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1. SETTING THE SCENE Why a Programme on Gender,
Citizenship and Governance?
MAITRAYEE M UKHOPADHYAY,
RovAar TROPICAL INSTITUTE

The conference ‘Governing for Equity’ was the
outcome of a process in which many individuals and
institutions have been involved over a period of
three years beginning in 1999. In that year KIT
Gender, at the Royal Tropical Institute in Amsterdam,
initiated a three-year programme entitled ‘Gender,
Citizenship and Governance’.

The Gender, Citizenship and Good Governance
programmie is an initiative to bring a gender
perspective to global debates on and approaches to
international development. In the 1990s, the issue of
good governance assumed enormous significance in
the debates on global development. The concern
with governance arose from the growing realisation
that conventional development eftorts had failed to
achieve desired ends — to eliminate poverty and
inequality and to promote respect for human rights.
The attention thus began to shift away from
traditional development interventions towards a
greater consideration for the way in which power
was exercised in the management of economic and
social resources for development.

The priorities of the good governance agenda
diftered according to the priorities and mandates of
the different actors involved in the debate. Despite
differences in the priorities, the good governance
agenda, by and large, envisaged building accountability
of public administration institutions to the public
they are supposed to serve. Typically, this involved
resourcing a wide variety of projects to improve the
institutional capacity of various types of organisations
and institutions, especially of governmental bodies.
While some donors stressed democratic reforms, this
mainly concentrated on the institutional design of
the state involving reform of electoral systems,
decentralisation and devolution of government,
reform of administrative and legal systems.

Our concern was that the debates about and
approaches to improving governance structures to
obtain better development outcomes did not
automatically address the question of gender
inequality. If the desired outcome of good governance
is distributional equity, then gender equality should

—
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stand high on the agenda of this project. As for
example, enhancing governmental capability to design,
formulate and discharge its functions especially with
regard to economic management does not necessarily
entail recognising the central contribution of unpaid
labour (mostly performed by women) thereby
excluding from public accountability a significant
area of priorities and exacerbating the gender divide.
Establishing the rule of law does not automatically
translate into the legal recognition of violence
against women as a crime. Expanding the scope of
citizen participation in governance through
decentralisation of government does not by itself
ensure that women and men will be represented on
an equal basis. In all of these areas special efforts are
necessary to integrate gender equality concerns,
which in turn necessitates changes in institutional
rules and practices.

With the above understanding in mind, the Gender,
Citizenship and Governance Programme aimed to
develop a range of good practices to bring about
institutional change — changes in institutional rules
and practices that would promote gender equality
and enhance citizen participation, changes that build
the accountability of public administration institutions
to the gender differentiated public they are supposed
to serve.

A related concern was that approaches to improving
governance did not adequately recognise and resource
civil society institutions in creating the demand for
democratic, accountable and just governance. Thus
in order to build good practice on institutional
change from a gender perspective the approach
adopted was to resource civil society institutions.

Partnerships were developed with sixteen organisations
in two regions, namely, Southern Africa and South
Asia. In the southern Africa region the participating
organisations were from South Africa, Namibia,
Zimbabwe and Zambia. In South Asia organisations
from Pakistan, India, Sri Lanka and Bangladesh
participated in the programme.

The GCG programme had three strategic objectives:
(1) training and consultative processes to build
capability and common understanding among
practitioners as well as of theoretical frameworks on
gender and governance issues; (2) to create a range
of good practices, draw insights from, and implement
action research and other initiatives by selected

partner organisations in the South; (3) sharing
information, theoretical insights and building
networks of gender practitioners at national, regional
and international levels, to enable collective action
on issues relating to gender, citizenship and good

governance.

The cornerstone of the programme was the action
research projects undertaken by each participating
organisation on a theme of particular national and
regional importance for gender equality. While the
action research projects developed were on a range
of issues, the initiatives undertaken can be categorized
as follows: (1) enhancing and sustaining women’s
representation and political participation; (2)
engendering governance institutions; (3) claiming
citizenship and staking a claim to equal rights.

The conference ‘Governing for Equity’, convened in
Kochi on 15, 16, and 17 October 2002, was organised
to provide a forum for different institutional actors
in development - civil society organisations,
international development institutions, national
governments and elected representatives from South
Asia and Southern Africa - to dialogue on ways of
working towards gender equitable governance, to
share the findings and good practices of the action
research projects and to contribute to a shared vision
of the future.

The three-day conference was jointly organised by
SAKHI, the women’s resource and documentation
centre in Kerala, India and a partner in the Gender,
Citizenship and Good Governance programme, and
the Royal Tropical Institute, Amsterdam.

The first day of the conference was devoted to a
global discussion on gender and governance issues.
This included presentations by representatives of
international institutions and national organisations
on institutional change for gender equality;
testimonies from women elected representatives
about their experiences; key- note speeches on
women, power and politics; and a presentation and
discussion of the innovative democratic
decentralisation process in Kerala state entitled the
‘People’s Plan Campaign’. The second day was
organised in four workshops on the main thematic
areas of the action research projects undertaken by
participating organisations in the Gender, Citizenship
and Good Governance programme. These thematic
areas were: Claiming Citizenship, Engendering
Governance Institutions, Taking office and

—
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1. SETTING THE SCENE

Governing Peace. On the third and final day of the
conference a synthesis of the previous two day’s
discussions was presented followed by a public
hearing on ways forward and a shared vision of the
future, culminating in the adoption of the

conference declaration.

This report provides a synthesis of the presentations,
debates and discussions, and conclusions.

Welcome Adresses
ALEYAMMA VIJAYAN, SAKHI

I am very proud and privileged to welcome you to
this international conference. On behalf of Sakhi I
would like to extend a warm welcome to each and
every one of you. I would like to especially mention
our friends from Pakistan who could make it to
Kochi despite the tensions between the governments
although the people of both countries long for
peace. I am delighted that we can welcome friends
from Namibia, Zimbabwe, Zambia and South Africa
to this conference, to Kochi and to India. We are
happy that we can reciprocate the hospitality that we
experienced in Bangladesh and Sri Lanka during our
previous regional consultation meetings and we
welcome our friends from both these countries. To
our participants from India, a very warm welcome to
Kochi. We also extend a warm welcome to
representatives of international institutions present
here — the Dutch government, World Bank, UN
institutions, Ford Foundation, and various universities
and other institutions. This conference is about
governance and women’s representation in governance
structures. Therefore, I want to especially mention
those of you among us who have been part of
formal governance institutions and were elected to
represent the people — I welcome Mam Lydia, Pregs
Govender and Ambika Kumari and Salma Bashir.
My friends and colleagues from Kerala present at this
conference will join me in extending our welcome

to all of you.

Our special welcome to Dr. Jan Donner, the President
of Royal Tropical Institute, Amsterdam, without
whose partnership this programme would not have
been possible. Dr. Donner, we are very privileged
that despite your busy schedule you agreed to co-host
the conference along with us and be present for all
three days.

This conference is on gender, citizenship and
governance. In the present context of globalisation,
good governance has assumed enormous significance
as we struggle to sustain our livelihoods and crave
for security and peace. Women have been excluded
from the structures of governance and we are
witnessing the consequences.

The international context today poses special
challenges for human development and well-being.
Macro-economic governance today is imposing
policies whereby government spending on social
sectors has been squeezed with disastrous consequences
for the poor, especially for women. Poor women
have to work long hours, look for less expensive
food, spend more resources on basic needs and face
insecurity. There is a crisis of governance as
governments fail to deliver on economic and social
security, giving rise to sub-nationalisms, ethnic
rivalries and religious fundamentalisms. As in every
conflict situation, women’s bodies become the sites
of power struggles between contending forces.

In this entire rather gloomy scenario there is much
hope to be derived from the rise of women’s
movements and other movements of marginalized
peoples. The reason that women must be given a
voice in governance is because the history of the
women’s movements shows that it is vibrant, gives
space for the articulation of diverse interests, which
are the hallmarks of democracy. The inclusiveness of
the women’s movements means that every issue is a
gender issue whether it be to eradicate poverty, live
in security, promote human well-being and allow for
multiple voices to be heard.

We are really privileged that this international
conference has chosen Kerala as the venue. The reason
partly is that Kerala presents a real development
dilemma for the rest of India and also for the
developing world. We have high human development
indices and especially as these relate to women’s
position — high literacy rates, low maternal and
infant mortality, low fertility and other demographic
achievements. We have a well functioning public
distribution system and social security measures. And
all of this has been achieved despite the fact that
Kerala has a low rate of economic growth. This is a
puzzle for neo-liberal economists. The fact that this
model was becoming unsustainable had dawned on
the government. In order to meet the challenge of
economic stagnation, Kerala introduced a unique

—
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experiment of decentralisation of governance with
the devolution of power and finances to the smallest

local government institutions.

Another part of the Kerala puzzle is that women,
while being ahead of the rest of India and many
other developing countries in terms of literacy rates
and social indices, nevertheless are under-represented
in the public sphere, especially in politics and
decision-making bodies. Women are kept out of
power. They also face increasing violence in the
home and in the public and work place. This and
lots of other issues will be discussed and debated in
the coming three days.

Let me use this opportunity once again, to extend a
warm welcome to each and everyone of you. We
will do everything in our capacity to make your stay
comfortable and enjoyable in Kerala.

JaN DONNER, ROYAL TROPICAL INSTITUTE

It 1s a privilege to welcome you to this conference.
The Royal Tropical Institute of the Netherlands is
proud to co-host this workshop, which concludes a
multi-country and multi-cultural study. We look
forward to hearing some of the results of this study,
to analyse these results and then to discuss them.

We are extremely grateful that an expert audience has
convened to do so and admittedly the state of Kerala
and the city of Kochi make an interesting and fitting
venue and background for this conference.

At international conferences it has become fashionable
these days to make some reference to the “global
village”. And yes, it is true that we have been shuttling
all over the planet to get to this marvellous city to
attend this conference. Increasingly, we become
aware that shuttling back and forth is damaging to
the sustainable development of our planet and that
we ought to pay taxes for the CO, exhaust from the
airplanes that got us here. While on the one hand
each and every corner of the global village has
become more or less accessible, we all of a sudden
find that our flight schedules are being aftected by
squabbles that used to be far-away wars, which did
not affect our lives previously. Now all of a sudden
we find that:

* we are being drawn into global wars, while we

are unsure if we really want to be part of them;
* religious strife amongst groups that used to be

far-away has come to our neighbourhoods;

* diseases which we imagined had been eradicated
have come to our doorstep and that natural
disasters are becoming a daily occurrence on
everybody’s shores.

Living in a “global village” thus has made us
increasingly aware of existing inequalities within that
village. Although many societies have started to
address the inequalities within social development,
literacy, gender issues, it would be untruthful to
suggest that all inequalities within our societies have
been eradicated. Rather, new inequalities have
replaced the old ones. While there is growing
recognition of the importance of gender equality in
some societies, can the same be said for our immigrants
and minorities? Those are the — what I would call —
“dynamics of inequality”. The concepts of global
governance, of human rights and of good governance
suggest that on a global level, humanity shares a
number of common values and norms, which we all

wish to see, applied in every corner of our planet.

The Royal Tropical Institute aims to create an
understanding between different cultures as well as
an appreciation of why cultures and societies within
the ever-smaller global village could possibly be as
diverse as they actually are. To this end our museums
show the Dutch — adults as well as children — the
beauty of different lifestyles. We use our theatre to
stage productions from all over the globe and we
hope to unite audiences from both The Netherlands
and as well as from abroad in viewing the productions.
Our vast library is at the disposal of all to study the
observations of others and to do anthropology and
other research. Our own publishing house takes over
100 titles to market each year, providing insights
from unexpected angles. Our staff travels the world
to support governments, agencies and institutions

to advance agreed causes in their own familiar
environments.

The guiding principle of this study on Gender,
Citizenship and Good Governance has been to
develop strategies to ensure the incorporation of
gender equality concerns into governance structures.
There has been study and comparison between
situations in South Asian nations to what is happening
in Southern African nations. I feel that we can say
that this study has been done very professionally.
Your presence today — and in far larger numbers
than we would have expected at the outset — seem

10
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1. SETTING THE SCENE

to justify this very tentative conclusion. As a relative societies and cultures we advance the causes that

outsider I find that the outcomes of this study have have been underwritten by the world community

wetted my appetite to know more, while on the but that have only partially been implemented.

other hand satisfying my managerial responsibility to

maintain the standards of the Royal Tropical Institute We are here these days to discuss complex issues.

and its partner organisation Sakhi. We do so on the basis of elaborate studies that have
been brought before us. We do so in an appropriate

While I find myself satisfied on the one hand that environment and with an expert audience. I can

we have met an important part of the mission of our assure you that the Royal Tropical Institute as one of

Institute, I have to ask myself about the other side of the sponsors of this event is looking forward to lively

the coin. How can we align our respect for diversity, discussions and tangible results. We will feel much

for the preservation of difterent cultures and the encouraged if by the end of this meeting you will be

heritage of individual societies with the promotion able to say that it has contributed to your

of universal values and human rights? Can we even perspective on “Governing for Equity”.

be sure that such universal values and human rights
are compatible with cultural and religious diversity?
To some extent we can, because such values and
rights have been accepted by the world community
and by each individual country. Each of those
countries has balanced and continues to balance its
proper cultural and religious values alongside the
formulation of universal declarations by the world
community. These universal values incorporate the
concept of governance, the system by which a society
shall be directed and controlled. The governance
structure should address issues such as the equitable
distribution of rights and responsibilities amongst the
different participants and stakeholders of that society.

As a lawyer by training I have to accept that the
global governance that we are seeing being introduced
into our global village will not in the short term
succeed in enforcing the global values of good
governance and equity. The world community
through the collectivity of national governments will
not manage to implement a top-down approach to
the implementation of equity, good governance and
many other values that many individual members of
that same world community crave. And that is exactly
why studies like the one before us and meetings like
the one we are starting today are a valuable addition
to the efforts of the world community to make
accepted rights and responsibilities enforceable.

If the top-down approach does not work, we, the
people — civil society — need to lend a hand through
a bottom-up approach. We are seeing and possibly
are part of global social movements to support the
implementation of values, rights and responsibilities
through other means than pure law enforcement. By
sharing stories and experiences, looking at the
success of others in different, yet comparable

—
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2. GLOBAL DEBATES ON The demand for equal representation of women and
men in political and public office has been the

GENDER, CITIZENSHIP cornerstone of the good governance agenda from a
gender perspective. While the demand for equal

AND GOVERNANCE representation is a collective one, it is individual
women elected to political office who have to bear
the responsibility of negotiating their public role.
Testimonies, being personalised accounts, help us to
link the personal struggles involved in taking on a
public role to the political struggles that
underrepresented groups like women have to
undertake to achieve equal representation.

TESTIMONIES

On being a woman Member of
Parliament in South Africa
Mam Lypia NGWENYA

Mam Lydia is an ANC Member of Parliament in South
Africa. She was an active campaigner against Apartheid
and has campaigned for rights of workers and women.
While working in an electrical factory, Mam Lydia was
elected as a shop steward of MAWU (Metal & Allied
Workers” Union) - at a time, when Black South African
workers were prohibited from joining unions and faced
violent confrontations with the State. She became a member
of the National Executive Committee of the MAWU and
later branch secretary of the Transport and General Workers’
Union. She fought against Apartheid, the employers, and
also engaged in battles against sexiest attitudes of male
trade unionists. In 1992, Mam Lydia formed the Rural
Women’s Movement. During the Constitution-building
process, the Rural Women’s Movement played a vital role
in ensuring that the Constitution was gender sensitive and
gender equal. Mam Lydia is currently serving her second
term as an ANC MP.

I am honoured to be here to share experiences with
you women as a2 woman. Let me explain the things I
did to be where I am. I was born and brought up in
rural South Africa — daughter of a peasant. There were
seven of us, of which 5 brothers are dead.

