due to the aforementioned separation of public and private spheres in society. The roles that women occupy in society, such as domestic responsibilities, make it difficult for them to be more involved in politics. Therefore, the male-dominated political structure leads to the exclusion of women in this environment. Participants also cite that the public's expectations of a woman entering politics are higher than a man, for example, because more qualifications are required. There is prejudice against women being able to be active in politics as men, and women are expected to be more educated and qualified than their male counterparts. The participants are primarily convinced that this problem is due to the traditional political culture in Northern Cyprus, as shown in the fourth code. Although women have the same rights as men in many areas, they do not have the same authoritarian status as men in the political structure of society. The sociocultural structure of their society prevents women from actively participating in political life. Political discussions are also held in male-dominated areas such as village cafés or sports clubs, and women have always assumed the role of wife or mother in their homes.

In the context of male dominance in the political structure, the study of Erbilen et al. (2021) focuses mainly on the dilemma between the private and public spheres, which has been at the center of two centuries of feminist literature and political struggle. The dichotomy of public and private is often used to construct, control, limit, exclude, and oppress gender and sexual differences to preserve traditional patriarchal power structures. This dichotomy also forces both genders to assume certain roles within the patriarchally defined boundaries of the public sphere. Although women emerge as important actors in social life, they are rarely considered political leaders. The main problem with this distinction is that while women have the same rights as men in many areas, they do not have the same authoritarian status as men in the political or economic structures of society. Although they were allowed to participate in the Republican Assembly in Northern Cyprus, they have made little progress in gaining real political power in many countries because participants support the notion that there is a male-dominated structure to politics in participatory decision-making mechanisms. When women's household and childcare responsibilities are added, women's representation in politics becomes more difficult (Bedioǧlu and Batman, 2014; Maguire, 2018). Some participants specify in their statement: “We are living in a democratic country. but when it comes to practice in terms of representation of women in politics, women face difficulties in decision-making mechanisms due to traditional male dominance structure in society and in politics” (P9), “Women's home, family, and child responsibilities are main difficulties that need more effort. the state has nothing to do with this situation” (P12), and “If women have family responsibilities, it is much more difficult to be active in politics because it takes time and there is no private life. This is not a problem for men but it is for women because women undertake these responsibilities due to male-dominant structure” (P16). Politics is therefore seen as a male preserve, and even when women do vote, they inevitably make their electoral decisions along the lines of their fathers, husbands, and brothers. The consideration that the places where politics is made are suitable for men entails the idea that politics is men's business. Because of the dilemma between the private and public spheres, women are constrained by domestic duties. They are expected to marry, fulfill their domestic duties, and raise their children. With these duties, women are removed from the public sphere (Fraser, 1990).

As mentioned in the study by Erbilen et al. and Seltzer et al. (1997) also point out the difficulties for women who want to participate in politics. They address the male-dominated state perspective and women's domestic responsibilities. Based on the male-dominated state perspective, women should work harder to create a negative perception in the media or to convince those who do not want to vote for them. In Northern Cyprus, however, sports clubs, pubs, and coffee houses are the preferred venues for direct contact with voters. These places cause difficulties for both voters and women candidates, as propaganda activities in these places are carried out either in the evenings or on weekends. The physical inadequacies of the preferred places and the male perspective of the users of the space are effective. Based on the feminist perspective, the division of the public and private spheres in society can also cause this difficulty (Altindal, 2009). The participants indicate that the traditional division of labor between men and women has an impact on women's political life. In the private sphere, domestic duties are women's tasks, and managing the house is men's task. The social division of labor keeps women trapped in the private sphere and pushes them into a passive position. It leads to the man becoming the subject in the public sphere. Even when women are politically engaged in the public sphere, they still bear the responsibility for their homes. Looking at the political history of the country, it is clear that women are very rarely represented in the political scene as mukhtars, mayors, party leaders, and members of parliament, and are not perceived as doing only men's work.

