Treading Lightly yet Deeply
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In my culture men and women do not eat together, so when I decided to sit down with my female colleagues for mid-morning breakfast we were all uncomfortable at first.  They were shocked and embarrassed, and I couldn’t even finish my tea.  But over time, we became more comfortable eating together and even used the time to discuss issues. Now it is normal for us to have breakfast together. If I am out of the office, they wait for me to return before eating. But if we ever have visitors in the office I don’t eat with the women because I am an elder and I would lose my credibility. 
These words, spoken by one of the male change agents in the gender action learning initiative, illustrate that change is an incremental process at times uncomfortable and often uncertain. It can start with one person who, triggered by some event or insight, begins to think and behave in a different way.  It is often a deeply personal process that both challenges and excites.  The initial discomfort with trying something different gives way to a sense of achievement and excitement in seeing the world anew.  For the development practitioner whose purpose is to instill in people the confidence and skills to change their lives, these stories are powerful marks of success.  

Movements, organizations and individuals around the world have worked tirelessly for years in the pursuit of gender equality and women’s rights. Yet in many parts of the world changes in gender relations have been slow to come.  One of the most challenging environments to achieve progress has been in traditional societies where gender relations are strongly skewed in favour of men and unfair practices are held firmly in place by tradition and religion. 

After many years of supporting women’s empowerment projects in the Horn of Africa and being disappointed with the paucity of change, Oxfam decided to experiment.  It partnered with Gender at Work – an international consulting organization - to design a new way of working on gender relations in the region.  The initiative used an action learning methodology that worked with 18 individuals from six organizations to design and implement change agendas within their organizations and in their community work.  The 18 change agents were brought together for three peer learning events over a period of two years. In between, Oxfam’s staff and Gender at Work advisors provided advice and mentoring to each change team as they pursued their action plans. At the end of two years, Oxfam learned some important lessons about transforming gender relations. 
In the Horn of Africa, “gender equality” and “women’s rights” are foreign, value-laden concepts that many people believe to be a western imposition.  It is difficult to deny this accusation when many international organizations encourage partners to design projects that address gender issues and donor governments require gender components in their projects.  This work frequently becomes an add-on to which people pay lip-service but little else.  If you want to establish an open, respectful and constructive relationship with local organizations, these concepts don’t get you very far.
Oxfam needed to find a different way of talking about gender and decided early on to remove “gender equality” and “women’s rights” from its vocabulary. We started by listening to our partners in an effort to understand where these organizations were at. What were the pressing issues for them when it comes to relations between women and men?  Using language that doesn’t carry the baggage that “gender” and “women rights” carry proved to be a powerful way to get people to talk about what was happening between men and women and what needed to change.
Empowering the organizations to decide on their own agenda helped them to own their work and enabled them to take pride in their achievements.  Each organization tailored its action plan to its own reality.  Oxfam did not tell them what they needed to do or what they needed to accomplish by the end of the project. It was up to them, even if at times it was difficult for us.  For instance, one organization decided that it wanted to develop the concept of “gender complementarity.”  We did not know what they meant by this term and they themselves were not sure.  The concept caused us some discomfort because of the risk it had for maintaining the status quo. On the other hand, this organization had never seriously considered the issue of gender relations before and they were interested in exploring their emerging ideas.  While they have not yet completed their journey, their path led to some profound internal changes that enabled staff to surface their negative attitudes towards gender, to question the subordinate position of women in the organization, and ultimately to adopt a policy and practice of intolerance toward violence against women, which eventually led to the termination of a male staff person. They had never taken this kind of action before. 
Each time the organizations came together to share their experiences, the energy and excitement was palpable.  Providing spaces for change agents to overcome the isolation they experience in their daily lives helped these individuals build their confidence and motivated them to take further action.  These moments were critical. So often, the change agents were struggling to raise difficult issues with people who were hostile towards their ideas.  Their self-confidence and motivation were tested. However, when they shared their stories with one another they felt a strong sense of kinship. At these moments, the change agents often reflected that “We are one family.”  In hearing another’s story, one change agent remarked, “We thought we had it bad. Now that we see how hard it is for you, our work looks easier.” Many shared this view.  The recognition and understanding they expressed for one another, and for the challenges they face working on gender issues in their communities, fostered greater confidence in each of the participants, which enabled them to continue and often expand their work. 
Many of the stories of change people shared were their own personal stories of transformation. Change agents often come into being through deep personal experiences.  In Ethiopia, one man in Dire Dawa was so moved by what he was hearing in a training session on gender-based violence that he got up in the middle of it and went home to apologize to his wife for having abused her. He now works as a change agent and talks to community members about domestic violence. In Southern Sudan, the Women’s Development Group (WDG) staff were transformed by what they learned from their research on domestic violence.  They realized that they could no longer simply work with the victims as they had been doing, but needed to work with the victimizers as well.  This realization fundamentally changed their strategy and led to the creation of a dynamic and innovative Home Peace Education program, which is bringing together communities, traditional leaders, government officials and other civil society organizations to reduce the incidence of domestic violence in Wau. Oxfam cultivated opportunities for individuals to experience deep personal moments and provided the space for them to share and reflect on their experiences.
In the Horn of Africa, tradition and religion play a central role in society.  Traditional and religious leaders are influential people whose opinions must be respected.  An organization that works to change traditional beliefs and attitudes must be very careful not to alienate traditional and religious leaders.   Persuasion rather than confrontation is necessary. In order to gain the credibility needed to influence change in a community, change agents must work with traditional leaders rather than against them. This often requires a slow, deliberate and careful process of engagement and retreat.  In Somaliland, the General Assistance Volunteer Organization (GAVO) is one organization that is trying to challenge some of the traditional norms holding women back while maintaining a constructive relationship with religious leaders.  Each time GAVO engages, it must carefully assess how far to push.  One wrong word or action can turn a religious leader against them and ultimately discredit them with the community.  The risks of working on gender issues in this environment are very high and the pressures these organizations face are enormous.
An international development organization working in traditional societies must tread lightly. It must be able to read where organizations are at and balance the risk of failure with the potential for individual and organizational empowerment.  Building relationships with organizations, accompanying their experiments, taking risks, creating the space for people to come together to reflect, learn, adapt and celebrate their successes requires time, resources, creativity and rigour. The transaction costs are high. But then again, women’s freedom and self-determination are worth it! 