I always think that I am 15 because most of the things
that happened to me were when I was very young. I
was born in a Lutheran Mission and we had enough
land. My father grew and sold sweet potatoes, and
although we were cash poor, with exchanging crops

—
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for other things, we didn’t know hunger and starvation
like we see today. The exchanging of sweet potatoes
for cattle — that actually helped us survive and to go
to school!

In late 40s (‘49/°50) a ‘betterment scheme’ (initiated
by the apartheid government) led us to lose our land
in the Lutheran Mission, and our Church actually
didn’t fight enough against this grabbing of land by
the government! We could see that we were becoming
poorer and poorer with the cattle, donkeys and pigs
going. We had no option — my mother had to go to
Johannesburg to get work as a domestic servant; my
father was too old to go to work in the mines — the
only job for men who were not educated like my
father. We were left with our father and life became
disorganized without the warmth of a woman at
home. My father became disillusioned — started
drinking and not returning home — I remember that
I would ride a bike and go and fetch him, drunk,
back home.

In such circumstance, I left school in "54 having
finished Standard-8 and went to work in a small
town — my mother settled in Alexandra (Johannesburg)
with my brothers. My father tried to join them, but
he missed his home and had to go back. In 1963 my
father died.

I worked in the hospital as a nurse-aide and met my
husband and got married in 1958 — in 1956 I had
my first child. My husband was also poor, he could
not work as we did not have the right to live in
Johannesburg as we were from the rural areas. That
kind of life caused a lot of misunderstandings. If you
do not have enough food — and I as an ordinary
housewife depended on my husband — a jealous
husband who did not want me to even join with
other women! He left us twice. When my youngest
child was seven, he left me for the second time and
[ felt enough was enough.

[ went back to Johannesburg but as I did not have
documentation to live in the city I took my children
to my sister. Someone I met in Johannesburg told
me to get a coloured identity document — this
meant that one could work anywhere, had less
restrictions and permission to stay in the coloured
areas — and I thought ‘maybe this was the answer’.
She took me and we went for a coloured ID,
(practicing to speak Afrikaans) I made all these lies,
changed my name from Komape to Kompe and I

got my ID! I then took my Dom pass and shoved it
under my bed — since having a forged ID was a
serious offence with a long jail sentence. I used that
ID and I survived!

In 1973 T worked at Heineman Factory and we had
a big strike because we wanted the Union to be
recognised and we were dismissed. I went to work
for the trade unions and was the only woman
among six men. | started now finding it difficult to
make tea and washing dishes! I then started to
challenge this — saying that I was not taking this any
more! I made a roster for the union men, and like
this, we survived! In 1979 we formed FOSATU (the
Federation of South African Trade Unions), which
from 1985 is the COSATU today. I felt that now my
dreams have come true: that women had built this
huge union, and I need to explore more, and my
roots that I have left behind.

In 1986, I went to work for the Transvaal Rural
Action Committee, which was concentrating on
forced removals. Within the movement we had a
Rural Women’s Movement that I initiated. The
reason was that [ wanted women to know their
rights. I said let’s meet women and decide plans on
how we could resist and we came with the rural
women’s movement. That rural women movement
moved me to Parliament where I am today. I did not
fight for the Struggle to become something — it
didn’t come to my mind. I only needed to be
liberated, to be a free person, to be a South African
because all this time, I wasn’t a South African!

Being in parliament has not differed much from my
previous life where I was a migrant worker leaving
my home and children in the rural areas to live in
Joburg. On being elected an MP I left my home, my
grandchildren for Cape Town. I was expected to
open a constituency office in my home village and
move every fortnight between parliament in Cape
Town and home where my constituency office is. It
was a continuation of my life as a migrant worker.
Only now I was doing this for the sake of the
people who put me there. It is unlike before when I
was forced by circumstances to leave my children.

My role on the Parliamentary Standing Committee
for the Improvement of Quality of Life and the
Status of Women is to put forward women’s concerns.
The committee monitors all the portfolio committees
to ensure that women’s issues and women’s

representation are addressed and taken seriously in

14
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. GLOBAL DEBATES ON GENDER, CITIZENSHIP AND GOVERNANCE

all committees and all bills. We are involved in taking
up issues in the provinces and we meet with
implementers. For example on women and violence
we met with police and magistrates to see how they
are implementing the new laws. On customary law
matters we met with the traditional leaders. It has
not been easy to push women’s concerns in
parliament. That is why we have the monitoring
committee, Committee for the Improvement of the
Quality of Life and Status of Women — so that all
other committees know there is a watchdog
committee that has the power to call a minister or a
director general to explain, and we can make
recommendations. But sometimes we get very
unpopular. Yet we struggle on.

We have made good progress with violence against
women, and customary law. We have managed to ensure
that women married by customary law do not forfeit
benefits. This came from Rural Women’s Movement
proposals with assistance from CALS who carried
out interviews which was the base of drafting the
legislation. The presence of the Rural Women’s
Movement on the ground made all the difference in
this struggle. Women also now have the right to access
land, a right they did not have before and this made
rural women homeless and vulnerable in the past. At
present, although rural women are legally entitled to
access land, chiefs often stand in the way. It is
important that NGOs continue to support women
in claiming these rights. Government cannot filter
down to the people. NGOs can assist in educating
women to know their rights and how to claim them.

The ANC Women’s League and women in various
structures within the ANC are pushing women very
strongly. This is high on the agenda of women in the
ANC. And we are struggling. We still talk about one
third, but we are trying to push for 50% representation.
But it is very difficult. We come from a patriarchal
system all over Africa, and South Africa is no exception.
We have the problem of forcing male comrades to
accept our constitutional right as women to be equal.
Within the ANC it is said that a committee with
only men is not desirable but the thing is it is not
unconstitutional. We need to change the ANC
constitution to make an all male committee
unconstitutional.

I am left with 18 months in parliament before I
leave. I don’t think much will change in that time.
After T complete my term I will be at home. T will
continue, if I have the strength, to work with the
women in the projects we have started, to ensure
they are empowered. These are the things I am
looking forward to see.

My party should make sure that whoever is elected
into power should know what they are there for, be
accountable to the people, have a heart for the
people, be available when people want their
assistance. They need to report to people on what
government is able to do and what not. We need to
go to the people who elected us and say what it is
we can do — to tell people the truth. People love our
government. They see the difference between the
past and now. They want to know where we are
now. They need openness, transparency. MPs on the
ground need to make this happen. It makes me very
angry when I see that there is often only talk and
little practice of transparency from MPs.

On being President of Vattiyurkava
Panchayat, Trivandrum District,
Kerala, India

AMBIKA KUMARI

Ambika Kumari is a member of the Vattiyurkavu
Panchayat' in Trivandrum District of Kerala and the first
woman president fo be elected in the history of this
panchayat. Born in a traditional Nair family, she did not
have a political background. Her life was sheltered in her
parental home without any exposure to politics. She
completed her post-graduation studies and was married in
1978. Her husband had a strong left political background
and he encouraged her to participate in political campaigns.
She was accepted for group membership in the Communist
Party of India (Marxist) [CPI (M)] on the basis of her
work in the community and for the Party. The Party put
her up as a candidate when the Panchayat elections were
announced. She won the elections. In her panchayat, there
are 17 wards — and it took her a while to get used to her
position and her responsibilities. In the beginning, she had
many difficulties and men in her committee took scant
notice of her decisions because she was a woman. There
were difficulties at home too, as a woman travelling at

" Panchayat — is the Indian term for the first tier of the three-tier decentralised government system. The panchayat is the local government

body at the village level.
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night was frowned upon and she had to do a lot of late
evening travel as part of her work. In spite of all these
difficulties, she has achieved a lot. In her area, more and
more women began to come forward with their problems
and she has tried her best to highlight and these problems
and seek solutions. She formed the “Jagrita Samiti” a
vigilance committee for preventing violence against women.
She organized “Kudumbashree” or women’s self-help
groups that organise women’s projects and manage micro-
credit schemes. During the course of her work, she has learnt
that women have many constraints, of which poverty is one.
Houweve, the major constraint that women have is the attitude
of men, who do not see women as capable of making decisions
and involving themselves in social and political activities to
improve their own and their families’ situation.

I am happy to participate in this conference on
Gender, Citizenship and Governance. I am the
present president of Vattiyurkavu Panchayat and am
the first woman president of this Panchayat. I would
like to speak a little first about myself and then
about the experiences that I have had after I became
the President. I was born in a traditional Nair family,
my father was a landowner and a government
employee and my mother was from a poor family.

[ have four brothers and two sisters. I graduated
from Kerala University, and my siblings were also
studying. At this time, the family was aftected by
financial misfortune that aftected our futures. We had
to shift home to Vattiyurkavu village.

[ tried to get a government job, failed, got a job in a
beauty parlour in Trivandrum where I worked for
one and a half years. It was then that I got married.
My husband did not demand a dowry nor was he
interested in matching horoscopes, practises important
for Hindu marriages. We have three children. My
married life was difterent from my natal family where
no one was interested in politics or social activities.
My husband was a strong member of the Communist
Party and gradually I took interest in the Women’s
Wing of the Party. Although I was dynamic in women’s
activities, I had no interest in politics. My political
activities were limited to election campaigns.

In the 2000 elections of the panchayat, the Communist
Party nominated me as a candidate for a seat that
was reserved for women. I did not expect to win as
the sitting candidate was from the Congress Party
(the opposition party). However, the Party’s support,
my family relations and social contacts, along with
my better educational qualifications, and my
opponent’s poor social relations helped me win the

elections. My dedication to the Party helped me to
get the Presidentship of the Panchayat.

At the outset, I was not confident whether I could
manage official and family life and also my public
duties. With the support of the Party, I studied the
methodologies for governing a panchayat. However,
I had to face several constraints. One of the earliest was
when a group of people surrounded me, refusing to
vacate my office, demanding an immediate solution
for their drinking water supply problem. Although I
became nervous, I somehow managed the situation
and that gave mental strength to meet subsequent
problems, and now I do not have stage frights
anymore! Becoming the president of the panchayat
changed my family too especially related to the
needs of my children. In the beginning, they did not
want to get used to my public life, but gradually that
changed too, mainly due to boundless support of my
husband. He helped me in my housework, and my
children became self-sufficient too — this I consider
to be an asset in my family life. I got freedom for my
social and political activities from my husband and
am always conscious not to misuse this.

As I am a woman president, I get ample opportunities
to work with other women in the Panchayat, and many
approach me to solve their problems. The People’s
Planning Campaign began with the aim to help each
and every person to participate in the development
process. Through this campaign, women began to get
more involved in the development process. As a part of
this process the village meetings and neighbourhood
group meetings were held in each ward of the
Panchayat. The neighbourhood groups were gradually
converted into self-help groups. One hundred and
twenty-five such self-help groups exist in Vattiyurkavu
Panchayat. Each group consists of twenty members,
and that means two thousand five hundred women
are gathering in different parts of the Panchayat
every week. They run savings schemes and moreover
discuss their problems and attempt to solve them. I
enjoy attending these meetings, and get acquainted
with women’s problems. I can also help them with
several self~employment schemes through the
Women’s Component Plan.
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In our panchayat, out of 17 members, only 6 are
women, and the involvement of these women
members in the work of the panchayat is very limited.
This is because four of them are Anganwadi® teachers
and they can give very little time for Panchayat
work. In spite of this, they try to get involved in
women’s problems. We try to keep a women-friendly
environment in the Panchayat with cooperation
from both men and women members. We have
succeeded in creating this atmosphere to a certain
extent and in this we receive strong support from
sakHI Women’s Resource Centre. Even then, some
men members think that women are not capable of
taking such responsibilities. We have taken this as a
challenge and are working harder.

From my experiences, I have realised that if women
enter politics, they can prevent criminalisation and
corruption too. Meanwhile, I am also active in Party
work like attending meetings and participating in
agitations, etc. The higher committees (in the Party)
give timely suggestions that are beneficial and give
me courage to face obstacles in my work. The
bureaucracy of local government has created many
problems for me. The reason is that I am a woman.
It is true that some men are reluctant to accept ‘an
ordinary woman’ in a higher position. I think I am
changing their attitude towards women in political
office by showing understanding, dealing with them
affectionately and above all by learning to be
courageous. Our Panchayat showed excellent
achievements during the year 2000-2001 and we
were hailed as the second-best panchayat of
Trivandrum district. We wish to place the name of
my Panchayat at the top, and for this we need
support from organizations like “sakm1”.

Local women could achieve this status because of the
73 and 74" Amendments of the Indian Constitution
that ensured that one third of the seats in local bodies
would be reserved for women. If the Women’s
Representation (Reservation) Bill is to be passed in
the Indian Parliament, women could get proper
representation at all levels of government in the country.

All political parties need to support the Women’s
Representation (Reservation) Bill in the parliament.
Organisations like sakHI should act as pressure
groups in the process. Thank you all, and Namaste!

Concluding remarks
AYESHA KHANAM

It was an excellent idea to begin the sessions with
the voices from the grassroots. This focuses the
conference activities from the beginning. Conferences
usually have voices of the grassroots in their concluding
sessions.

These testimonies are from two women from vastly
different countries, with different life-situations (one
a daughter of a poor peasant in a country with
severe poverty and political complexities, and the
other the daughter of a landlord in a situation where
women are not thought important enough to
contribute to changing their lives) and different
social, economic and political cultures. However,
both these testimonies share common experiences
as women: a reminder that there is a shared global
experience of women.

Mam Lydia’s testimony shows how women have
been struggling to empower themselves in the South
African situation. How women faced poverty, political
complexities of apartheid and family troubles that
include desertion, destitution and loneliness in the
long road to attain political power. Her experience
shows the universality of how a woman struggled and
will have to struggle to surpass the immeasurable
odds placed before her — of how as a woman, she
changed herself and how she continues to change
herself and, in the process, transforms her society.
Specifically also, it is a story of beginning a rural
women’s organisation — an issue to be discussed
during the conference.

Ambika Kumari’s testimony, on the other hand
shows that even where there is support from the

? Anganwadi Teachers (or workers) are women volunteers, selected from the local villages, who work at the Integrated Mother & Child

Development Services Scheme (previously known as ICDS) projects. The IMCDS targets pregnant and lactating mothers, adolescent girls

and children from birth to six years of age. The services include antenatal advice, contraceptive advice, immunisation for pregnant women

and children and health-awareness activities. Besides this, the IMCDS provides non-formal education through games, song and dance to

the target children. There is also a nutritional program with the AWW (Anganwadi Workers) assessing nutritional status of, and providing

calorie supplementation to children in the target group.
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family and society, women are not allowed to
function beyond a certain ‘border’. When women
‘transgress’ these ‘borders’, the existing political
order, political culture and political thinking, create
problems in the process of making women politically
empowered. This experience is not limited to
grassroots level, but is also a problem in parliamentary
politics of many nations. In the important political
decision making bodies women have to follow
certain unwritten, ‘hidden bindings’ and therefore in
important posts or decision-making bodies, women
are just showpieces. The empowerment of women,
not only as a political being, but also as total human
being is a very difficult struggle.

What we learn from the two testimonies is that
although the situation of women varies vastly from
place to place and country to country, there are
some constraints and problems women share that
seem almost ‘universal or global’.

* Women are not taken as equal partners even in
protest movements — and are usually relegated to
the roles perceived by men as ‘womanly’. (Mam
Lydia’s experience in her Union, where she was
the one initially delegated to making tea,
shopping and washing dishes).

* As a corollary, women’s role in deciding for
themselves, even about problems unique to them
are not taken seriously by men. (Ambika Kumari’s
decisions not being taken seriously by male
members of her Panchayat, initially).

* As women are the traditional homemakers’ in
any given society, family pressures often put
undue burden on women and prevent them
from achieving their true economic, political
and social potential.

INTERNATIONAL INSTITUTIONS
AND THE GENDER AND
EQUITY AGENDA

This panel brought together representatives from key
institutional actors in global and national governance
to discuss and debate their experiences in making
gender equality a core concern of good governance.
The speakers on this panel were requested to address
the following key issues:

e The ways in which the institution has attempted
to improve and influence governance with the
objective of achieving gender equity and equality.