One of the most important questions is about the role of women in key executive and local government positions in Northern Cyprus. The first part of the question discusses the reasons why women do not occupy key leadership positions in political parties, although there are women in parliament. As shown in Table 2, the topic of the first part of the question is “reasons for the absence of women in key leadership positions” and the code is “male dominance in key leadership positions.” Participants emphasize that the number of female MPs increased from nine to eleven in the last election in 2022 in Northern Cyprus. This is a welcome situation, even if the desired number is not reached. However, even though women are represented in parliament, it is still difficult for women to obtain important leadership positions in political parties. All participants agree that this is due to the patriarchal structure (male dominance) of society and politics in Northern Cyprus. The second part of the question is about why there is no female mayor in local government in North Cyprus. All participants agree that the lack of female representatives in the local government is a major problem because women have more detailed-thinking personalities than men. As mentioned in Holman's (2017) study, women can be more successful in key leadership positions and local governments. Participants explain this by the recognition of politics as a man's job, the masculine structure of the places where political work is done, the traditional division of labor between women and men in the Turkish Cypriot community, and the greater commitment of women to politics. Although women and men seem to have equal rights in society, the number of female local representatives in Northern Cyprus is very low compared to men, and to date, there has been no female mayor.


TABLE 2 Key executive and local government positions of women in TRNC.
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4.2 Impact of traditional values and social/cultural norms on political participation of women

The impact of traditional values played an important role in discussing the difficulties women face in participating in politics. For this reason, participants were asked the question, “Do traditional customs, social and cultural norms affect the role of women in politics?” As can be seen in Table 3, culture and traditional values have a great influence on the role of women politicians. According to the participants' responses, the theme is: “Impact of cultural norms on women's political participation.” Only one participant believes that cultural norms are decreasing. According to this participant, traditional norms are decreasing compared to the past, and taboos about the role of women in society are gradually being broken. Young girls and women today can do what they want more easily than in the past. However, the remaining majority of participants agree with the great influence of traditional values and cultural customs on politics. As also mentioned in Thanikodi and Sugirtha's (2007) study, women's political participation is limited due to traditional values. Domestic responsibilities are placed on women's shoulders, making it difficult for them to participate in politics. Therefore, most participants emphasize that the patriarchal structure of society in Northern Cyprus hinders women's political role. Some of them argue: “There are conservative values in political parties due to male-dominated structure… According to the male-dominated political structure, domestic responsibilities are accepted as a main obstacle for women to be elected as a mayor” (P3), “Turkish Cypriot Community has a male hegemony in politics and this does not allow women to have managerial positions… I believe women are more successful in local governments due to their detailed thinking structure but male dominance political structure hinders this” (P6), and “Women do not have key executive positions in political parties and local governments due to the male-dominance structure of politics” (P10). To emphasize the masculine structure of politics, they point to the acceptance of politics as men's work and the places where political work is done, such as coffee houses, sports clubs, or taverns. The consideration that these places are suitable for men brings the idea that politics is men's work. Because parties are male-dominated, women are often excluded from men's decision-making processes.


TABLE 3 Impacts of traditional customs, social and cultural norms on the role of women in politics.

[image: Table 3]

One of the most crucial questions to capture society's image of women as politicians is whether or not they feel social pressure. As shown in Table 4, nine participants respond “yes, social pressure” on the topic of social pressure as a female politician. They state that they feel pressure because of the patriarchal structure of society. The roles assigned to women, such as domestic duties, mean that they do not have time for politics. Similar to the study by Paxton et al. (2007), participants show that politics is a male profession and women cannot adequately represent the public like men. The participants relate this issue to the patriarchal structure of society to explain the pressure they feel. The remaining twelve female participants confirm that they do not feel social pressure. In their opinion, the reason they do not feel pressure may be that they live in a democratic family and country or that they are free to work in the same way as men.


TABLE 4 Feeling social pressure as a female politician.

[image: Table 4]

