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There is much rhetoric around fighting for gender equality
and women’s rights. Yet delivery on this rhetoric has been
very disappointing. Being seen to be saying the right things
is more important than doing the right things. The lack of
delivery speaks volumes: ‘gender is not important’, ‘gender
is not relevant’. Can you think of any inequality that has
remained so intransigent over time? What is it about efforts
to promote gender equality that are so threatening? 

However it is not all doom and gloom. Gender advocates
are out there, challenging the silences, exposing the absences
and initiating exciting programmes but there is still a long
way to go. And we must be ever-vigilant as some of the
gains made over the last few decades, especially around
sexual rights, are being eroded. So it is a daunting yet
compelling job – and we need the help of development
education professionals. 

Rather than reiterate why gender is important, I want to
highlight some of the issues BRIDGE, the gender-focused
research and communications programme that I manage,
tussles with and some of the traps we can all fall into when
addressing women’s rights and gender equality.

Is ‘woman’ just shorthand for ‘gender’?
In the 1970s, as a corrective to the absence of women in
development discourses, efforts were made to ‘add-in’
women. But there are dangers in focusing on women
exclusively rather than on the gender relations in which
women are embedded:

The inherent weakness of ‘women-only’ approaches has
become devastatingly apparent in the light of the HIV
epidemic. Programmes that focus on empowering
women to negotiate safer sex have minimal impact in
societies where it is men who decide when and with
whom to have sex, and when and if to use condoms
(Esplen, 2006:1). 

These weaknesses led to a conceptual shift in the 1980s
towards a ‘gender and development’ approach that examines
gendered power relations. The differences between women
and men are seen as socially constructed and therefore
capable of change. While many initiatives now speak of
‘gender equality’, in practice they slide away from a more
transformative agenda. 

Should we engage with men? 
Accepted ideas of what it means to be a woman
(‘femininity’) and a man (‘masculinity’) shape gendered
power relations. Given this, how can we afford not to engage

with men? Recent initiatives focus on men as partners
against gender-based violence, on strengthening men’s
resistance to violence and conflict, and fostering constructive
male involvement in sexual and reproductive health and
rights. Programmes need to support men to reflect on, and
ultimately resist, harmful constructions of masculinity. 

Yet just treating men as the ‘problem’ and stereotyping
them as inherently violent or blameworthy closes down
possibilities for alliances with men on challenging gender
inequalities (Esplen, 2006). We therefore need to move
beyond ‘harm reduction’ approaches – stopping men from
infecting women or battering their wives – and mobilise men
around ‘everyday inequalities’ such as challenging
discrepancies in wages and encouraging men’s positive
engagement as fathers and carers. Initiatives therefore need
to engage men as allies, using positive and relevant messages
which also address their specific concerns. For example, the
sexual and reproductive health needs of men who have sex
with men are poorly addressed (ibid). 

Are there only two sexes?
It has been a long hard battle to gain (some) acceptance for
the idea that ‘gender’ is socially or culturally constructed
(and therefore subject to change) and that ‘sex’ is biological.
Yet where does this leave those that do not fit neatly into the
biological or social categories of women and men, such as
intersex, transgender and transsexual people? What about the
travestis in Latin America and the hijras of South Asia? In
Bangladesh, Naripokkho, a national women’s rights NGO
admitted a hijra organisation into their network in
recognition of the common struggle to challenge gender
oppression. Accordingly, sex, like gender, can be seen as a
social and cultural construct (Esplen, 2006; Illkaracan and
Jolly, 2006). 

Gender equality as a means to efficient
development?
Instrumentalist or ‘efficiency’ arguments are popular:
women as the best anti-poverty agents; gender equality as a
way of improving women’s productivity in order to enhance
economic efficiency, not seen as a goal in its own right, as
justice. The policy prescription – usually income generation
opportunities – fails to recognise that women are already
‘productive’ and downplays their ‘reproductive’ role
(Reeves, 2000). Similarly some see women as agents of
community development – but the underlying motivation can
be population control. An educated girl or woman will have
fewer children. 