* The real problems of making gender equity a
key concern.

e The prospects for the future and the ways forward.

World Bank
KAREN MASON

Although the World Bank is primarily an economic
institution that has to maintain polifical neutrality,
the issue that “good governance is essential for
development” is gaining currency within it.

Studies by the World Bank have demonstrated that
(1) Globally women are under-represented in
parliaments: the ‘best performing’ region has less
than 20% while the ‘worst performing’ region has
less than 5% women representatives in their
parliaments; (i) Where women and men have more
equal rights and more equal participation,
governments are less corrupt. Although this finding
is very controversial as regards causality, it is
nevertheless a very provocative finding.

The Bank has developed a set of principles on
engendering development. Gender issues need to be
country-led and country-specific. A gender-diagnosis is
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critical for understanding the extent to which gender

inequality is inhibiting economic growth and

poverty reduction. Finally, the Bank’s role should be
supportive but also pro-active.

The Bank’s strategy entails conducting a country

gender assessment (CGA) that is based on inclusive
consultations in the client countries; to use that
assessment in identifying the priority of gender-
responsive policies and interventions; to ensure that
projects are gender responsive; and to monitor progress.

Examples of gender-responsive governance work are

as follows:

i. “Engendered” Public Expenditure Reviews
(PERS) in Cambodia and Morocco.

il. Judicial reform projects with services for poor
women in Ecuador — there was dramatic reduction
in the time taken to resolve child-support cases.

iii. Countering corruption through community-
driven development (CDD) — Nepal Rural
Water Supply and Sanitation Fund, Kecamatan
Development Project in Indonesia, and Malawi
Social Action Fund.

Some of the main challenges to engendering

governance within the Bank are (1) Resistance and

ignorance among economists and finance ministers

(both in the Bank and in various nations); (i) Lack

of accountability — as the World Bank is hierarchical

and also because all World Bank projects are country-
driven; (ii1) Development overload: gender equity
has to compete with a load of other ‘development
priorities’.

Centre for Applied Legal Studies
[CALS], University of Witwatersrand,
South Africa

KATHY ALBERTYN

CALS was formed within the University of
Witwatersrand in 1978 as a centre of legal activity
against apartheid — it had an activist strand woven
into its being from the beginning and was involved
in anti-apartheid activity for the first twelve years of
its existence. CALS was always an applied research
organisation committed to democracy. After the
ANC was unbanned in 1990, CALS took on many
other diverse issues like gender research, HIV/AIDS
and land rights, and these became the newer sectors
of research and advocacy.

During the constitution-writing process in South
Africa, CALS was deeply involved — researching

constitutional law and advising groups. Post 1994,

CALS was engaged in law reform, policy development
activities and the gender project. The last mentioned
being involved in a whole range of processes — using
research to link with women’s organisations to push for
reforms through government and through Parliament.

Challenges faced by CALS:

CALS is currently facing a situation where although
quite a few laws are in place, not all are, and the
organisation is thinking of new and innovative
strategies of advocacy and litigation to implement
and enforce rights.

CALS is within a university set-up and therefore
sometimes occupies contradictory positions. CALS
has authoritative research that it uses to engage with
the ‘outside’ and that builds the profile of the
University in the community — where sometimes it
has been criticised as a “white liberal, ivory tower
institution’. However, within the University, CALS
occupies a ‘love-hate’ relationship in that the
University challenges ‘cause-driven’ research and
‘research for social change’ that CALS advocates.
CALS has to do constant acts of ‘balancing’ in order
to sustain personal careers and the University on the
one hand, and the more ‘activist’ oriented research
that it does.

Lessons learnt:

Being University-based emphasises the importance
of research and information. No real advocacy
process or enforcement process or implementation
process can happen without information (in the
gender sector) about women’s lives. Research at
CALS has been about women’s experience of the
law, human rights violation and this has also been
disseminated and shared with other universities and
organisations. In other words, the university-base has
placed CALS in a very good position vis-a-vis
information gathering, research, dissemination and
in establishing links.

Although CALS engages in activism, it cannot do it
on its own — CALS does not have the legitimacy to
do so. Therefore it is vital for CALS to enter into
varied relationships with other women and women’s
organisations — both with women in civil society
and women in state institutions, to push particular
issues. It has really been the combination of CALS
and partner organisations that has been able to hold
the government accountable.

19

—



GOVERNING FOR EQUITY

1994 .bw.ConferenceReport2 24-07-2003 11:47 ©Pagina 20 $

University-based organisations like CALS have an
inside-outside role vis-a-vis the women’s movement
inasmuch they are both part of the movement and
also research it in an effort to understand it better.

In context of gender relations and HIV/AIDS in
South Africa, an important lesson has been to see
how gender inequality drives HIV/AIDS and to
look at how failure to deal with HIV/AIDS will
worsen women’s human rights. In South Africa, it is
the biggest threat to the advances made till now.

Ways forward:

Till now the work has been sector-wise, e.g.
reproductive rights, violence, etc., but with the
HIV/AIDS epidemic, the challenge is to develop
new ways of working across sectors. There is growing
acknowledgement of the need for the AIDS movement
to work with the women’s movement and to devise
new strategies to do so. The way forward is to
transform the role of the CALS gender project that
only does women’s issue-based work to one of a
group that does work on a whole range of issues and
is able to interact with other organisations in order
to promote change.

Until now, institutions in South Africa have primarily
engaged with the state to bring about changes to the
exclusion of civil society. Not much has been done
to engage with values and attitudes in general — and
one of the problems of enforcement or implementation
is this problem of values and attitudes. In this context,
the University has a greater role to play because at a
university, peoples’ values are challenged and changed.
The challenge is how to work among the students
through teaching and discussions to ensure that
people who are going to be in positions of power in
the future have begun to think about gender,
HIV/AIDS, violence, poverty and issues that are
important to society before they begin their careers.

The Royal Netherlands Embassy,
Bangladesh

MARGRET VERWIJK

Awareness of the value and necessity of gender
equality increased significantly between 1975 and
2001. As the world changed, gender policy changed
with it. In the Netherlands, it was a dynamic process,
which initially centred on external policy
implementation and later, of necessity, on internal

organization. I will focus on equipping the Ministry
of Foreign Affairs (that is in The Hague and the
Embassies) to incorporate gender equality into all
aspects of foreign policy. Gender equality is achieved
by incorporating it into organisation and policy.

Following the first UN conference on Women in
1975, more attention was devoted worldwide to the
status of women. Dutch development policy aimed
to ensure more aid benefited women, and the first
Dutch policy memorandum on women and
development appeared five years after the conference,
in 1980. It set our gender policy, identifying the
following goals: (a) to increase the influence and
participation of women in the preparation and
implementation of development policy; (b) to
promote greater economic independence for
women; (¢) to strengthen women’s organizations

in developing countries.

After Nairobi, the Forward Looking Strategies were
introduced into Dutch development policy, which
consisted of 53 points relating to policy and
organization. They ranged from guidelines for
improving the participation of women in the various
aid sectors to courses for the Ministry’s own
employees and the appointment of specialists at
embassies. Although gender was gaining more
substance, more action was needed to make what
was still a fragmented policy fully operational. It
needed, for instance, to be given a higher priority
and incorporated more deeply into general
development policy.

In 1990, gender policy gained a higher priority
when Women, Poverty and the Environment became
the main themes of Dutch development policy. The
focus was on increasing the autonomy of women in
developing countries in order to strengthen their
economic independence, on political and social
participation; social and cultural position, and control
over their own bodies.

After Beijing, in 1995, it was observed that the
difference between men and women was still very
significant in many areas of life and that the status of
women had even worsened in may developing
countries. At that moment, recommendations appeared
on the ways of organising the integration of gender
equality. We received warnings against the excessive
production of policy, arguing that more attention
should be devoted to putting it into action,

—



1994 .bw.ConferenceReport2 24-07-2003 11:47 Pagina 21 $

. GLOBAL DEBATES ON GENDER, CITIZENSHIP AND GOVERNANCE

consolidating agreements made at international
conferences, and to evaluating implementation.
Governments, including the Government of the
Netherlands, needed to be made accountable for
their policies on women, also to their own
parliaments. That warning is still valid.

In terms of implementation, the following changes
took place since then: (1) delegation of responsibilities
to embassies; (2) concentration of bilateral support
on a limited number of countries; (3) ownership by
the recipient government; (4) support sectors as a
whole instead of project-based assistance.

What about integrating gender equality into the
Ministry’s internal organizational structure?

The Council of Europe’s definition of gender
mainstreaming in this context is useful in the sense
that it places responsibility with the people that
make and determine policy. It is defined as “the (re)-
organization, improvement, development and
evaluation of policy processes, so that a gender
equality perspective is incorporated in all policies at
all levels and at all stages, by the actors normally
involved in policy making”.

In holding its own policy up to the DAC criteria,
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs found that it had not
yet done enough internally to encourage a positive
attitude, strengthen leadership, or establish where
responsibility lay or who would be held accountable.
A recent study (2000) into the availability of gender
expertise at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs concluded
that it has made a valuable contribution to the
integration of gender equality into the Ministry’s
internal organizational structure. However, the study
did recommend that a gender co-ordinator at a senior
level be appointed by the Ministry for internal and
external emancipation, that the Secretary-General
become the holder of the gender policy portfolio
and that the Ministry provide training for all its
employees. As a result the gender co-ordinator has
been appointed this year. Also benchmarks were
identified as to raise the effectiveness of integrating
emancipation into Dutch government ministries.
The benchmarks address the following issues:
ownership of the problem which implies locating
final responsibility for integrating emancipation as
high as possible in the professional hierarchy; the
incorporation of the process in structure and
organisation at the ministry; the availability of gender

expertise; integration of expertise and mechanisms;
availability and accessibility of gender-specific data;
availability of time, people and money.

This form of integration requires more than just
gender-oriented perceptions and actions. It requires
a sense of responsibility and commitment from all
those involved. In recent years, many international
and Dutch institutions have started to integrate
gender equality into their policies and organizational
structures. The indicator for the sustainable
integration of gender equality has therefore become
the extent to which an organization takes account of
men and women’s different needs, interests and skills,
both internally and in its external policies.
Responsibility and accountability are key concepts
and mutually binding, and we need to devote extra
attention to enunciating clear objectives and to
building an effective gender orientation. It is
important that the Ministry’s political leadership and
senior civil servants feel responsible for the process
of integrating gender equality, because integration
processes require constant support and management.
We are not talking of merely ‘a dash of gender
equality’. In practice, the link to policy making is
seldom made. With the exception of gender experts
in the relevant divisions and at the embassies, staff
members are not occupied with gender issues on a
daily basis. The support in developing countries has
to have at its basis responsibility and accountability
to gender equality. Donors must co-ordinate their
efforts in order to have impact.

The most promising strategy is to combine general
development policy and gender policy on an equal
basis. It includes institutional conditions needed for
sustainable integration of gender equality at both the
Ministry in The Hague and the embassies, and co-
operation with and in partner countries, and other
donors.

For a long time the tools for integrating gender
equality have been in place, but “there was no oil to
lubricate the engine”. We are working on that right
now within our own organization. Making sure that
gender equality is expressed in all policy products
and other organizational elements. Making sure that
the integration of gender equality is visible and
verifiable.
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UNICEF

KRrisTiINA (GONCALVES

The UN General Assembly constantly requires the
UN agencies to work with gender equality and to
adopt gender mainstreaming as a tool. All UN agencies
are required to report to the Secretary General of the
UN about the progress in terms of gender equality

and gender mainstreaming.

UNICEEF and all other UN agencies have gender
mainstreaming as a strategy since 1994 when there
was a shift from ‘women and development’ to ‘gender
and development’. UN agencies and UNICEF have,
since 1998, a human rights-based approach to
programming, i.e. the Rights of Child and the
CEDAW Convention form the basis of programming.
This is a challenge as it is a window of opportunity
- putting women’s rights and gender equality at the
centre of programming. An area that UNICEF
focuses on to end gender discrimination is girls’
education. Another area is that UNICEF recognises
women’s rights as vital to children’s rights. In terms
of human resources, UNICEF has affirmative action
since 1980.

The tools used by UNICEEF for engendering its
activities include the life cycle approach, advocacy,
training, specific guidelines for programmers on how
to do a gender audit and gender analyses.

What are some of the real constraints that we face in
UNICEF in making gender equality a key concern in
our work? The first and foremost problem is at the
level of knowledge and perception. Gender perception
varies from gender blind to gender sensitive — the most
common perception is gender-neutral. UNICEF does
not speak of boys and girls but of children, except the
Latin America region that has gender sensitive language.
Second, while ‘gender mainstreaming’ has been
adopted as a strategy, it is an awkward expression that
is not easy to explain. It does not help us focus on
what needs to be changed nor provide indicators to
measure the extent to which gender equity has been
achieved. Third, accountability mechanisms for staff
and managers are not in place. There are no costs
attached to not being gender sensitive and as there is
no incentive system, it is difficult to have accountability
with regard to gender issues.

Opverall, there needs to be more strategic thinking
with regard to ways forward in getting institutions to

make gender equality a key concern. As for example,
there is a need to see boys and men as equal partners
and to include them more than is happening in the
work of gender equality. Organisations must realise
that men (and boys) are strategic allies. Further,
economic analysis of the costs of not being gender
sensitive has never been attempted and therefore
there is a lack of understanding of the impact of
gender inequality on development. Finally, there is
an “Evaporation Syndrome” taking place as regards
gender policy in that the focus on gender issues
seems to be disappearing from policy statements and
plans of action. The recent example of the evaporation
of gender sensitivity is the HIV/AIDS debate. The
document of the UNGASS on HIV/AIDS was very
strong on gender issues, and also included issues of
male behaviour. However, a year later, gender had
evaporated from the XIV International AIDS
Conference Declaration at Barcelonal

The windows of opportunity for mainstreaming
gender into UN agencies’ agendas include (i) the
UN Secretary General’s Initiative on violence; and
(i) the HIV/AIDS pandemic because all governments
are struggling to find tools and ways to combat the
pandemic and work can be done to show that
gender blindness can be lethal in the battle against
HIV/AIDS.

Finally one must realise that bureaucrats can only
intervene to a limited extent — political involvement
and political will are essential for engendering policy,
institutions and organisational culture supportive of
women’s rights and gender equality.

Questions, responses and discussions

The presentations highlighted that while there is
recognition and acceptance within institutions of
the importance of gender equality in development,
the practice of incorporating a gender perspective
in all programmes and policies is beset with
difficulties that cannot be overcome by present
strategies. The main strategy has been to
incorporate gender equality concerns in external
policies, to demonstrate the importance of
gender analysis as a tool for operationalising the
mandate of the institution, and setting up of
gender infrastructure (gender focal points/
departments) in some instances. For the most
part, however, the integration of gender equality
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in the work done by these institutions relies on
committed gender expertise and the ‘good will’
of colleagues. In other words, accountability for
ensuring that gender equality concerns informs
policy-making and programme implementation
on a sustained basis is hard to pin down. Both
Margret Verwijk representing the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs, Netherlands Government, and
Kristina Goncalves of UNICEF spoke about the
problem of not having accountability mechanisms
for staft’ and managers in place.

In the plenary discussions following the
presentations by panel members many of the
questions to the panellists and responses revolved
round the question of accountability and

responsibility.

Institutional mandates and accountability for
gender equity commitments

A number of questions from the participants
addressed the issue of whether it was possible to
enforce gender equity commitments for global
institutions whose mandate was not necessarily
the promotion of equal rights and human rights.
As for example, the mandate of The World Bank
as an international financial institution is first and
foremost economic development. Issues of poverty,
inequality and disadvantage are important to
address within this mandate because these cause
‘inefficiencies’ in the economic system. However,
when macro economic reforms are undermining
the possibility to redistribute in favour of
disadvantaged groups, advocates of gender equality
within the global institutions and outside find
their work much harder. From the point of view
of the ‘insiders’ in international financial institutions
the case for gender equality has to be argued on
the basis of costs involved internationally of
failing to reach gender equality goals. Measures
to assess the impact of economic policies on
gender relations, commissioning of studies to
measure the costs of failing to act on gender
equality are some of the ways in which ‘insiders’
educate the economists within The Bank and as
well partner governments.

