
Through the privilege of discussions with women’s and
grassroots organisations across Africa, Asia and Central
America over the last five years a strange paradox has
become more and more apparent. There has been a growing
sensation that the discourse on gender and development over
the last ten years has ironically not been contributing as
much as envisaged towards the greater fulfilment of
women’s rights across the world. With increasingly tangible
and positive moves by many organisations and institutions,
towards gender mainstreaming, gender budgeting and the
significant adoption of gender analysis, albeit in the face of
significant resistance, the scene should have been set for
significant changes in the respect and fulfilment of women’s
social, economic and political rights. However the day to day
realities of women and men provide a testimony to the
contrary. 

Many organisations and movements have been refocusing
their everyday lives and struggles for rights and recognition,
and are rededicating themselves to the fundamental agenda
of women’s rights and reasserting a stronger and clearer
feminist and political agenda. 

There is a recognition that the spaces for most effective
state-citizenship dialogue still remain with local government.
This not only implies work around local government and
gender issues but also with those issues that can be
advocated for successfully at this level, such as sexual and
reproductive rights, gender-based violence, gendered basic
services and resource mobilisation for marginalised women,
such as disabled women.

This has revitalised a focus on women’s political
empowerment at household, community, local and national
level, which is addressing the barriers to women’s ability to
participate in political processes. 
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Strengthening women’s rights and empowerment –
the centrality of activism and politics

From their experiences of working with women’s organisations in Africa, Asia and Central America, Andy
Rutherford and Felicity Manson describe the main obstacles to women’s political empowerment and some
examples of strategies to overcome them.

Disabled women demanding their rights for better access in Jinotega, Nicaraga



The main obstacles are as follows:

� in many countries political parties are controlled by
men who resist women’s participation; 

� where quotas exist they are written or interpreted in
ways which limit their effectiveness, or are simply
ignored; 

� to participate as candidates, campaign costs must be
covered, something which is frequently more
difficult for women because of their limited
financial independence; 

� women who present themselves as candidates, or
are elected, are exposed to destructive criticism and
their abilities and proposals are questioned; 

� they are marginalised by their own party members
and are mostly restricted to positions that are of
limited importance; 

� the common understanding of power is very
paternalistic.

While women’s participation in government does not
guarantee that women’s rights and needs will be emphasised,
without more women in power the possibilities of their
priorities shaping public policy are much reduced. 

The advocates of women’s rights have discovered that
though there have been new policies and legislative reforms,
such as quotas for participation in elections, which, on paper,
represent great strides forward, it is difficult to argue that
there has been real change. For any of these laws and
policies to be implemented, the necessary resources need to
be put in place and public attitudes and public discourse
need to reflect changing sensibilities. Social movements and
active women’s organisations have increasingly been key in
advocating and pressurising for the substance of change. 

Some current examples of paths forward from Central
America are important for strategic lesson learning for other
countries and regions as well as the UK. These include:

� the development of gender equity policies with
associated resources and gender equity
commissions, as in the case of San Salvador; 

� specific consultation forums with and for women; 

� training of officials on what gender mainstreaming
means, especially in areas such as infrastructure and
public planning; 

� establishment of alliances between gender equity
commissions, women councillors and council
officials, with local and national women’s groups; 

� signing of political commitments by candidates to
better enable post-election accountability; 

� establishment of cross-party associations of women
councillors, such as ANDRYSAS (El Salvador) and
ACOBOL (Bolivia); provision of training for
women councillors and public officials by women’s
organisations; 

� public awareness raising campaigns to mobilise
support for women’s issues; strengthening the
women’s movement and developing a shared
agenda; 

� promoting reforms in electoral law to introduce 
equitable quotas for women on party lists and to
permit independent candidates;

� encouraging women to take up leadership positions
in community organisations; 

� providing support and encouragement for women
candidates and elected officials of all parties, but
without falling into the trap of promoting the
election of any woman solely on the basis of her
gender.

This focus on women as active citizens is distant from
women as beneficiaries or participants in projects or women
as a ‘vulnerable group’. It is also seen as central to working
to transform gender relations so that they are more equitable
and just, thus closing the gap between gender policy and
practice.

Andy Rutherford is Head of International
Programmes and Felicity Manson is Regional
Coordinator Central America, at One World Action.
arutherford@oneworldaction.org,
fmanson@oneworldaction.org
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