The tangles and traps on our way towards 
gender equality

Hazel Reeves explores gender stereotypes and other issues around gender equality, providing insights for
development education practitioners wanting to reflect on how they represent women and gender equality in their
work.
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With the predominance of macroeconomics in
development policy, gender advocates often use these
efficiency arguments as the only way to get anyone to listen.
But they must be tightly bound to equity arguments.
Achieving gender equality is not just a technical exercise it
is a political process – the ‘win-win’ arguments of the
efficiency discourse can sit uncomfortably next to the equity
arguments. ‘[Myths] can be reduced to slogans, captured by
non-feminist and conservative forces that may use them for
their own ends, as with the message of the efficiency myths
that women must work for aid, rather than aid work for
women.’(Eyben, 2004:79)

What gendered stereotypes do we face?
When we talk about development, and when we talk about
women, a multitude of gendered stereotypes emerge.
Whether made explicit or not, these stereotypes are
interdependent. The stereotype of men as inherently violent
and promulgators of conflict only works because women are
portrayed as their victims, and never as combatants. Getting
women into politics is seen as a way of solving male
corruption, based on the myth of women being inherently
honest. Sometimes this argument has served feminists well:
‘yes, we are capable, honest and reliable, so give us micro-
credit’ (Jolly, 2004:1). ‘We live in a world of gender
stereotypes. We are surrounded by messages about women
being weak and men being strong, about women being better
carers and men being better at earning money; a world in
which everyone is supposed to be heterosexual and married
or wanting to be.’ (ibid)

How should we navigate our way through these
stereotypes? Which should we embrace and which should we
challenge?

Woman as metaphor: while there is an absence of women
from much development policy, ironically, there is a
prevalence of images of Southern women in the media and
in NGO fundraising advertisements. Here the image of
‘woman’ acts as metaphor or short-hand for the global
South, its poverty, its problems and its dependence. Here
women are markers of difference, of the ‘other’. We find
reminders of colonial discourses that ‘feminise’ and
‘exoticise’ the South. Its power comes from drawing on a
multitude of everyday stereotypes of women: as ‘blameless’
victims untainted by politics, passive and dependent,
tradition-bound and the ‘poorest of the poor’. This ignites
the paternalistic ‘colonial rescue’ fantasy. 

Woman as fixed and homogeneous: the stereotype
painted of an ‘average’ Southern woman has also served
feminists well but at a price:

Who is the woman on the covers of our books? Why do
we have that image of poor, powerless and pregnant or
with a child on her back or pulling behind her, heavily
laden etc., and why is this image so enduring? This is
the woman that has dominated development imagery.
Yes, this image has been useful for fundraising, for
focusing on her needs, attention to her rights. But at

what cost? Who are the other women that we leave out
when we focus on this woman? Do we need her
anymore? Is it accurate to use her anymore? (Everjoice
Win, in Jolly, 2004:4).

This stereotype freezes out those women who do not fit: the
widows, lesbians, single women, co-habiting women, those
who choose not to have children, those outside of the
‘reproductive years’, single mothers, the middle class
women, the grassroots activists and the list goes on. As
Everjoice asks, where are the women like her? ‘I’m
southern, relatively well-educated, live on the ‘right’ side of
the railway tracks, I’m an activist in the South but also play a
large role in advocacy in the North’ (ibid). 

Woman as victim: the violence, discrimination and
deprivation many women face is very real. Shocking stories
and tragic images provide powerful leverage for mobilising
action and funding. But what is read from this? That women
are by nature vulnerable and the weaker sex, are passive and
unable to be agents in the process of development? Indeed
the media revels in perpetuating the image of the passive yet
exotic woman in need of help and if they are wearing a veil,
all the better. Indeed stories of women’s victim-hood can be
co-opted by political forces in the North as proof of the
oppressive nature of a government, country or people, to
justify military interventions. 

Interestingly this ‘victim’ stereotype is also a favourite of
gender advocates albeit with very different motivations. Men
portrayed as perpetrators of violence and women portrayed
as their victims has helped mobilise much-needed opposition
to gender-based violence. But this simplification may also
create the opposite effect to the one we hoped for – the same
image of men as naturally aggressive with hard-to control
tempers lends support to the idea that it is women’s
responsibility to stay calm and sober, defuse the situation
and keep the family together (Jolly, 2004). 