Locating and enforcing accountability

In all the accounts and discussions the problem
of locating and enforcing accountability to gender
equality commitments featured prominently. A
question addressed to the representative of the

Ministry of Foreign Aftairs, Netherlands
Government, raised the issue that with the
present Dutch Government policy of decentralising
development aid decisions to the Embassies and
support to sector wide approaches, the policy to
focus on women’s emancipation and advancement
was being undermined. The Royal Netherlands
Embassy in India no longer has a specialist
addressing gender issues in development. Gender
issues have to be mainstreamed into the sectors
that the Embassy supports. While it is assumed
that everybody in the Embassy is responsible for
gender equity commitments, nobody is specifically
held accountable for not getting it done. The
response from the representative of the Ministry
of Foreign Affairs acknowledged the problems.
While the Heads of Missions have greater
authority and budgets in the new decentralised
system of aid administration, there is no guarantee
that the gender policy will be interpreted in the
same way in all Embassies. The greater autonomy
does provide the possibility to the Embassies to
develop their own Gender and Development
programme but of course this depends on the
availability of gender expertise in the Embassies.

Gender Mainstreaming and accountability
Gender Mainstreaming has been adopted as a
tool for gender integration in the UN system
and also by other multilateral institutions. This
strategy raises two kinds of questions regarding
accountability. First, gender mainstreaming as a
tool does not actually convey to those using it
what exactly it is that they are responsible for
ensuring. According to Kristina Goncalves,
UNICEE it would be preferable to focus on
women’s rights, children’s rights and men’s rights
because the rights focus actually tells one what
has to be achieved through our work. Second,
gender mainstreaming as a tool is supposed to
ensure that everybody is answerable for gender
equity commitments in their work which has
generally meant that nobody is ultimately
responsible for getting it done.
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WOMEN, POWER AND POLITICS

A critical question that gender and development
practitioners have faced in the last decade is how to
put politics back into the international gender agenda
and how to ensure the continued presence of the
women’s movements and their concerns in redefining
governance. These questions have lost neither their
urgency nor their relevance today. The last few years
have seen concerted efforts across the world, particularly
in the South, to engage more and more women into
formal political processes and institutions. Hundreds
and thousands of women living at the intersection of
gender, class and other forms of disadvantages and
inequalities have come to take political office. These
experiences are imbued with legends of triumphs and
exultation but also with instances of bitter opposition
and open hostility. These experiences have also made
us confront myriad questions. Is it enough for an
increasing number of women to be in political office?
Or is it critical to have women who are capable of
bringing in transformatory visions and practices into
the arena of formal politics? How do we support
and sustain them so that they remain in power and
remain committed to a feminist agenda of equality
and justice? Do women have to create a new mode of’
political engagement to break away from hierarchical,
unequal and unjust mores of traditional mainstream

politics?

Both our Keynote Speakers, Pregs Govender from
South Africa and Gita Sen from India, are feminist
activists and have a long history of active engagement
in trade union and parliamentary politics and in
feminist theory and praxis. They were requested to
challenge our vision and force us to move beyond the
borders of our own thinking on these questions.

Feminist politics in a
fundamentalist world®
GI1TA SEN

I begin with some trepidation as to what new or fresh
insight I can give. I am going to talk about feminist
politics in a fundamentalist world and I refer not just
to religious but other kinds of fundamentalisms that
have been tramping around globally, nationally and
locally for the last two decades at least. I refer also to
market fundamentalism that has dominated the global
political landscape in the past decades.

Feminism and citizenship

Feminist politics for over a century has primarily
been about completing the grand social project of
democracy and about completing the project of
citizenship. ‘Citizenship’ here is defined not in its
narrow sense as the ‘right to vote’ etc., but in the
sense feminists have been defining and redefining it
to mean entitlements, rights, responsibilities and agency.
Citizenship implies a balance between all of these.
This meaning of ‘citizenship’ of having agency as
free subjects has meaning only, if we give substantive
content to it. Both the Indian Supreme Court and
South African Constitution speak about equality of
citizens in a substantive sense. The Indian Supreme
Court has ruled that if one does not have substantive
equality (i.e., the means and the mechanisms by
which formal equality can be realised for citizens)
then one does not have equality at all. This substantive
equality has been central to feminist politics and is
inherent in its understanding of citizenship.

The meaning of citizenship in feminist politics
operates at four dimensions: (a) the political level; (b)
the economic level (substantive economic equality is
implied in respect to property, labour market and
unpaid work); (c) the cultural level of norms and
values; and (d) the personal level of family, home and
relationships. For citizenship to operate substantively,
it must be present and visible at all four dimensions.

This idea of citizenship, of having to move in all
these spheres, is relatively new in feminist politics.
Personally, I began thinking along these lines about a
decade ago.The important thing about these four
dimensions is, that the absence of one dimension

? The text of this speech was written from the transcipt of the tape. Gita Sin did not make a written contribution but has checked the text

that was developed.
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puts the other dimensions and their achievements ‘at
risk’. It means that the project of feminist politics is
significantly more complex than we would like to
believe. An example is that one can have political
citizenship i.e., equal right to vote, but if one had
not moved along dimensions of sexuality, then one
could remain constrained in the achievements with
respect to political citizenship.

The history of this century has been one of
systematically moving forwards on certain dimensions
and slipping back in the others. In post-colonial
nations, the feminist political movement was
inextricably linked with nationalist movements. In
the economic dimension, only Cuba had explicitly
recognised rights for women in the domestic sphere
(Cuban Family Code of 1974). Therefore, in spite of
all the formal socialist rhetoric about equality for
women, the recognition of economics as it operates
in the domestic sphere was relatively weak. So far as
early Soviet politics was concerned, Alexandra
Kollontai and others tried to infuse the debates on
the so-called “woman question’ with the question of
women’s personal autonomy, issues around sexuality
and reproduction. However, these issues got totally
marginalized in the evolution of Soviet politics. In
the decades of the 1960s and 1970s, in both North
and South, the sphere of personal autonomy in
relation to sexuality and child-bearing gained greater
prominence than they had had in the post-War years.

The gendered systems that we work against are
those that deny women’s citizenship at any or at all
the dimension(s) discussed above. This, in a sense,
provides the answer to the debates that had come up
in feminist literature on the questions about
universality: “Is the subordination of women a
universal phenomenon?” Even in societies where
private property had not developed to its fullest
extent, there is evidence of the existence of gender
inequalities. Therefore, the ‘universality” of gender
inequality stems from that fact that any one of the
dimensions of ‘inequality’ may exist.

Context

‘Context’ for feminist politics is absolutely central
and critical because what one achieves and how one
achieves it, depends upon the context. With respect
to the feminist project of citizenship, the ‘context’
exists at all four dimensions discussed above. The
context determines the challenges faced by and the
opportunities available to feminist politics at that

time to make change happen. Because the context is
changing, the focus and the mechanisms of feminist
politics also change. The substantive question for
feminist politics today is whether the context of
fundamentalism is becoming so overwhelming that it
is constricting the realms of feminist politics into
ever-narrower spheres. This is an important question to
address: if one believes that the context is so difficult
that one can barely survive, then the nature of the
alliances, the nature of the trade-offs that one is willing
to make may also change dramatically. To survive,
political movements and organisations have to do a
lot of things they would not do when they are not
faced with the crisis of survival. Therefore, the
fundamental question for feminist politics today is
about whether fundamentalism in the forms we have
today has in fact constricted the space for feminist
politics, so that it is forced into alliances it would not
have otherwise made, narrowing down demands in
ways it would not have narrowed them? This is a key
question that feminist politics has to answer today.

It is my argument that globalisation, which is closely
linked to both ‘market fundamentalism’ and ‘political
fundamentalism’ that is arising globally and in many
countries, does constrict and does move feminist
politics towards particular kinds of alliances and
coalitions, but it also provides opportunities. Because
one always focuses on constrictions, I want to point
towards some of the opportunities here.

Social contracts

What has the process of globalisation done?
Globalisation had broken three of the major social
contracts that have existed in the world for at least
fitty years. The first social contract that has broken
down is that between workers and employers, framed
as this relationship was in the right to collective
bargaining and rights through social democracy.
These have been significantly broken because of the
extreme mobility of capital and the consequent loss
of bargaining power of labour unions in countries of
both the North and the South. This has happened in
the last 2 to 3 decades, and is still continuing, and
has affected even the country where it was most
strongly developed, namely, Japan.

The second contract that has been broken is that of
(a) the welfare state in the countries of the North
where a set of entitlements and rights of citizens was
matched by the responsibilities of the state and (b)
the developmental state in countries of the South.
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The third social contract that has been broken is the
contract that brought together countries of the South
and North in an understanding of living in a common
world and, therefore, the mutual responsibility for
the project of development. From the Marshall Plan
which presaged the beginnings of development
assistance to current day discussions of ‘aid fatigue’
and conditionality is a significant step.

While it does not require much acuity of vision to
recognise the breaking of these social contracts, why
might this breaking itself create windows of
opportunity? The reason is that each of these
contracts, overtly for the first two, and less overtly
for the third, was a deeply gendered contract. The
contract between employers and employees, for
example was mainly between male workers’ unions
and public and private sector firms. The needs of
women workers — even in nations where the social
democratic contract was best developed — were not
fully recognised. The welfare state of the North and
the development programs of South were deeply
gendered in terms of what they did not include — that
is the responsibilities of the care economy — the rights
of mothers, girls’ education.

The re-negotiation of these contracts will have to
happen since capitalism cannot function without
adequate regulation. This re-negotiation, however,
cannot happen without women, without recognition
of women’s political and economic rights as citizens.
This is because of the growing feminisation of labour
making women workers numerically at least a force to
reckon with. Organizations and unions can no longer
afford to re-negotiate the social contract without
women. An example of how this is happening can be
seen from a seemingly innocuous report in a financial
daily in the last year. According to this report fifty
thousand workers of the Culinary Workers Union in
Las Vegas (‘the strip’) went on strike resulting in the
paralysis of the ‘strip’. What has to be noted is that the
bulk of the workers employed in the housekeeping
sections are not only women, but immigrant women,
and the demand was not only for better pay but better
working conditions and respect. Similarly there is a
complete re-thinking on the project of development
— although less clearer at this point. However, what
has become clear is that, without gender analysis of
budgets, without going through how money is
allocated for difterent needs, what happens to the
needs of women specifically in these contexts, the
rewiring of these social contracts will not happen.

Identity Politics

Those are the opportunities. However, the other
more disturbing question about fundamentalism is
the constriction in another sense. This constriction
arises from the question whether politics is itself
becoming a constricting struggle between
fundamentalisms. The openness of public debate,
freedom of movement and of expression, are all
increasingly getting narrower at global, national and
sub-national level. The challenge here for feminists is
how to deal with and address our relationship to
identity politics that fractures as opposed to the
politics of social construction. “Where do we stand
vis-a-vis identity politics versus a politics of social
construction?” This is a very difficult question, and
one that feminists must address if the feminist
movement has to progress in the future — because
the politics of identity is showing itself up as a
politics that is deeply sexual and deeply violent.
Both of those put together mean that if feminists are
to move beyond this realm, then feminist politics
must be able to move towards a project of social
construction that includes an ethos of inclusion, of
equity and of equality. The clash of fundamentalisms
is taking this ethos out of the political debate
altogether.

Implications

Feminist politics must act along all four dimensions
enumerated and not just one. This is crucial since
there are significant gaps, even in the feminist
movement, between those who work on and speak
about economic rights and those who work on and
speak about sexuality and reproduction. Unless the
two come together, the movement is much weaker
than it needs to be.

Secondly, governance has to be seen as a project of
social construction that has to include the ethos of
inclusion, equity and equality. Although feminist
politics is the most inclusive and transformative of all
politics, it has to answer some deep and serious
questions in terms of the constriction of space
brought about by fundamentalism.

Finally, what is the role for an autonomous women’s
movement here, and how do we include ourselves in
other movements dominated by progressive but un-
gendered men? The task is to build those absolutely
necessary alliances — a task that is as difficult as
mainstreaming gender in the World Bank!
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Sharing the experience of being a
feminist fighting for the rights of
marginalised women in South Africa,
during the struggle against apartheid
and in the post-apartheid democracy
PREGS GOVENDER

The task before me is enormously difficult — had I
been asked to talk on the South African women’s
budget, or changing the law, it would have been
much easier! Instead you asked me to speak from my
personal experience. The questions the conference
organisers posed were:

Who am I? Why did I get involved politically? What
has been the trajectory of my experience? What
have been the contradictions I faced? What were the
opportunities that I created?

Power and politics has traditionally been the domain
of our fathers and grandfathers. The sari that I am
wearing today belonged to my Grandmother who
was widowed young with four sons and my mother.
A market gardener and midwife she used the power
of herbs to heal. I wear her saris today to honour
her power, and the power of all our grandmothers,
mothers, sisters and all of us here today, who have
tried to enter the ‘traditional’ domains of power -
outside the home. While remaining whole, intact in
a world that has very little respect for women,
especially women who are poor and working-class.

We live in a world whose wealth has, and continues
to be, ruthlessly appropriated by a handful of men
(and a thimble-full of women) through their multi-
national corporations be it arms or pharmaceuticals;
through their organisations: the WTO, the IMF and
the World Bank; through their G-8. Of course there
are women and men outside these parameters who
benefit, who collude. But the vast majority of those
who are the poorest, of those worst hit by violence,
by HIV/AIDS, by too many fundamentalisms, are
women from the global ‘South’ that stretches across
all our countries and includes many citizens made
invisible in Europe and the USA.

So, who am I? Why did I do what I did and continue
to do? Before I begin, I wish to acknowledge the
amazing women from South Africa who are present
in this room and many who are not, whose stories
helped weave my story. Shamim was the key founder
and leader of ‘Speak’ magazine. Mam Lydia and I
worked closely in the Women’s National Coalition

and she was an icon in the trade union movement.
One of the Women’s National Coalition’s legal
experts, Cathy, spoke earlier today. The members of
GAP present here, Pumla and Phumeza, whose
organisation literally bridged the gap between

women in parliament and local constituencies in the

Western Cape. Celeste is from Getnet whose

organisation worked with the Women’s Budget
Initiative to develop training materials for trainers.
Likhapa whose eloquence on Customary Law
contributes significantly to changing the law — all
their stories are part of my story as much as mine is
part of theirs.

So who am I? T began answering your question in
writing my bio - in the first person instead of in the
convenient third person — our hidden hand that
saves us from our fears and charges of egotism and
self-aggrandisement.

My great grandparents came from India as indentured
labourers. My paternal grandfather was a van driver
and a member of his trade union and was retrenched
and unemployed for part of his working life. His wife,
my grandmother, taught me (through her example)
the act of meditation — the use of silence to hear
oneself — while defending my right to refuse religion.
The letters in the word listen also spell silent. We
listen best when we are silent, deeply silent.

My parents were teachers, and my father was politically
active as a playwright and sports journalist. The Group
Areas Act moved them twice, first from their family
homes. The second time saw us move as a nuclear
family into someone’s garage. Since then I have
moved often and stayed everywhere — in basement
flats to the nice house in the suburbs. I refused to
learn how to cook and ran around with my older
brother who did most of the household chores we
were assigned as children. [ remember at a very
young age writing in a school creative essay that I
wanted to end poverty and suffering. As an 11-year-
old I joined my older brother in an anti-Republic
Day Campaign.

