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of the challenges of all continuing efforts to focus on gender equity issues 
is to avoid "mainstreaming" feminism into a quiet complacency. 

My argument is that adopting a rights-based approach to development 
can further the ability of initiatives seeking to address the more pervasive 
factors that perpetuate gender inequality. Before the advent of rights-
based approaches, practical attempts to empower women often missed an 
essential starting point and basic matter of social justice: until men accept 
women as equally human, attempts to promote the empowerment of 
women will necessarily always be limited in the scope and longevity of 
what they achieve. Gender and development approaches have stressed 
the importance of, incorporating relational approaches to women's 
empowerment that require the involvement of men as well as women, but 
one of the consequences of the mainstreaming ofgender equity initiatives 
has been the depoliticization of gender and development goals in this 
regard (Goetz 2004). 

In moving forward with approaches that aim to further women's 
empowerment, we must return to questions of how to change the relevant 
social relations, and thus many of the basic systems, values, and patterns 
that structurate human societies today. At the heart of these relations lies 
the way in which men perceive themselves and cast their own individual 
and collective identities. Until men are able to construct their notions of 
self differently, and change the ways they feel capable of achieving status 
and respect for themselves and their families, women's status as subhu-
mans and second-class citizens will persist. Women's roles must also be 
addressed, since as mothers, mothers-in-law, sisters, aunts, and neighbors, 
they too play a major part in perpetuating the stigmatization and dis-
crimination that affect other women. A change in women's attitudes 
occurs when they realize that men's portrayal of themselves as superior is 
not supported by religious doctrines, or most constitutional law, or the 
international human rights frameworks behind the constitutional codes. 

In this chapter it is therefore argued that a rights-based approach is 
essential to the improvement of the situations of women and their fami-
lies. Such improvement requires a relational approach to rights that sees 
us all as moral beings possessing rights and responsibilities equally. For 
women, especially those who experience daily conditions of poverty and 
vulnerability, acting to improve their own lives and those of their children 
requires their ability to advance their status as citizens who regard them-
selves, and are regarded by others, as having rights equal to those of men 
and other higher-status social groups. This requires a significant sharpen-
ing of our focus on dealing with the culturally embedded factors that sus-
tain the status of women as less than fully human. 

This argument will be supported through the use of material drawn 
largely from analytical and programmatic work undertaken on issues of 
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looking at gendered power relations in the Central Region of Malawi, the 
widespread practice of Gulu Wamkulu initiation rites to prepare boys and 
girls for marriage was reported for the two main ethnic groups in the 
area, the Chewa and Yao. These ceremonies, it was argued, promote 
"many of the behaviours and mindsets in households and communities 
that lead to unequal gender power relations," and also encourage degrad-
ing and risky sexual activities and a high prevalence of sex outside mar-
riage. Women "felt their male children were taught bad behaviour and 
language through the songs of this tradition and that they lost respect for 
women as a result. Boys are taught that once they have been initiated they 
automatically become adults and as such deserve respect from their 
mothers and society." The dambwe cult dance, which involves men and 
boys over nine years of age, encourages violent behavior against anyone 
not initiated into the institution-which is why there is pressure on young 
boys to be initiated. Young girls and women caught by the dambwe may 
be harassed and raped by the dance participants. These traditional insti-
tutions are regarded as the training centers for today's youth to become 
tomorrow's leaders, and the general teaching of these institutions is that 
a woman should sexually please and listen to her husband-"he knows 
best" and is head of the family (Chalimba and Pinder 2002). 

Whether or not initiation ceremonies are still widely practiced, in most 
Mrican cultural contexts women remain sexually dominated by men, as 
now seen through women's ubiquitous powerlessness to protect them-
selves against HIV I AIDS (Win 2004) . Even educated middle-class women 
are frequently unable to negotiate safe sex and denied a say in decisions 
about sexual practices. For example, men-taught to prefer dry to wet 
sex-encourage urban wives to use herbs that will cause dryness and 
more pain, while preferences for women who have "hot" rather than 
"cold" vaginas can lead men to prefer women who are HIV/AIDS positive, 
since they tend to be "hot" As my informant here remarked, addressing 
these issues is about dealing notjust with gender and power, but also ",.jth 
cultural perspectives on sexuality.1O Yet seeing women as equally human 
and entitled to their own pleasure, rather than as vehicles solely for repro-
duction and men's satisfaction, would turn upside down men's concep-
tions of themselves. 

The notions men develop about sexuality go to the center of how 
they see themselves, to their core concepts of self. Changing sexual 
practices requires men to reconstitute their identities. This is extremely 
threatening. The greatest threat of all lies in the requirement that men 
reevaluate women's status in relation to them. If men are to see women 
as equally human they are required to understand their own power in 
the world in a completely different way. Not surprisingly, this poses 
enormous challenges. 
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resources and benefits to build support within local con-
stituencies (Bode 2002, 2). 

Most critically, both elites and nonelites were involved in conducting the 
analysis and mapping decision relationships and their implications. This 
highlighted various accepted forms of social control through which local 
leaders assert their domination, as well as the way in which the alliances 
and factions that underpin power relations shift over time. 

Consequently, the Nijera project began to build from the increasingly 
sophisticated understanding of power relations possessed by the village 
residents themselves. Community-led total sanitation has been used as an 
entry point for project facilitators who work with men and women to 
prioritize initiatives that will have an impact on the social and economic 
conditions of the poorest households, the majority of which are female-
headed (Kanji 2006b, 8). In this process, "natural leaders" emerge from 
different social economic classes. Kanji concludes: 

Nijera has achieved an enormous amount in a short space of 
time in terms of building women's agency, supporting them to 
change relationships in their locality and to pursue their own 
goals. While there have been fewer changes in the structures 
which disempower women, women's ahility to engage with 
more powerful actors has increased. The way in which such 
practices and strategies begin to influence and shape rules and 
norms [is] also evident (Kanji 2006b, 38). 

Kanji also noted that, while there have been many tangible improvements 
in material well-being, "women and men we spoke to focused on changes 
in confidence, self-esteem, better relations between women and men, 
poor and better off, and an ability to negotiate with the more powerful as 
much as the changes in hygiene, health, hunger and income" (Kanji 
2006b, 15). This reflects the difference made in quality of the project's 
process by its analytically richer starting point, and the fact that the ongo-
ing commitment in Nijera to participatory analysis for each issue villagers 
identify has ensured that this starting point has not been compromised. 

The second contribution through which rights-based approaches have 
increased the effectiveness of projects in challenging existing power rela-
tions and the subordination of women is the explicit use of information 
about women's rights within projects. This is a critical part of the process 
of conscientization. In learning about their rights-based entitlements as 
encoded in national and international constitutions, laws, and policies, 
women also learn that their subordination is not part of the natural order 
of things, but is imposed by systems of discrimination that are socially 
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6. Stopping HIV / AIDS through Knowledge and Training Initiatives. 
Established in 1995, originally as a DFID-funded project with sex workers 
aiming only to increase contraceptive prevalence rates. 

7. Magar (2005) quotes one sex worker: "We feel humiliated when we 
go to the market without shoes on our feet. Everyone looks, hurls slurs 
and spits on our bare feet in front of all to see." 

8. From a 1992 PRA exercise in the Central Province of Zambia. 
9. Fieldnotes for research documented in Drinkwater, McEwan and 

Samuels (2006). 
10. Loveness Makonese, in notes on visit to CARE Zimbabwe, 

November 16, 2004. 
1 L Fieldnotes for research documented in Drinkwater (2007). 
12. Or change the way they perceive power. 