This ‘woman as victim’ stereotype can play out, for
example, in interventions which fail to take into account the
needs of women. One of the feminist positions on
prostitution/sex work is that all prostitution is slavery. This
can lead to women’s rights being violated in brothel ‘raid
and rescue’ interventions. ‘You ‘rescuers’ never consult sex
workers to find out what they want, you violate our rights by
evicting us from our home and workplaces’
(Bandyopadhyay, 2005:5).

Yet the counter-stereotype is a romanticised image of the
sex-worker with complete agency who chooses this work and
revels in the income and independence it brings her. Where
does reality lie? Women are neither complete victims nor
complete agents. We need to capture instead the nuances,
ambiguities and complexities in their lives and choices
(Cornwall et al, 2004). 

The myth of global sisterhood: a myth has arisen, often
promoted by feminists ourselves, that women have common
interests and will always stand together and represent the
interests of other women (Jolly, 2004). Feminists’
enthusiasm for quotas to ensure that high proportions of
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women enter elected bodies in India, is based on this myth:
if women gain access to political power they will want to and
be able to promote policies of gender equality and social
justice. Evidence from India suggests that this is not
necessarily so. For many women, there may be other
identities or relationships with which they more strongly
align themselves. Indeed, in India fundamentalist parties
have fostered women’s political participation to advance their
agenda (Batliwala and Dhanraj, 2004).

The ‘oppressed’ Southern woman versus the ‘liberated’
Northern woman: while solidarity has been mythologised,
women from the North and South have been constructed as
radically different: women in the North as liberated, and
women in the South as poor and in need of help (Jolly,
2004). The post-colonial feminist Chandra Mohanty
famously challenged ‘Western’ feminists on their
construction of an ‘average Third World Woman’ as veiled,
chaste, victims, powerless and devoid of agency. Beyond
sisterhood there are still racism, colonialism and imperialism
(Mohanty, 1992). If we think of current media coverage of
women in Iraq and Afghanistan we can see how resilient
these stereotypes are. It is important to talk about
inequalities the world over rather than just ‘over there’ –
there are of course gender inequalities in all regions of the
world including Western Europe and North America.

Women are the poorest of the poor: it is clear that
women are at a disadvantage in terms of work demands,
earnings, resources, constraints on socio-economic mobility,
labour market barriers and reproductive burdens. We use
mantras: ‘women are the poorest of the poor’, ‘70% of the
poor are women’. While effective in mobilising more
resources for poor women, these mantras imply that women’s
rights and gender equality are important not in themselves,
but only as far as they link to poverty (Eyben, 2004).
Another well-worn myth is of the female headed household
being the poorest of the poor. We make gains from this myth
by getting more resources targeted at female-headed
households. Yet this can further stigmatise female-headed
households as being less able to cope than male-headed
households and elide the poverty of women in richer male-
headed households (Chant, 2004). We need to be aware of
the sometimes contrary effects of using such myths.

Women’s sexuality as a problem: development has
generally only considered women’s sexuality in relation to
population control, family planning, disease and violence.
Such approaches can be co-opted by right-wing lobbies
which seek to protect women’s chastity. Political battles
continue to rage over issues ranging from abortion to
abstinence to sex work to same-sex relationships. There have
been calls to move beyond the emphasis on violence and
suffering in relation to women’s sexuality. Not to abandon
the fight against violence, but to recognise the possibilities
for sexual pleasure and fulfilment. There is now some
discussion of sexual pleasure as a women’s human right:
gender training by Women for Women’s Human Rights in
Turkey includes such a module (Illkaracan and Jolly, 2006). 

Final words
It is not easy navigating your way through the difficult
terrain of varied gender stereotypes and myths. It is easy,
however, for any of us to get trapped by them or tangled up
in them. Even when we consciously use them for effect – as
we cry ‘women are the poorest of the poor!’ – we need to
understand how they can both galvanise action yet be
potentially perilous (Eyben, 2004). But do not let this put
you off addressing gender issues in your work. As with any
issue, there are always more nuances that need to be brought
out. As in any other group of people, real lives are much
more complex and ambiguous. Recognising the stereotypes
and myths can prompt the search for the nuances. You never
stop learning, you never stop forgiving yourself and others,
and you definitely must never stop trying.
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