Student Activism and Women’s Politics

At 14 years, two years before matriculation and the
Soweto uprising, I was elected secretary of my
school’s first representative body - the start of
political activism that was to span to the present —
almost 28 years. In high school I attended a meeting
of the Black Women’s Federation headed by Winnie
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Mandela and Fatima Meer. As a so-called Indian girl,
two of my heroes were Veliamma* and Sister Poomani,
a nurse whom I had the privilege of meeting and
working with, a person who was imprisoned and
tortured. She continued to dedicate her live to serving
the people of South Africa, whilst not brooking
“bullshit from her own male comrades”. Black
consciousness during that period made an impact,
leading me to reject the divisive or ethnically oriented
labels such as “non-white”, “non-European” or
“Indian” and I asserted proudly that I was “Black”.

At the University, involvement with student politics
coincided with activism in communities and support
to trade unions. It was a time of making posters and
handbills, barricading hostels, facing the army, teargas,
guns and dogs and losing my fear of the State. In one
demonstration, after being attacked and dispersed, a
group of us ran back towards the police after picking
up some large sticks lying at a construction site on
the campus. The police turned and fled. It was a
moment before I realised that hundreds of others
were behind us!

In trying to mobilise around women’s experiences,
the men that I ran shoulder-to-shoulder with first
tried to control, through their girlfriends, and then
tried to crush, the first women’s committee that we
formed. We organised women around rape and other
forms of violence and mobilised the largest number
of women of any SRC committee.

[ started teaching (something I have always loved)
with a baby and a husband. The response from the
students was enthusiastic. Aruna will recall the meeting
in Washington where the Secretary General of a
large international NGO spoke of the impact that
that young teacher had on his becoming a feminist.
However the teaching hierarchy did not share their
enthusiasm and I was regularly transferred, which
with two young children, was extremely difficult.
Shamim reminded me a few years back that the
founding meeting for Speak took place in my flat
with babies running around playing.

[ was also beginning to be critical of the political
organisation I was working with, the Natal Indian
Congress, which organised the working-class in the

so-called Indian townships. The organisation was
racially exclusive, hierarchical and centralised in its
decision-making and control of resources.Very few
women were included in its middle-class dominated
decision-making structures, and those of us who
were, never worked together as women for women

within that structure: we worked outside it.

Women’s organisations offered possibilities for non-
racial, more democratic organising and I made a
conscious choice to focus my energy and attention
here, after campaigning against the anti-tri-cameral
elections of 1984. In organising work for the Natal
Organisation of Women (NOW), I forged friendships
and comradeship that remain strong till today. It was
the time of rising state-sponsored vigilantism. A few
days before Victoria Mxenge, our chairperson, was
assassinated outside her home, we met in her office
as the NOW Working Committee and we stood in
the street outside as she regaled us with her humour
and loud laughter.

It was a time of attempts by women to unite across
the country against apartheid, and a time when male
comrades attempted control through women, causing
several failed attempts to re-launch the FEDSAW,
which had existed in the 50s. I will never forget the
tears of old comrades, the shock of the guest speaker,
Helen Joseph, the prayers of a young Thoko Didiza
after travelling across the country to be told that we
were not going to re-launch. Of course there was
the laughter — Florence Mkhize saying to me late at
night, after driving our delegation back from
Johannesburg to Durban: “ You drive so well, Pregs —
just like a man” The security police, armed with
massive guns ordering us to the floor outside the
NOW offices. Phozo and myself were taken into the
office and she was asked whether she was Nozizwe,
whom they detained shortly atterwards. Of course,
Phozo’s answer was NO. I was asked if | was Pregs
and of course I also said NO!

The Trade Unions

In 1987, I left my University job to join the trade
unions, specifically, GAWU, now SACTWU (South
African Clothing and Textile Workers’ Union) — the
union with the largest number of women members.
At the founding Congress of GAWU, I was elected

" Veliamma was a sixteen-year old girl to whom Mahatma Gandhi attributed the success of the 1913 Passive Resistance Campaign in

South Africa and who died a few days after her release from prison.
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National Education Officer and my brief was to
develop and run an education programme to ensure
that workers would give the union (in transition
from being a sweetheart union) a mandate to merge
and join COSATU (the non-racial trade union
federation).

At the end of the two-year programme approximately
100,000 workers gave the union a unanimous mandate
to merge and join COSATU. The experience of a
shop steward appointed by management to report on
these workshops best illustrates the key to the
campaign’s success. At the end of the first day he told
us that the workshop made him recall his passionate
opposition to the injustice of apartheid and he was
now angry at the bosses” attempt to co-opt him as
their puppet. Instead he went back, told the workers
the truth and asked if they would elect him to serve
them. His factory became one of the strongest in the
union.

During the WSSD, I wrote an article on what has
happened to one of the finest of the union’s women
leaders, Rita Bantjies, the Chairperson of the Natal
Region, of the impact on her life of a global economy
based on profit and greed as well as that of a national
government that lost precious days, months, years,
lives... in a tragic debate about whether HIV causes
Aids. She is today unemployed, one of the hundred
of thousands who have been directly impacted on by
government’s implementation of GATT and has lost
all three of her daughters, two of them to Aids.

[ moved to Cape Town with my two children, leaving
behind as bad memory the underground unit that I
had been drawn into and my ex-husband. In the
union in Cape Town I proposed doing a feasibility
study on establishing a workers college to develop
worker leadership in the trade union movement. I
went on to establish and was mandated to head the
Workers” College. Most of those who emerged from
the courses are now in leadership in government,
NGOs and in the union movement itself. I would
like to quote from the Workers College Booklet
what the College meant for the students in their
own words: Rachel Visser: “I learnt to love myself and
accept myself as I am. In the COSATU Education
Conference 1 stood up and gave an input. Everyone thought
that I was an official and could not believe that this was
worker leadership”. Joe Sineke: “The “Big Man” attitude
I have dropped and committed to developing leadership
amongst the new shopstewards”. Neville Alcock:

“The Workers College changed my perception of building
power and how to use power. We must build power for the
collective good, encourage individuals to develop and take
responsibility for the running of our organisation — even if
it means that those in power are sowing the seeds for others
to take their place. We must not fear this.”

Towards the end of 1992, I was approached by the
Women’s National Coalition’s (WNC) recently
elected Convenor, Frene Ginwala, and other members
of the ANC to “direct, co-ordinate and plan all aspects
of the WINC campaign, from media, education and
research to the organisational development of the
WNC”. T met and worked with women of depth
and wisdom from cities and rural areas across South
Africa in the course of this campaign. | had been
told to conceptualise this campaign at a desk on the
36" floor of the Carlton Centre in Johannesburg.
Going to the regions and organising a National
Workshop to do this met with threats that I would
be fired. I went ahead and the campaign was shaped
on the basis of women’s proposals from all parts of
our country. By the end of this campaign the
Women’s National Coalition is estimated to have
involved approximately two million women. One of
the lessons of this period for me was that patriarchy
all too often has a face that looks exactly like ours
and can fit all too comfortably within our selves.

I spent a month before the elections working in the
Reconstruction Development Programme (RDP)
National Office and this was how I came to see the
final version of the RDP book. I noticed that all the
work that women had done had been excluded from
the final version. I offered to do a gender edit, and
was told that I had only one night to do it in. This
was a document that would come to be regarded as
South Africa’s key progressive programme. I
systematically tried to include most of the “Women
and the RDP’ workshop proceedings into it — a
flawed and utterly imperfect exercise as the man in
charge removed most of it before it finally went to
print. With the RDP booklet, I did the same, but
then went to the printer’s myself to see what could
be put back into it!

After the elections I moved to Cape Town with my
children and the man in my life. It was a difficult
time as my ex-husband, from whom I was separated,
contested the divorce and threatened split custody.
That represented, probably, the most painful challenge
of my entire life. I could not bear the thought of
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split custody, as though children were like property
that could be divided. I fought for and obtained joint
custody as opposed to sole custody as I believe it is
important for children to enjoy both their parents.

The skills that I learnt in all those years of activism,
skills learnt from women of my country and all of
your countries too, equipped me to do the work I
did while I was in the South African Parliament.
Those skills equipped me with the power to know
that we can do it difterently. So that we can hear the
voices of women, that we can make sure that those
voices are heard in the so-called ‘corridors of power’.

The bio reads very nicely about the achievements.
The fact that we ensured that 80% of the priorities
the Joint Monitoring Committee on the
Improvement of the Quality of Life and Status of
Women (JMCIQLSW) have been enacted into law.
Pioneering the idea in the 1994 budget debate and
politically driving the process to ensure substantial
government commitment to engendering the budget
(the Women’s Budget Initiative). Working on the
abortion legislation through the Health Committee
and getting a unanimous standing ovation including
from those in the gallery who had come from their
march against abortion etc. That does not convey the
reality that on every single law, on every single
budget issue, on every single policy issue, on every
single issue of institutional transformation there was
a struggle. There was a need to mobilise, to organise.
For success you had to, every step of the way, be
creative and even subversive. Structures of power are
essentially patriarchal in nature. There is no way that
one can deny that, and therefore it is vital to trust
one’s voice and the voices of the women who put
you there. As the chair of the JMCIQLSW, I was
able to have significant influence to ensure that the
Committee’s brief to “monitor the implementation
of CEDAW and the BPFA” focused on South Africa’s
poorest. This was critical in the choice of hearings
on poverty, the budget and macroeconomic policy,
violence against women, HIV/Aids, Employment
and the Jobs Summit, Customary law and women’s
access to land. The work of the Committee was not
confined to the precincts of Parliament as we
attempted to hold hearings in the provinces within
the constraints of our own budget.

If we sat back and went along with what existed,
then we were not going to change anything for
anyone. The night before the launch of GEAR® in
Parliament, I was told that I had been selected to
speak in the GEAR debate the next morning and I
was given a copy of the document for the first time.
I spent the night reading that and I tried to understand
and to interrogate what this was. I concluded by
early next morning that this was not good news for
the women that I was there to represent. The next
morning in Parliament I asked to be removed from
the list, as I had not confirmed that I would speak. I
was asked to speak to the Minister in charge — who
happens to be the Minister in charge of the status of
women in South Africa. He first flattered me by
saying that the government has chosen me as the
key woman to speak on this issue. When I continued
to refuse he charged me with being politically
irresponsible. I did not change my mind.

At the end of May this year, I resigned from the South
African Parliament. There were two critical issues
that preceded my resignation. The one is linked to
the fact that I had spent years in Parliament working
on developing the Women’s Budget which represented
re-prioritising the transtormation of the apartheid
state in the interests of those who had been most
marginalised — women who were poor and from rural
or peri-urban areas. It is not a technocratic tool. ..

a little bit of tinkering, but about interrogating the
macro-economic context that determines the ‘size of
the pie’ down to the choices within programmes
across departments from national to local level. It is
not about fighting for little bits between the groups
that are all marginalized, the disabled, the youth, the
children and the women: it is NOT about that! The
logic was that if your budget, your economics was
geared towards those who were at the very bottom,
instead of the privileged minority, all those above the
very bottom would positively benefit. The truth is
that of those who are disabled, those who are the
children, the youth and the elderly, it is the girls and
women who generally shoulder the heaviest and
most oppressive burdens.

One of the key things in governance is the way you
choose to use your money. Our country took a
decision to spend over fifty billion on buying arms

7 “GEAR” in South African context is the acronym for a package of controversial neo-liberal reforms being pursued by the

South African Government.
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from multi-national companies. I waited anxiously to
hear the voices of women MPs in our Parliament
and in yours challenging those decisions. Saying:
“You cannot do that! This is a country that has come
out of war.” Last year when the budget came to
vote, I registered my opposition to the arms deal and
was reported in that weekend’s paper (The Sunday
Independent) as being the only MP to do so.

The second issue was that of women and HIV/AIDS.
It was an extremely painful issue. Our committee
held hearings and I was mandated to write the report.
It starkly illustrates the connections that exist between
sexuality, violence, power and gender inequality. Its
recommendations drew extensively on the Brazilian
experience that shows that we can as a country
actually deal successfully with this. The report was
tabled on the first day Parliament reconvened in
2002. 1 was commended by the Speaker for the
brilliance of the Report.Yet to date Parliament has
neither debated it nor adopted its recommendations.

Since I left Parliament, I have been grappling with
the question of being able to recognise the power of
my words in my own activism and trying to prioritise
that. HIV/AIDS is one of the issues that I feel
passionate about and prioritise through a whole
range of different ways. Amongst the organisations I
serve is the Aids Advisory Board of Nelson Mandela’s
Foundation and on its behalf I served on the Expert
Review Committee of the NMF/HSRC study of
HIV/AIDS in SA.Two of the first meetings I
addressed after my resignation were the Treatment
Congress that was convened by COSATU and the
Treatment Action Campaign. The second was a
Women’s Day Meeting in Kwa-Zulu Natal, my
hometown, where so many of the women that [ had
worked with in the ‘80s and the ‘90s were present,
too many of whom had experienced personal tragedy
caused by HIV/AIDS.

I have not left power, nor have I left politics. Politics
is beyond institutions. Power is not defined, and we
should not allow it to be defined by those who think
that they alone have it. It is critical for each one of
us to recognise, to value and to respect our own
agency, our own power and each other’s power; to
re-define power: not as the power of fear and hate,
but as the power of love and courage. To believe that
we can actually silence the patriarch in our own
minds so we can hear ourselves think and be.

Questions, responses and discussions

The politics of identity: differences in terminology
or ideology

In her keynote address Gita Sen characterised
the politics of identity as being divisive, violent
and gendered. The question was raised as to
whether this assertion stemmed from difterences
in meaning of the term identity politics or
whether it was an ideological difference. The
example given to explain the background to this
question was of Black women in the United
States whose involvement in feminist politics is
closely connected to the consciousness of one’s
race identity (and by implication race politics).

Gita’s response was that the differences were
both ideological and of terminology. The forms
of identity politics prevalent today tend not to
be politics of social construction — to the extent
that it fends to be fracturing. Therefore, she was
opposed to identity politics that did not have a
larger social project. From the perspective of
women, one of the issues in identity politics has
been what to do with men? If it is not possible
to be a feminist man, then feminists do not have
a project of social construction. Therefore a way
out has to be developed to construct a project of
social change that will allow for an exposure of
injustice and inequality but which will still allow
for transformation and social construction. That
is one of the biggest challenges that feminist
politics faces today.

Human rights versus cultural identity

Referring to the situation in West Asia where
the movements for women’s rights and social
change are in conflict with the forces of religious
fundamentalism, feminist movements are caught
in the dilemma of having to oppose both these
forces and global forces of domination that seek
to annihilate the distinctive cultural identity,
norms and values using women’s position as
their excuse. The question was how the struggle
for equal rights should be continued under these
circumstances.

Gita Sen responded that the challenge, especially
for the women’s movements in the South, is not
to give up on women’s rights and the universality
of human rights while not falling into the
cultural hegemony of the North generally but
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increasingly of the dominant superpower. Like
all politics it becomes in many cases a question
of tactics rather than that of strategic position. If
one is dealing with those who would essentially
use culture as a cloak or a fig leaf for patriarchal
dominance then one asserts the universality of
women’s rights as human rights. However, if one
1s faced with a moment of extreme cultural
hegemony and domination, then one may have
to assert ‘cultural identity’! In practical politics
what wins is the presence of a movement that
asserts its voice. One must remember that women’s
rights are part of the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights and assertion of those rights was
not only for “Western’ nations emerging out of
post-Hitler Europe, but also for all the nations
including those that were emerging out of’

colonialism.

On the donor rhetoric of corruption, good
governance and development

While it 1s widely acknowledged that corruption
and bad governance aftect development, the
question was asked as to why Gita Sen in her
keynote address termed the issues of corruption
and poor governance as part of the new donor
rhetoric. In responding Gita Sen explained that
while no one would argue in favour of corruption
and bad governance, it is necessary to bear in
mind that these and other issues have emerged
out of a particular politics. It is not accidental
that these issues emerged at a time when there
were major arguments regarding the need to
downsize nation states. Therefore, every argument
was how bad the ‘State’ was. Corruption was one
of the major arguments that were used in that
context. Unfortunately, the ‘cood governance
anti-corruption’ arguments of the agencies came
out of that. The results were, as in India, that
corruption in post-liberalisation era as compared
to the pre-liberalisation era in fact became larger!
Therefore the arguments had nothing to do with
governance or corruption. In fact, if corruption
and good governance were the fundamental issues,
then privatisation is the first thing that needs to
be re-looked at. Because privatisation has been
the biggest source of corruption in every country
of the South where it has occurred!

