Unpacking “Newer”
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What you are about to read is a personal story. It is a testimony to my own personal struggles and a reflection on what I have learned over the years while accompanying groups in their efforts to better gender equality in our society. It is about my personal dilemma: the never ending quest for meaning, the journey of my own growth and the changes that have happened over the years working in, and dealing with, uncertainties. 

We were 23 in the room, sitting in a large circle. The women occupied one half of the circle and the men the other. The group had invited me into this process to facilitate their dialogue over issues of gender equality. Prior to the workshop, I prepared my notes (in consultation with the organizers and my own readings) to help guide the conversation. At the beginning, I explained the process and started from participants’ own dilemmas about gender equality. I was feeling okay with the pace at which we were proceeding when all of a sudden, a tall man who had been sitting just out of the circle since the beginning of the workshop stood up and started speaking without being invited.

“What are you doing? I thought I came to attend a training,” he said, his hands flying everywhere. “What is this? Why are you asking us a lot of questions? Why are you asking us to colour, to play, to go back to our childhood experiences? Why do you ask us all these questions? We need answers, you think we (would) be here if we knew the answers to all these questions? Where are our handouts? Give them to us and let’s read!”

His questions took me by surprise and I felt a bit of anger rising in me. Why is he asking me these questions, after I have explained the process, I wondered. Somehow I managed to stop the conversation within me to silently ask myself: “yes, but why am I here?” I am not sure how long the deafening silence went on; most participants were shocked by the outburst they had just witnessed. 

After a pause, I responded: “I am not sure if I have the answers. In fact, I admit I do not have any answer.” I could see disappointment in his face, but I continued anyway. “Even if I have, I am not sure how much of it is undisputable... However, I trust the answers are in these questions – and in you and me. So together, we co-create and enlarge our understanding and experiences, and hopefully, new questions emerge out of these new realizations... and I guess that is what I am trying to do.” 

I could sympathize with this man’s frustration. As the facilitators, wasn’t I supposed to have all the answers? How could I admit in front of all these people that I did not know the answer, while at the same time say the answer is within us? Where are those arrogant presumptions, the answer to what should be? How do I say I don’t know? And if I don’t know – seriously – then why am I here in the first place? 

How difficult it is to fight the temptation to give the answers, to simply provide the solutions as I saw them. How easy it is not to listen to others, but focus instead on my own ideas and thoughts. I worry that if I withhold too much, I will mislead. 

Yes, if I bring anything to such processes, it is questions. Endless questions, such as “what do you think of this?” “how can we explain that?” and “how do you feel about this?” Some prompt deeper reflections in certain situations, while triggering denial in others. Where do I get the courage to get into people’s personal spaces and ask, to assume they will open up? Is it easier because I represent a donor? How am I able to trust the process and my intuition and just ask? I can’t always predict the consequences of my questions. I might anticipate a certain response, but may still find the rug pulled out from under me, or from under the participants. I’ve learned to accept the moment, what is. 

I have to remember to be there, to listen to what is said and left unsaid, to observe and find the questions that come from what is happening. As a woman, I have to deal with the subtle signs, the body language that seems to say you are most welcome BUT please, we should not be learning from a woman. And if others see this, that might be the end of our credibility.  

I remember, I went to a group working on a gender initiative to help identify progress markers that would highlight changes in the initiative. The Director of the organization kept asking me for reference materials, to which I naively responded: “Since I am here, let’s do it together.” He reluctantly agreed, then invited the change agents into the room but sat off by the door. Throughout the discussion, he kept glancing outside. Knowing that he was not with us distracted me. Finally I asked what was going on. He replied that he had another meeting to attend and we needed to wrap up this meeting before it had even started. It took me a while to understand his tension. He was torn between his commitment to the issues at hand and an unforgiving culture that would not accept him for giving me the space to do my job. So he sat by the door; in case someone came by, he could escape before they saw me leading our meeting.

I have never understood why it is “newer” for men to let women lead discussions. “Newer - what is it? Or what does it mean?” I asked one day at another gender action peer-learning event. An old lady with a white scarf on her shoulders stood up and said, “You are Ethiopian, don’t tell me you don’t know what it is?” I replied with upmost respect. “Yes, you are right. I understand. But today, let us explore and unpack it, so that we understand it better.” I almost pleaded. The participants agreed and took on the task in smaller groups. They came back to the plenary with a new realization, I could see it in the excitement on their faces. 

Some argued that our fixation on the concept of “newer” has created a lot of mistakes in our lives and how we relate to each other. For instance, a simple “newer” of as a wife asking her husband to help in the kitchen would lead to a major “newer” of the husband beating her. He might justify this because it is “newer” for him to help in the kitchen and a major offense for her to ask him to commit a “newer,” since she knows it is “newer” for him to be in the kitchen. And how can a real woman ask her husband to help in the kitchen, anyway? There was a heated discussion afterward. Everyone spoke their understanding, and felt released, until an older man who otherwise remained silent for most of the discussion stood up. Fighting tears and with a lump in his throat, he said: “I just realized how much I have hurt my wife out of ignorance. Let me go and apologize.” He tore out of the room without even waiting for a response. Silence flooded the room; some of us were tearing up. 

This is where I find my courage. This is what makes me go on. It is not only the changes in others, but my own personal growth. Encountering myself and others in the ebb and flow – that is where I find the guts to accept what is and move forward. And if I can say anything for sure, it is that the more I think I understand, the more questions there are to ask. 
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