The next question refers to whether the participants have politicians in their family members to discuss the traditional structure of politics in Northern Cyprus. As shown in Table 5, one participant did not indicate whether she has a politician in her family. Ten participants indicated that they have a politician in their family, and the remaining ten people do not. The second part of the question asks whether the presence of a politician in the family increases the visibility of women. There are three codes under the theme “the role of family members of politicians on women's political participation”. These codes are: “visibility in the family depends on the individual,” “biases about skills come from family members,” and “easier visibility for women who have politicians in their family.” Four participating representatives emphasize that women's visibility depends on the individual. According to these four participants, women may have politicians in their families, but that does not mean they will be visible and successful no matter what. Being visible, they argue, is related to the person. The person should be visible in politics because it is related to their education, knowledge, attitude, and public appearance. The next code is “Prejudices about abilities come from family members.” While two participants mention the code “family visibility depends on the person,” they also emphasize that this situation can lead to prejudice against women who are politicians among their family members. Participants state that if there are women politicians in their family, they may have evolved because of their family members, but at the same time, this may lead to prejudice that they can be more easily recognized because of their family members. Participants disagree with this situation. If people have attained a position, it is because of their efforts and abilities, not because of their family members. Even the participants who argue that getting to a place because of family ties does not bring lasting success point out that this prejudice is unfounded. Finally, according to most participants, recognition and visibility are easier when one of their family members is a politician. These participants indicate that this is beneficial for both recognition and being a role model in politics at home. Thus, a new member who comes from a family with a political background has more political experience. In a small community, it is easier for people who have politicians in their family to make their mark because people know each other best.


TABLE 5 Having politician family members.

[image: Table 5]



4.3 Improvement of the position of women in politics

So far, the study has discussed the perceived reason for women's participation in politics in Northern Cyprus based on their views and thoughts of them in interviews. To conclude, the participants were also asked about possible solutions to the problems of women in politics. One of the most important questions is: “How can the role/position of women in politics be improved? What have you personally done to achieve this?” As can be seen in Table 6, the theme for the first part of the question is “ways to improve the role of women in politics,” based on participants' responses. There are five codes for this theme: “the party's attitude improves the role of women in politics,” “support from society,” “laws on women's rights should be improved,” “self-confidence,” and “women should be motivated in politics.” One participant emphasizes the importance of the party's attitude toward the role/position of women in politics. If the necessary arrangements are made within the party, the role of women in politics will be strengthened so that women's chances of being elected can increase. She also points to the importance of gender quotas, which can increase the number of women in political parties, which in turn can encourage other women to become involved in political parties as well. The other participant emphasizes public support to improve the role of women in politics, but this is not enough, and women in general need to be properly motivated to be active in politics. If society encourages women and wants to see more women in politics, women may become more enthusiastic about politics. As mentioned in the study by Hooks (1986), the participant in question points out the importance of society's solidarity against male domination. With solidarity, any problem that affects women in society can be addressed more sensitively. This will also help to strengthen women's power and they can overcome problems more easily. The other three participants believe that the role of women in politics can be strengthened by passing laws on women's rights. The state should create new legal regulations to facilitate women's social, economic, and political life. With these laws, women's position in society and politics can be strengthened, and women can increase their positions in politics in the long run. Participants assert: “Executive authorities, ministers, etc. should be trained to prepare efficient laws for women's rights” (P4) and “To increase political participation of women, more laws related to women or social issues should be passed” (P14). According to the participants, women's rights can be protected through various laws, and women can prove themselves in politics and increase their credibility by appearing less vulnerable in the eyes of society. In addition, women can be very independent and take care of their family members, but they may face problems at certain times due to their household duties. If the necessary laws are enacted, the problems against women can also be ended and women can consolidate their place in politics. For example, the state should provide a kindergarten for women with children and nursing homes to care for the elderly. The necessary legal regulations should be made to solve the problems of women with such tasks (Dubler, 2003).


TABLE 6 Ways to overcome the challenges to women's political participation.

[image: Table 6]