Going against the party: what are the consequences?
Pregs Govender resigned from Parliament and
opposed her own party on an issue which she

felt strongly about. It is the experience of most
women politicians that once they go against the
wishes of their party, their political careers are
over. How does Pregs relate to her party since
she left Parliament? In her response Pregs
explained that there is always a danger of being
labelled, threatened or ostracised when one
stands up for or against an issue. There is also a
struggle for the heart and soul of a political party
on every single one of these issues. Her approach
to her work within the party has been a critical
part of her interventions. By and large the
responses that she had received from members of
her political party have been of respect and
admiration for her courage and actions. What
each country faces is the global system of
domination — individual countries cannot be
isolated from that global context. Decisions have
to be made on every issue whether or not to
collude with that global system or whether to
follow that course of action that is beneficial for
the people in the country. Elected members and
those in politics have that power and that choice.
The power of members of parliaments is to exert
that control and challenge their political parties.

People’s Plan Campaign, Kerala, India
Taomas Isaac

Decentralisation of government has been hailed as
the model for promoting citizen participation in
governance, making decision-making more transparent,
and making resource allocation and mobilisation
more efficient. By bringing government closer to
people’s lives, decentralisation processes open up the
possibility for the representation of different interests
at the local level and the setting up of development
priorities according to people’s needs. While
Constitutional Amendments in India in 1993 paved
the way for the setting up of elected self-government
bodies and a 33% quota for women’s representation in
these bodies, the process of democratic decentralisation
has taken different forms in difterent states of India.
The state of Kerala pioneered a model of democratic
decentralisation that devolved both power and
resources to the self~government bodies and attempted
to create a culture of participation and democracy at
the grass root level. As the architect of this model
entitled the People’s Plan Campaign, Dr. Issac was
asked to discuss the Kerala experience and highlight
specifically in what way this model contributed to
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enhancing women’s participation and met gender
strategic interests.

The presentation by Professor Isaac was divided in
three parts: (1) Introduction to Kerala — the ‘Kerala
Model’ — its crisis and why decentralisation right up
to grassroots had become necessary. (2) The People’s
Planning Campaign. (3) How the PPC is being carried
forward in a particular constituency in Kerala state.
The first two parts of the presentation are summarised
below.

The Kerala Model

Kerala is a state in India® that has a high Human
Development Index. In terms of literacy, life
expectancy and infant mortality rates, Kerala is closer
to developed countries of the North. However, per
capita income is similar to, or even lower, than in
other states of India. This is what is known as the
Kerala Model or the Kerala phenomenon. In Kerala,
the ‘trickle down’ model of development that was
followed in the rest of India was turned upside down.
Some of the reasons why this was so can be attributed
to (a) the history of social reform movements from
the pre-independence period followed later by radical
grassroots movements that generated a demand from
below; (b) the State played a very positive role in the
redistribution of wealth and land as a result of these
powerful grassroots movements and demands from
the social sector; and (c) public policies provisioned
the social sectors of health and education.

Crisis of the model

The crisis of this development model has been
discernible in the last decade. The main causes of this
crisis are as follows: (a) stagnation in material
production; (b) deterioration in the quality of
services — with the state increasingly becoming
unable to foot the bill for social services; (c)
marginalized groups, particularly indigenous
populations, were not adequately reached by the
model; (d) invisibility of women and their subordinate
status — only 14% women’s participation in labour;
(e) ecological degeneration; (f) inability of the
government to finance its expenditures and
degeneration of the state; (g) political backlash —
threat to and a setback for the radical democratic
heritage of the state.

New Strategy

The new strategy adopted by the previous left
coalition government of the state to confront and
tide over the crisis was based on two main elements.
First, for the large-scale production sectors a greater
private sector role was envisaged, with the state to
provide only infrastructure support. Second, for the
small-scale sector (agricultural sector and service
sector), the state would begin a process of
decentralisation. The aims of decentralisation were to
enhance citizen participation in planning and to
promote efficient administration of grass root
development with better choice for the people, an
integrated approach, additional resources at the grass
roots and transparency in implementation and

monitoring.

The challenges posed by this new development policy
were two-fold. First, the role of mass (people’s)
organisations would have to change from intervention
only in the sphere of distribution to getting involved
in the production processes. Second, the new
development politics required a reorientation to
democratisation in the production process with the
intervention by mass organisations.

The change in the structure of government in India
Till the 1990s elected structures did not exist from
district level downwards. Below the district level
government splits into urban and rural bodies. For
urban areas there are town councils, municipalities or
corporations based on population. For rural areas,
the sub-district level had community development
blocks with block panchayats, village panchayats and
gram sabhas (village assemblies). The 73 and 74"
Constitutional Amendments (in 1993) mandated
direct elected democracy at the local level and gave
rights to local bodies to participate in the planning
processes. The flaws in the amendments were that (i)
the functions at different levels were not demarcated
specifically; (11) planning units were arbitrary
geographic units; (ii1) these were compartmentalised
into ‘urban’ and ‘rural’ areas and thus integrated
governance was not possible.

Despite these shortcomings, the Constitutional
Amendments allowing for decentralised government
were a window of opportunity for democratic

¢ The Indian union is divided for political and administrative purposes into states each with their own elected assemblies. Kerala is one

such state in the Indian union.
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reorganisation. However, most states in the Indian
Union missed the opportunity for democratic
reorganisation because of vested interests at power
centres, lack of capacity at local levels, and the
compromising attitude adopted towards change,
pacing change according to capacity. This
compromise ultimately became an excuse for not
devolving power and resources to the local bodies.

Kerala State and the People’s Plan Campaign —

the strategy

In 1996, when the Left Coalition came to power in
Kerala, a new strategy was adopted.

The state government decided to allocate 30% to 40%
of its planned budget from the 9 Five Year Plan to
local bodies’. This was actually ‘asking for trouble’!

To implement the new decision, the government
decided to organise a ‘mass movement’ under elected
representatives, based on volunteers and retired
professionals through a ‘Kerala wants you’ campaign.
Ten thousand people were recruited to ensure that
the resources allocated at the grassroots and local
bodies were eftectively and efficiently spent. The
volunteer experts and professionals were expected to
spend at least a day each week in their allotted local
bodies and panchayats. It was expected that they
would generate different sets of values and attitudes
and call for a change of style on the part of the
bureaucracy and village governance bodies. Once
the attitudinal changes took root, these were to be
institutionalised into new laws and even new
institutions. The strategy envisaged that the process
was as important as the expected outcomes.

Implementation of the PPC

The implementation process of the People’s Plan
Campaign envisaged: (a) procedures for decentralised
planning with norms of participation and
transparency; (b) objective analyses of resources
available and needs assessments; (c) development
reports for each local self~-government body; (d)
gender impact statements; (¢) plans were integrated
and approved; (f) trainings were developed and seven
rounds of trainings were conducted for the elected
representatives and the bureaucracy.

The distinctive features of the People’s Plan Campaign
were: (1) Scope and scale of the campaign — autonomy,
bottoms-up approach and transparency, participatory
with integration of plans; (i1) planning was seen as an
instrument of social mobilisation; (iii) power was
devolved to local bodies; (iv) changing social processes:
the challenge of democratic decentralisation lay in
creating a new civic culture. In implementing the
programme two important steps were taken. First,
village assemblies selected the beneficiaries. Second,
the selection, sanctioning and auditing of the plans
and projects were done by the elected committees
and not by the bureaucracy.

The main outcomes were: re-ordering of priorities
(basic needs, small-scale, labour intensive); leakages of
money and resources were reduced; greater
participation by people and greater transparency in
decision-making; innovative programmes were
planned and implemented; and, better physical
achievements (e.g., number of roads and houses
built) were recorded.

The shortcomings and limitations of the model are
also apparent. A major question is how to sustain
participation of the people in the PPC and how to
preserve the spirit of the ‘movement’ in order to
ensure that it does not deteriorate into another
bureaucratic exercise. A second limitation is that
despite built-in checks and balances, corruption
persists. Third, there is inadequate integration of
plans since decentralisation processes and integration
are not necessarily complementary. Fourth, the
model was less effective in boosting the production
sector and therefore resource mobilisation was
inadequate. And finally, there remain major problems
in enhancing the involvement of women and of
indigenous peoples in the process.

The suggested measures to overcome the above
problems and limitations include the formation of
neighbourhood groups to enhance participation;
nurturance of gendered groups (e.g. women’s
neighbourhood groups) to address specific issues;
development of citizen’s charter to ensure greater
transparency and finally, coordination of plans at the
district level for better integration.

"'The Indian 5-Year Plans have two main expense heads: the ‘Planned expenditure’ component is earmarked for new developmental

activities. The ‘Non-plan’ expenditure mainly finances the government’s salary bills and continuing expenses of older projects already

on stream, and is therefore closely guarded by the respective ministries and departments.
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Questions, responses and discussions

The questions raised by the audience can be
divided into three categories. The first set of
questions sought to clarify the reasons for the
economic crisis and the consequent non-viability
of the Kerala model and the background of the
demands for social sector spending by the state. The
second group of questions focussed on whether
and how the decentralised planning model had
addressed social inequalities and specifically gender
inequality. The third set of questions, closely
related to the second, were about the extent of
participation of poor women in development
planning and the impact on their lives.

The background of the crisis

The crisis in the Kerala Model was a legacy of
under-development and the post-independence
regional disparity of development. In post-
Independence India, the inter-regional transfer
of resources was not always equitable. The
Government of Kerala raises one-third resources;
the rest is from the Government of India, of
which 40% are plan allocations, i.e., expenditures
according to laid down conditions. Of this, 30%
allocation is earmarked to fill gaps based on
national norms. As 70% of Kerala’s products are
export oriented, they cannot be regionally taxed
and therefore, taxing the state’s produce to raise
resources is out of question. Also, the state loses
out from the government allocations because of
its higher life expectancy and other positive
social indicators. People live much longer in
Kerala and that leads to astronomical pension
bills for the State. The post-liberalisation phase
wrought further havoc on the state’s economy,
which i1s largely agrarian in nature, as a large part
of the agricultural products are cash crops and
depend on national and international markets.
Therefore, it was not simply inefficiency that
caused the crisis in Kerala — as Kerala is also a
part of the national and global economy. The
then ruling left coalition government knew that
the process of decentralisation will not be the
anodyne for all the ills, but decided to move
towards grassroots decentralisation as that could
open up new possibilities.

The history of investment in the social sectors
The background of the growing demand for
social sector spending is as follows. The Kerala

economy opened up in colonial times. This led
to the rise of middle castes that led the social
reform movements demanding education, health,
and investment in the social sector. These demands
gave rise to severe conflicts — one result of
which was that education was seen as the ladder
to move up the social scale. Kerala has witnessed
riots for education and strikes by agrarian
workers, not for land, but for the right to school
entry. Another result was the growth of radical
politics in the state that kept up the pressure for
development

Decentralisation and addressing social inequalities
Decentralisation has helped in re-ordering the
priorities for development at the grassroot level.
However, whether or not hitherto marginalized
groups can benefit from this opportunity depends
to a large extent on the quality of citizenship
and the realisation of the rights of citizens to
intervene in the process of decision-making.

In order to ensure greater participation by
marginalized groups in decision-making, training
programmes were organised for members of
such groups all over the state. The People’s Plan
Campaign has addressed inequalities to the
extent that sixty per cent of the resources available
to local self~government bodies were spent on
programmes for the poor. Self-help groups were
directly linked to poverty alleviation programmes.
The role of decentralisation is to create spaces
for democratic processes. However, the immediate
outcome of decentralisation may not be the
removal of social inequalities.

Women’s participation and the impact on

poor women

The People’s Plan Campaign put special emphasis
on the participation of women in the planning
process and reserved 10% of the budget (overall
and for each local government body) for women’s
development. This was known as the Women'’s
Component Plan. Thus ten percent of the direct
beneficiaries were women. However, the first
plans were mechanical and not well thought
through. Added to this was the problem that
poor women were not very articulate about their
needs. Interventions included the organisation of
training programmes for women to help them
get involved in the planning process.
Subsequently it was decided that more effort
would be given to training and equipping the
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elected women and this has had a desirable impact
in that the plans are better. The generation of
women’s status reports for each local government
body was also designed as an intervention to
focus on gender issues, provide analysis of the
problems women face and what needs to be
done. The Women’s Component Plan helped to
provide a separate space for discussion of gender
issues in development in the village assemblies.
But in order to generate discussion interest
groups needed to be organised. Local activists
were hired to mobilise women and to organise
women’s self=help groups. These groups were
linked to poverty reduction programmes.

Decentralisation of planning will not, however,
solve gender problems but it can contribute
towards redressing inequalities and enhance
women’s participation in decision-making.
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3. TAKING OFFICE? Introduction

The international women’s movement over the past
decade has articulated the demand for the equal
representation of women and men in political and
public office. The United Nations Conference on
Women in Beijing (1995) resolved that equal
representation was one of the critical areas of concern
and called on member states to make this a reality.
Civil society organisations representing women’s
interests have continued to lobby and campaign to
this end. The demand for equal representation is the
cornerstone of the good governance agenda from a
gender perspective. The demand arises from the
understanding that women and men each constitute
fifty per cent of the population and that women, as
well as men, should be represented in bodies that
make decisions in order for differing interests to be
represented. Thus the demand acknowledges the
differing interests of women as compared to men and
the unequal positioning of the genders in relation to
power.

In three countries of South Asia, namely, India,
Bangladesh and Pakistan, the state has put in place
mechanisms to ensure the representation of women
in local government. Affirmative action in the form
of quotas for elections has made it possible for
thousands of ordinary women, both rural and urban,
to be elected to political office for the first time. The
organisations participating in the GCG programme
from India and Bangladesh have taken advantage of
the window of opportunity provided by the quotas
to enhance the participation of women in local
government bodies albeit following difterent and
also related strategies. For participating organisations
from Namibia and Sri Lanka, the project has been to
campaign for popular and political support for
mechanisms that will facilitate women taking office.
Using the opportunity provided by the last general
elections, the participant organisation from Zambia
mounted a campaign to get more women elected to
Parliament while also ensuring that more women
voters were able to cast their vote.

Participant organisations presented their findings of
the action research projects in a workshop. The
objective of the workshop was to go beyond the

5 The title Taking Office is borrowed from the film by the same title by Deepa Dhanraj in which the film maker investigates the experiences

of women elected to local government institutions (Panchayati Raj) in India.
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sharing of experiences and to interrogate the
experiences to reach an understanding of what is
involved in enabling an under-represented group
like women to take office.

Lobbying for a quota of reserved seats
for women in Sri Lanka

INTERNATIONAL CENTRE FOR ETHNIC STUDIES
(ICES)

About the Organisation

ICES is a research organization which works to
advance human rights, national cohesion, peace and
equitable development processes in Sri Lanka.

Background to the issue

Sri Lanka is the only South Asian country without
quotas for women in local government. The current
level of women’s participation is 4% in national
parliament and averages 2.5% in local government.
This is so despite the fact that individual women
have occupied positions of cabinet minister, Prime
Minister and President in Sri Lanka. This is also
despite positive development indicators such as 86%
literacy for women, which is very difterent from
other South Asian countries.

In a context of ongoing civil war, and a political
culture marked by violence and deteriorating
democratic values, women have been increasingly
marginalized from political processes. In the past,
women’s organisations mobilised on election violence
and lobbied political parties to address women’s
concerns and to nominate more women. Formal
politics has continued however to be resistant to
women and their interests. A matter of concern is
that halt the number of women stood as candidates
in the 2001 election as compared with the previous
election. In this context and particularly since electoral
reform was under consideration, ICES saw the need
to mobilise women on the issue of increasing women’s

participation in formal politics.

Goals of the Research

The goal of the research was to initiate a process of
advocacy and mobilization through which the issue
of quotas for women’s representation becomes part
of public debate, and consensus is built for quotas for
women.

Strategies and Activities

The key strategies were mobilisation of women in
the provinces and in Colombo, and the politicisation
of the issue of women’s representation in local
government.

Activities involved four provincial consultations with
grassroots women activists; consultations with activists,
academics and policy makers in Colombo; a national
consultation bringing together activists from the
provinces and Colombo; and an advocacy campaign
directed at government departments, key policy
makers, and political parties.

Findings

The consultations and the lobbying activities served
as vehicles for mobilising women around the issue of
women’s political participation, and for deepening
understandings on the issue. In the process the issue
was politicised. In addition, ICES succeeded in
linking grassroots women from the provinces with
city activists — something that had not happened
previously in women’s activism in Sri Lanka.

Deepening understandings of barriers to women'’s
political participation and why more women in

politics is necessary

There was agreement that it was unjust and
undemocratic that women are not in politics, and
that this is reason enough to have more women in
politics. In addition it was agreed that more women
in politics would improve the quality of representation,
bring in a consensus seeking style, reduce aggression,
and represent women’s interests.

Barriers to women’s participation in politics include
a violent political system within a violent society
where women experience violence as a continuum
from home to the public. The ongoing war in the
north and two youth insurrections in the south
militarise the electoral and political process, fuelling
gender-specific violence and heighten women’s
vulnerability.

Added to this are barriers resulting from racial and
ethnic hostilities, entry to politics being mediated
through patronage as well as family connections, and
obstacles from families, society and political parties
who do not see women as having a place in formal
politics.
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Political parties are deeply resistant to women in

formal politics and cannot be trusted

The five leading political parties were invited to the
national consultation and to a national meeting prior
to the consultation. Only one party, the UNP (part
of the ruling coalition which holds 46% of seats in
parliament), responded. The UNP made clear its
stereotypical biases to women in formal politics,
stating that there are no suitable women candidates
and that women need training.

This despite the fact that in the 2001 election the
UNP launched a women’s manifesto promising
mechanisms for including women in nomination
lists at local government level within five years. The
large numbers of votes received by UNP were seen
as stemming from women’s votes. However, once
in power, the party did not include women in
governance and legislative processes. During the
February 2002 elections the Ministry of Women’s
Aftairs requested all political parties to include at
least 25% women on their lists of candidates. All
parties ignored this. These experiences give weight
to the view expressed in consultations that political
parties cannot be trusted.

System of proportional representation in Sri Lanka

does not enhance women’s political participation

The consultations noted that the proportional
representation system in Sri Lanka has not benefited
women. A modified form of proportional
representation by districts introduced in 1977 was
intended to advance minority interests. Women had
hoped this would enable greater numbers of women
to enter politics. However, the shift to districts meant
candidates needed greater financial resources and
encouraged monolithic party structures. Political parties
already reluctant to field women candidates were
reluctant to use the national lists to benefit women.

The provincial consultations noted that other factors
need to be in place in order for proportional
representation to benefit women, factors such as a
strong women’s movement, commitment of political
parties to advancing women’s participation, conducive
cultural and social conditions.

The need for a quota was clear but what form this

should take was not so clear

It was felt that merely giving women a chance to
participate in politics would be insufficient given the
cultural, social, and political factors that influence

elections. At best this would result in a few elite
women being elected.

It was agreed that a quota of reserved seats was
required and that advocacy on reserved seats for
women was needed. It was agreed that political parties
could not be trusted to implement quotas, and that
this was a matter best dealt with through legislation.

Discussion on the intricacies of implementing quotas
in different electoral systems was new to the women
engaged in the consultations. The debate was raised
to a new level and a need was identified for a study
on how quotas work in different electoral systems.
However there were also concerns that politicians
would use reservations for their own ends through
getting female relatives as proxies in reserved seats.

It was noted that youth quotas which call for all
political parties to have 40% youth between the ages
of 18 and 35 on nomination lists in Sri Lanka have
been abused by powerful politicians who reinforce
their power by getting young male relatives into
these youth seats. Women felt they should learn from
the experience with the youth quota and not make
the same mistakes.

To counter politicians making use of reserved seats
for their own ends, it was suggested that activist groups
identify and train women and then compel parties to
include these women. It was noted also that not all
women would be sensitive to women’s needs.

Importance of a strong women’s movement in civil

society
It was agreed that there was need for the women’s

movement to think of long-term strategies for equal
representation of women and to engage with
government on this. A strong women’s movement
should highlight women’s political activism at local
level and lobby politicians nationally to include
competent women as candidates on party lists. Within
such a movement the role of women community
activists was seen as significant. The movement would
need to go beyond quotas in order to address the
deep-rooted barriers to women’s political participation.

The consultations and lobbying activities made a
start in developing such a movement, and activists
are continuing to take up some of the ideas raised
during the project — such as the idea of setting up a
trust fund so as to train women for effective political
participation.
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Differences between provincial and city activists

The consultations threw up significant differences
between activists from the provinces and Colombo —
differences which future strategies on advancing
women’s political participation and strengthening the

women’s movement will need to consider.

Many of the grassroots women activists at the
provincial consultations were actively engaged in
local politics through party affiliations or politicised
community based work. Many were interested in
entering formal politics, and some had attempted to
contest elections but had met with problems. These
women noted that lack of participation in provinces
deeply affected their every day lives, and their ability
to take up women’s concerns effectively. They had
greater day to day dependence on politicians and
bureaucrats than did city women.

The Colombo-based leaders of women’ organisations,
academics and policy makers who were involved in
the consultations were not involved in party politics
themselves, and they were not interested in standing
as candidates. It seemed likely that this was so
because they had access to politicians, ministries and
government departments through social and family
links.

In addition, it might be that the competitive nature
of the PR system, which entails contesting in the
larger electoral districts in Colombo, may be a barrier
to women activists there.

Lobbying points agreed on and lobbying activities

undertaken

Agreement was reached on the broad demand that
electoral laws should be changed to provide for 30%
reserved seats at local and provincial levels. Women
from the provinces and Colombo presented this
recommendation to the Minister of Women’s Aftairs
in the presence of the General Secretary of UNP,
representatives from two other political parties, and
the secretary to the Minister of Women’s Affairs at
the national consultation meeting.

A petition carrying this demand was launched at a
public rally on the 8 March 2002.

Two national women’s groups are following up on a
signature campaign and on creating a fund for
women activists wanting to enter politics.

The demand does not include specific mechanisms
for the incorporation of the quota, and two activists

were charged with the task of preparing amendments
necessary to existing laws in order to get a quota in
place.

Impact on ICES
The project signified a shift in ICES from an

organisation with a research base and a focus on
international, regional and national organisations to
working with grassroots rural organisations and
activists in the provinces. It highlighted the advantages
for ICES of networking and alliance building.

Building political legitimacy for
Muslim, Dalit and Backward Caste
women elected to Municipal Councils
and Corporations

CONFEDERATION OF VOLUNTARY ASSOCIATIONS
(COVA)

Otrganisational Profile

COVA (Confederation of Voluntary Associations)
with its headquarters in Hyderabad city in India is a
network of 750 organisations working for communal
harmony through literacy, recreation and vocational
training programmes. An important aspect of COVA’s
policy and advocacy work is to develop women'’s
awareness of their rights, and to sensitise elected
representatives to the concerns of women and
children. COVA operates in five states in India.

Background to the issue

Large numbers of women entered local government
following the 1993 amendment to India’s Constitution
that introduced a 33% reservation of seats for women.
However, the opportunity this presented for women
to become political agents and address their concerns
has not been realised, with women from Muslim,
Dalit and other marginalised groups experiencing
additional constraints.

Goal

The goal of the action research was to enhance the
capacity of fourteen elected women representatives
from Muslim, Dalit and other marginalised groups,
across political parties, and from five districts of
Andhra Pradesh, to function eftectively as political
representatives.

Strategies and Activities
The core strategy was to engage the elected women
representatives in four workshops, held at six-month
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intervals and aimed at building their capabilities as
political leaders.

Alongside these workshops, COVA monitored the
performance of each participant through eliciting
feedback from voters, government officials, the media
and political parties.

Fourteen members of Community Development
Societies (CDS) — women’s structures — were also
included in the workshops so as to improve relations
and minimise the conflict resulting from the handing
over to CDS’s of powers formerly held by political
representatives.

Findings

A major task was to establish the legitimacy of the
women representatives as political actors in a context
where individual politicians and political parties have
captured women’s quotas to serve their own political
ends, and were using women representatives as proxies.
This task became the focus of the project.

The way in which women’s quotas are incorporated
into the local government system serves as a hindrance
to traditional political interests — male politicians and
political parties. Each council is made up of nine
wards and in each election a different three wards
are declared women’s constituencies. A male political
aspirant thus suddenly finds he cannot stand for
election because his ward is declared a woman’s seat.
To overcome this obstacle the male politician, with
party backing, puts up a female relative, usually his
wife, as candidate, pays for ‘her’ election campaign,
and once she is elected he operates as de facto
representative, visiting constituencies, interacting
with government officials and attending party meetings.
Prevailing gender power relations within the home
and community, and entrenched ideas that women’s
place is not in politics, allow him to do this.

Hence establishing women’s legitimacy as political
actors challenges this neat arrangement, within
which women are not expected to be political
actors. It challenges also the prevailing political set
up within the home, the community, the party and

local government structures.

COVA responded to these challenges by devising a
training strategy to support the women representatives
to take over the performance of their basic duties
such as visiting constituents, addressing the media,
speaking out more in council meetings and engaging
with the administration. Through more active

engagement women’s legitimacy as political actors
grew, both in terms of their self perceptions and in
terms of how others viewed them. Resistance from
male relatives also grew and COVA addressed this as
part of their support to the women.

COVAs strategy of eliciting feedback from voters,
government officials, the media and political parties
reinforced the idea among these groupings that
women were to be taken seriously as leaders.

Much of the training focused on changing perceptions
of women as political agents and did not deal with
progressive gender agendas in development
programmes. The following sets out progress made
in getting women to view themselves and be viewed
as legitimate political actors, and it highlights the
deepened understandings uncovered by the research
of the many difficulties in women’s way.

Difficulties getting women to attend the training as a
result of women’s lack of autonomy

Women’s lack of personal autonomy was evident
from the difficulties COVA encountered in selecting
women representatives to participate in the training.
In addition to families not expecting the women
representatives to be active in politics, prevailing
gender power relations and ideas about women’s
roles prohibited women’s travel outside of their
towns. Attending a workshop for three days away
from home in Hyderabad was therefore not to be
allowed and particularly not for Muslim women.

COVA had to work at convincing the families of
women representatives that they should attend the
workshops. Together with public figures from its
networks, representatives of COVA met with the
women representatives and their families. Some
husbands refused to allow their wives to participate
in the training. One such husband acted as de facto
corporator, and even though his wife (the corporator)
was keen to take active office, she was afraid of the
adverse effects of her insistence to do so.

Women allowed to attend the training were
relatively more autonomous than others

The women finally involved in the project were
therefore those allowed to do so by husbands and
families. They thus represent a grouping with relatively
greater autonomy. It is fair to assume that constraints
faced by those who were not “allowed” to attend
might in many ways be more extreme. At the same

41

—



GOVERNING FOR EQUITY

1994 .bw.ConferenceReport2 24-07-2003 11:47 ©Pagina 42 $

time the families of many of the participants were
ambivalent of their participation in the workshops
and some husbands and brothers accompanied
women to the first workshop, but allowed them to
go unaccompanied to subsequent workshops.

Of the fourteen women representatives participating
in the training eleven had a male relative in politics,
and one had been groomed by her party. All were
married with children. Four were Muslim, 2 Dalit,
6 Backward Castes, and 1 Christian. Half of the
participants were university graduates.

Training linked skills development with practical
application in the field, and feed back worked well

to shift perceptions so that women began to be seen

as legitimate political actors

The strategy of linking skills development with
practical application and engagement with key role
players worked well to challenge notions that women
are not political actors. Through the programme
women developed leadership capabilities and gained
confidence to act independently from male relatives.
Once they began to do so, their self perceptions and
other’s perceptions of them shifted.

Workshops focused on a better understanding of rules
and procedures and developed skills such as public
speaking, interaction with the media, handling
government officials. A handbook provided
information on the programmes of various
government departments. Participants discussed the
problem of women proxy candidates. For most,
training of this kind was a first.

At the end of each workshop participants resolved to
undertake specific actions: visiting constituents,
meeting officials, speaking at meetings, interacting
with media, gathering information on development
schemes, being active in political parties. That their
effectiveness between workshops was to be assessed
and discussed in feedback sessions served as
additional incentive to engage in such visits.

For the first time some visited constituents
unaccompanied by a male relative, began to engage
more directly with officials, address council meetings,
and the media. This gained them respect as leaders
among members of the public, officials and fellow
councilors and this in turn improved the confidence
and self esteem of the women representatives.

At the end of the first training workshop participants

addressed a press conference. Many have since
addressed the media in their districts, and have
received coverage for activities.

By the fourth workshop many were keen to continue
in politics signitying a shift in their own attitudes, as
at the second workshop most representatives had not
evinced interested in continuing in politics.

Political parties are still resistant

The negative perceptions by political parties that
women representatives are political liabilities and in
public life simply because of reservations did not
shift during the course of the research despite women’s
relatively greater activity in the party.

Women representatives effected changes in some

councils and in some communities

Women were able to make changes to facilitate their
effective functioning in some councils. These include
more appropriate meeting times, a special time slot
for women to speak at meetings, women seated in a
bloc so as to caucus with and support each other,
and a separate room for women. One woman
representative successfully challenged a co-opted
member who bypassed elected representatives in
decisions concerning programmes, and won the
admiration of all representatives, including males, since
this was a general problem. A number of participants
demanded that the times of the water supply be
changed to suit women and have asked for the
construction of public toilets.

Increased family tensions as a result of women'’s
increased political profile

On the negative side women representatives have had
to deal with increased resistance from families. While
some husbands encouraged their wives, most were
resentful of their greater activity, and a few tried to
prevent their wives visiting their constituencies. In
some cases mothers-in-law and sisters-in-law were
obstructive. Many families saw women as being
negligent of household responsibilities, did not help
the women with household chores, and were of the
view that ‘politics was a bad and dirty business’ and
not for ‘good’ people.

After the second workshop women expressed the need
for family counselling and training for male relatives.
COVA counselled a husband and wife in one case
where serious marital discord resulted from a wife’s
increased visits to constituents and public appearances.
COVA held one training of male relatives, attended
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by men already supportive of their female relative,
and whose support was reinforced. Unsupportive
men refused to attend.

Resolving differences with CDS representatives and

interesting them in politics
Combining political and CDS representatives in the

training had two positive impacts. Firstly, some
differences were resolved and both sides saw the
importance of working together to develop their
constituencies. Secondly, some CDS representatives
became interested in entering politics. Since CDS
members tend to be leaders in their own right, not
influenced by male relatives, their recruitment into
politics is likely to have positive outcomes that is if
they are able to enter local government.

Independent women are barred from political

participation
The action research highlights that women’s entry

into politics continues to be through a male relative,
and that the entry of women with independent
political aspirations is barred. This was illustrated in
the May 2002 elections to the Municipal Corporation
of Hyderabad, which took place in the final phase of
this research. In the run up to these elections COVA
identified and trained 30 women to contest the
election. However male political aspirants got political
parties to nominate their female relatives to the
reserved seats for women, and only 6 of the 30 women
trained by COVA were put forward by political
parties, and these to seats which the parties had no
possibility of winning. Active and interested women
are thus barred from entering political positions.
COVA believes that pressure from large numbers of
women within political parties is one way to ensure
that women are independent political agents.