As shown in Table 6, seven participants mentioned the importance of having “self-confidence” to prove themselves in politics. However, from a feminist perspective, a male-dominated society has weakened women's self-confidence. Self-confidence, which is seen as a promise of liberation, is essential for feminist political empowerment because it conveys the courage to stand up to oppressive structures and change them. The feminist concept of self-awareness consists of the idea of respect for the individual “I” (Dillon, 1992). Therefore, participants believe that if a woman continues to improve herself in all circumstances, no matter what her profession, that success will continue when she enters politics, and that this may lead her to perform more easily in politics. For example, women are in many different professions, such as surgeon, property manager, or engineer, meaning women can succeed in all areas of society in terms of education and careers. Politics is also one of the areas in which women can be successful. Political parties can pave the way for women by providing them with a suitable environment for decision-making mechanisms to boost their self-confidence. This can also prevent women from lagging behind men. Finally, on the topic of “ways to improve the role or position of women in politics,” the code formulated by eleven participants is “women should be motivated in politics.” Some of the participants specify: “As women in the party, we are constantly fighting for the establishment of various mechanisms within the party” (P3), “Political parties should organize different events for women to increase awareness on the role of women in political” (P8), “Women's organizations in parties should be raised. Men and women should be programmed the same” (P12), and “Hardworking and social awareness in political parties can improve the role of women in politics… Struggles in political parties for the development of women's freedom can increase their position in politics” (P16). According to most participants, women need to be motivated to be more active in politics. Women should be encouraged to join a political party at a young age to learn about political structures and gain experience in politics. They also stress the importance of raising public awareness through training on gender issues. Educating people about gender awareness at a young age can develop a mindset based on gender sensitivity that can change perspectives. Because the only way to give shape to cultural values is through public education and awareness. Participants mainly agree our society needs gender studies for both genders men and women together. Gender studies can bring up many issues related to women's difficult situations or problems to increase awareness. They also argue education should be started from a young age because the mentality of the male-dominated political system is only changed by education. If children can have awareness and sensitivity about disadvantaged groups of people, especially women, from a young age, the risk of society's gender inequalities can be reduced (Atchison, 2016).

The second part of the question asks participants about the things they personally do to improve the role or position of women in politics. As can be seen in Table 6, the theme is “things done personally” based on the participants' responses. There are three codes for this theme, namely: “have personally done nothing,” “have personally encouraged women to improve the role of women in politics,” and “have personally participated in gender training and activities to encourage others.” Seven participants emphasized encouraging women to participate in politics above all else. They have tried to verbally encourage women to participate in politics. This is because when women in politics share their experiences with other women, they can be encouraged and accelerate their participation in politics. Finally, the majority of participants personally encourage other people, especially women, to participate in gender education and activities. According to these participants, it is easier to set an example for future generations who have more experience with women's rights or the importance of women in politics. They make great efforts to raise awareness in their respective political parties by organizing various activities about gender studies and the development of women's role in politics. They also focus on the importance of public awareness, which can be raised through projects, seminars, or especially training on gender awareness. The mentality of society regarding gender roles needs to change to increase the visibility of women in the public sphere. Above all, participants emphasize the importance of educating children about gender equality at a young age. In the school system, boys are still encouraged to play soccer and girls with dolls. In their opinion, it is very difficult to solve this problem with this type of education system. According to the participants, it is easier to set an example for future generations who have more experience with women's rights or the importance of women in politics. They try very hard to raise awareness about their respective political parties by organizing them differently.




5 Conclusion

The main purpose of this article is to highlight the low representation of women in the political arena in Northern Cyprus and to examine the main limitations of Turkish Cypriot female representatives. Based on semi-structured interviews, the views of female MPs on the impact of gender inequality on their political life were explored by overcoming all factors that exclude them from politics. The patriarchal system was highlighted to explain the power interactions between men and women based on the feminist perspective. Women were kept out of public life by maintaining the public and private spheres. In general, it was found that there are various limitations due to the specific conditions in Northern Cyprus. The result of this research is that traditional values related to gender are the biggest obstacles to women's political participation. Women who want to actively participate in politics are faced with certain expectations that are never required of male candidates. First of all, a woman is required to prove herself to all voters in terms of education, social status, and economic income level. Based on the public and private dilemma, the pressure to manage domestic duties and politics together leads to problems for women. In politics, there are no fixed working hours, such as participating in propaganda activities, traveling, and lengthy meetings. Therefore, women have little time for their personal lives, and they rely on the support of other women in their immediate environment. If they feel they do not receive adequate support, they stay away from active politics and wait until their children are grown to relinquish some of their responsibilities. The times and places where politics is done are also not suitable for women and pose problems for them. In this context, women try to exist as assistants who address male politicians instead of making policies themselves. Women need to free themselves from these positions and meet in an environment where they can share their ideas about the country's problems, engage in qualified active politics, and conduct self-confident and awareness-raising activities. These meetings will motivate women to participate in politics. Women's participation in politics is absolutely necessary to change traditional gender roles and make women more visible in the public sphere. In this way, it will be easy to speak of a true democracy in which all parts of society are equally represented.
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