Enhancing and sustaining the role
of elected women members of
local governments

BanGLaDESH MAHILA PArRiSHAD (BMP)

Organisational Profile

Established in 1970, BMP is an activist advocacy and
lobby organization with a mass membership of more
than 94 000 women in local units all over Bangladesh.
BMP aims to contribute to building a society based
on gender equality, democracy, and peace. Committee
members work on a voluntary basis for the organization.

Background to the issue

Over the past few years BMP has played a key role in
promoting women’s participation in formal political
structures in Bangladesh. BMP has campaigned for
direct election to reserved seats for women in
parliament and at local government level; and they
have worked on enhancing the effectiveness of
women elected into local government.

Since 1997 women have entered local government
in Bangladesh in large numbers through elections to
reserved seats in urban municipalities or Pouroshabha
and rural Union Parishads. NGOs and women’s
organizations have worked with these women
representatives to strengthen their skills and
capacities. From their involvement in such training it
was clear to BMP, that in addition to a lack of skills
and experience broader issues of power and
representation were at stake and that interventions
were needed beyond training.

Goal of the Action Research

The goal of the action research was to enhance
women’s representation in local governance structures;
create an environment that would enable women
representatives to exercise their power and work on
agendas for achieving gender equality and equity.

Strategy and activities

The key strategy was to create an enabling
environment for three elected women representatives,
one from an urban Pouroshabha and two from rural
Union Parishads, through the development of support
groups for each woman representative, and by creating
a support network of influential members of public,
the administration and the BMP network.

Activities involved

¢ Creating support groups for individual elected
members in one Pouroshabha and two Union
Parishads drawing from women in each member’s
constituency and equipping support group
members with capacity to engage with issues
from a gender perspective;

* Creating through the support groups a political
constituency for the elected women members to
ensure that these women remain accountable to
an agenda of gender equality and equity;

e Creating a broader support network by building
alliances with influential members of the public
and the administration and also with the entire
BMP network;
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* Training representatives and support group
members in practical skills, broader conceptual
clarity and strategic planning.

Findings

BMP’s engagement with women representatives, their
husbands, the support groups, the networks of influential
members of the public deepened understandings of
constraints faced by women representatives and of
ways in which a support network comprised of
women constituents could both support the women
representatives and hold them accountable.

It was clear that getting elected is a first step, and
that building capacity of individual women is not
enough in the face of impregnable institutional rules
and structures, a hostile male political culture, and
constraints emanating from women’s positioning in

their families and community.

The project highlighted that the ability of a woman
representative to act as a political agent rests on her
attaining a level of autonomy from her husband/
male relative; a demand for political action for gender
outcomes from a constituency; and support from a
network or group.

Constraints within the local government structures

Structural constraint

A major structural constraint for women members
lies in the electoral system, and the way in which
quotas for women have been incorporated into the
system of local governance.

Each Union Parishad has a chairman who is elected
directly; 9 general elected members who tend to be
male, even though women can stand for these general
seats; and 3 elected women members. Each woman
member is elected by and responsible for three wards
while each general member is elected by and
responsible for one ward. Women members are given
the same budgetary and other resources as a general
member despite having to attend to the needs of a
population and area three times that of a general
member. Women also have to canvass their election
from an area three times the size of a general member.
There are no formal guidelines indicating women’s
responsibilities. Each woman representative finds
herself in a situation where she is competing with
three men — the general representatives of the three
wards she is responsible for — each of whom is trying
to make his mark in his ward.

Symbolic devaluation

Since women have responsibility for three wards, and
general members for just one, women’s position in
the hierarchy and in terms of symbolic value is higher
than the general members. Women’s representatives
names as listed at the Union Parishad and Pouroshava
offices should therefore appear directly after that of
the Chairperson and before those, of general members.
However, women representatives names appear at
the bottom of the list appearing as an additive, rather
than as an integral part of the structure. This translates
into the way women representatives are treated by
local government and other elected officials.

Exclusionary practice

Male officials and general representatives who
deliberately withhold critical information hinder
women’s participation in committees and their
servicing of their three wards. A meeting is quorate
without the elected women representatives’ presence
and it is therefore general practice not to inform
women representatives about committee meetings.
It is also the practice that the chair and general
members ask women representatives to sign blank
pieces of paper in order to secure their consent to
resolutions the content of which are unknown to the
women representatives. When women representatives

query this practice they are victimised.

Attitudes of male chairs, male representatives, and males in
the administration

Women’s marginalisation is reinforced by paternalistic
and discriminatory attitudes of male representatives
and male chairmen, and their beliefs that women
should not get involved in local politics, and that
while men get into office on merit, women get in
through government favours in the form of quotas.
Women representatives were often intimidated into
silence by male representatives at committee
meetings, and male officials in the municipality
office did not take them seriously.

Constraints related to family and community values,

notions of women’ place in society, and the gender

division of labour

Constraints to womens’ mobility

The mobility of women representatives is constrained
as women are not expected to go out of the home
after dark. As one husband said, “This is a Muslim
country, she 1s a woman so she should not go out in
the evening”. He saw his wife’s responsibility as
caring for the children. He ‘helped’ her by attending
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to her official duties. In addition, women as part of
the electorate were constrained in one of the three
project areas since fundamentalist leaders had declared
that women should not vote in elections.

Women representatives lack personal autonomy

Husbands of the women representatives saw their
(the husbands) positions in society and politics as the
factor that led to their wives election into office.
Husbands, brothers and brothers in law had put up
the money for their wives election campaigns ranging
from 60 thousand Takka to 300 thousand Takka.
Husbands therefore adopted a proprietal attitude to
their wives’ elected positions and undertook their
official duties. In one case a husband wanted his wife
to work in only one of the three wards she was
responsible for, as he intended to contest a general
seat in the next election. He did not want his wife
to stand for office in the next election. She was keen
to stand but was totally dependent on her husband’s
financial support.

The significance of autonomy for a woman

representative
One of the three representatives — the one with the

greatest measure of freedom from her husband’s
involvement in her official role — made the greatest
strides in getting development projects sanctioned, in
obtaining resources for a development project, and
in intervening in individual cases on rape, women’s
right to property, and maintenance. This woman was
able to take initiatives in working with the support
group and with BMP. This points to the significance
of personal autonomy from the political aspirations
and control of a husband.

The effectiveness of a support group for the women

representatives
BMP’s strategy of drawing women from the

constituency of an elected representative, and
equipping them to support the women representatives
worked to end the isolation of the women
representatives, made them and the hostile environment
in which they operate more visible to constituents,
and set in place means to hold these women
representatives accountable.

In addition, BMP and the support group created a
broader network of support of influential members
of the public and the administration. Members of
the constituency became aware of the constraints
under which the women representatives work,

women representatives became more aware of what
their constituents expect of them, and from this
understanding they began to work on plans to
ensure that each of them was able to perform her
duties with greater effectiveness.

Autonomous Cells to hold women representatives

accountable

The support groups also took on an independent
role in safeguarding women’s rights through forming
“Women against oppression and violence” cells
which exclude the elected representative and which
will act as a pressure group to hold all elected
representatives accountable, and to make this a
concern that local government acts upon.

The significant factor of BMP’ mass base and profile

BMPs mass base and profile is significant in two ways.
Firstly, an important enabling factor in this project
was BMPs mass base and profile. The support groups
and the elected women representatives could draw
on their link with BMP as an important resource in
negotiating for influence and development resources.
Secondly, its mass based profile and presence throughout
Bangladesh enables the BMP to incorporate lessons
learnt from this exercise in others of its efforts at the
local level, in building a campaign to change the local
government structure that is loaded against women,
and in its long-term campaign for the reservation of
seats for women in national parliament. This
campaign will now also include building a political
constituency as an integral part of the campaign.

Promoting women’s participation
in law reform
S1sTER NAMIBIA

Organisational Profile

Sister Namibia is a women’s NGO formed in 1989
on the eve of Namibia’s independence to ensure
women’s voice in the post-colonial society, and to
challenge sexism, racism and homophobia. Over the
past 13 years, Sister Magazine was the main vehicle
for achieving these aims and raised awareness of the
ways in which the political, social, cultural, legal and
economic systems of power oppress women. Since
1999, Sister Namibia is more directly involved in
organising women and in advocacy work.
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Background to the issue

In 1999, Sister Namibia called together NGOs,
political parties, and elected women representatives
based in the capital city Windhoek, to discuss the
findings of research Sister had conducted on women’s
participation in politics and decision-making in
Namibia. A decision was made at this workshop to
lobby for 50% women candidates on party lists, and
to draw up a Namibian Women’s Manifesto. The
workshop participants formed themselves into the
nucleus of the Namibian Women’s Manifesto Network
(NWMN) which was to be led by Sister.

Over the following months, Sister successfully drew
in a larger number of NGOs into the NWMN,
launched the Namibian Women’s Manifesto, and
began a campaign to raise awareness on the need to
increase women’s political participation.

The country context is that of a new democracy,
where there is a strong state and relatively weak but
growing civil society. The ruling party, SWAPO, was
the former liberation movement which led
Namibians in the struggle against apartheid. It holds
76% of parliamentary seats and thus has no
opposition to speak of. Outside parliament, civil
soclety organisations are reluctant to challenge the
party. Sister however challenged the ruling party
prior to this project, on the question of lesbian
rights, resulting in the ruling party’s wrath directed
at Sister.

Goal of the action research

The goal of the action research was to engage
women across Namibia in developing and lobbying
for a bill that would provide for 50% representation
of women in local, provincial and national
government, and in the process to build women’s
organisational capacity and their consciousness as
citizens and political actors.

Strategies and activities
Key strategies were to

* strengthen women’s organization and their
networking and lobbying capabilities through
strengthening the NWMN and extending it
beyond Windhoek to rural towns and villages;

* raise awareness within the Namibian public and
among state actors of the importance of women’s
sustained increased participation in formal
political structures.

Activities included

* commissioning research so as to inform a draft bill;

* developing a 50/50 bill as a lay person’s draft of
necessary amendments to the electoral acts;

* mobilizing women in Windhoek and in rural
towns and villages to be part of the Namibian
Women’s Manifesto Campaign and take
leadership in their communities;

* two national workshops to consult with women
facilitators from towns and villages on the
proposed bill and to train them to carry out
local consultations and campaign activities;

 arranging for network facilitators to visit
parliament;

* engaging women in towns and villages and in
the capital city Windhoek in lobbying
parliamentary committees, legislators and
political parties;

* an extensive media campaign.

Findings

Sister successfully engaged a broad range of Namibians
in discussions on women’s right to political
participation, making this a political issue. Sister
strengthened women'’s organization in Namibia, and
raised women’s awareness of their rights as citizens,
including awareness of the right to a right. Sister was
not as successful in lobbying government. While
government representatives at local level and within
specific departments were sympathetic to the
campaign, at national level government discredited it
through two different labels — a front for lesbians
and a front for the opposition party.

Clarifying the issues and what was needed in order

to advance the demand

In clarifying the key issues concerning women’s
current representation in politics in Namibia, Sister
noted that a high proportion of women at local
government had been attained — 41% as at 1998 — as
a result of a party list system with quotas for women.
However, this gain was under threat since electoral
changes under way involved a shift from a party list
system with quotas, to a constituency based system
without quotas. This was likely to lead to low
proportions of women in local government, since
women’s representation at regional level, where there
were no quotas, was at 4%. At national level, women
made up 26% of parliamentary representatives. Whether
women’s proportion at this level would increase or not
was entirely in the hands of political parties, since there
was no law in place requiring quotas at this level.
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Sister was of the view that a law was needed to
ensure that women made up 50% of representatives
at all three levels, and linked with the global 50/50
campaign launched by WEDO to develop a broad-
based campaign in Windhoek and the small towns
and villages of Namibia.

Women’s organisation was strengthened and
extended bevond Windhoek, and women’s leadership

and lobbying capacity was developed through active

participation in the campaign

Sister Namibia recruited potential women leaders
(facilitators) from towns and villages and involved
them together with Windhoek-based women in two
national consultations. The current problems relating
to women’s political participation and mechanisms
to achieve this, including the proposed bill, were
discussed. The national consultations also trained the
facilitator in conducting local consultations in
lobbying, and introduced them to the Namibian
Women’s Manifesto and the NWMN.

This strategy of recruiting and training facilitators
was successful in taking the campaign beyond
Windhoek. In order to build the local women’s
movement, facilitators started committees and
women'’s organisations in their towns and villages,
using the skills gained in workshops. They developed
campaigns to contribute to local-level organization
of women and carried out local consultations in
their villages. In total, 105 local workshops were held
in 55 towns and villages, involving 3 500 people.

As part of their local level lobbying work, local
women’s groups took the campaign message to 70
schools, 88 churches, 9 traditional leaders, 17
Regional Councillors and 32 Local Councillors.
They held meetings with NGOs and leaders of all
major political parties, soliciting support of
government leaders. They distributed thousands of
pamphlets, collected hundreds of signatures and held
marches to local authorities to hand over the
signatures and the 50/50 bill. A Windhoek march
handed signatures and the bill to the head of the
parliamentary petitions committee.

Many of the local groups joined the NWMN as
they see the need for a strong women’s movement
to advance women’s concerns. Local workshops
discussed the Namibian Women’s Manifesto and

affirmed this as a valid gender agenda. One woman
said: “The Manifesto booklet has helped me to

understand the many forms of gender inequality in my
life and that I have human rights as a woman”.

Developing local women leaders was an important
outcome of the research. Among new skills gained,
the facilitators list new understanding of politics, a
sense of political agency, the realisation of their own
leadership capabilities, recognition as leaders, and the
desire to stand for political office.

Broad-based consultation and some measure of legal

literacy was achieved in the drafting of the bill
Never before had legal rights been taken up in

Namibia through mass mobilization based on a
critical analysis of women’s situation in Namibia.
And never before had poor women from rural areas
and small towns been involved in national
discussions. The process involved organizing and
mobilizing women while at the same time
developing legal literacy. The assumption was that
legal literacy was not necessarily alienating for poor
women, and that all laws can be explained in a
language people can understand.

Awareness was developed of civic and women’s

rights within the new democracy, and women’s

participation was framed as a political issue

In a context where civil liberties for the majority
black population are relatively new, since black
Namibians were denied such rights under colonial
and apartheid rule, the campaign created a new
awareness of rights as women citizens. For many
women attending local workshops this was the first
time they had engaged in such discussion. In the
words of one facilitator: “Women heard what women’s
rights are and what election laws we have. [..] They
became aware of their role in politics and that they have to
participate”. Another said: “Women in our town first
thought participation in politics was only for men. Now
that they have seen that they can participate in any
political activity, they believe that they can become
councillors and governors. They cannot only be there to
produce children, to cook mielipap, to be battered or only
become teachers or nurses”.

Women came together across their diversities

The campaign brought together women across their
diversities — such as language, ethnicity, education,
class, political affiliation, ability, sexual orientation.
Women worked together in the face of
government/ruling party attacks on the Network on
two grounds — being lesbian and a support base for
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opposition parties. Facilitators successfully dealt with
such charges in local workshops. As one facilitator
said: “Omne question was why the lesbians are involved
in the Manifesto issue. I said that gay and lesbian
people also have rights, they are our children, they are
people of Namibia and cannot be chased out from the
country. We studied the Manifesto booklet on this point
and they liked it very much”. The way was paved for
the Network to be an inclusive movement open to
all women. Another woman said: “Once you are
dealing with human rights, you cannot cut out the
issue of lesbian rights. Either we say lesbians are not
women and they do not have human rights or we keep
on arguing our case!”.

The challenge of lobbying national government

The campaign won the support of most regional and
local government officials, among them SWAPO
leaders. It also had the qualified support of some
national departments — for example the Deputy
Minister of Women Aftairs addressed the launch of
the Bill. However, with SWAPO nationally there
was another dynamic. In Sister’s view SWAPO sees
itself as the only authentic voice able to bring
anything good to Namibia. In a context where