Angela’s reactions to the day’s discussions and presentations:

I had to write this down as I tend to lose my train of thought. I also wrote this down the way I blog, so if I haven’t collected my thoughts in an organized manner enough for a presentation, my apologies in advance.

A woman politician once told me that politics is a game of numbers. So does this mean that policy advocacy too is a game of numbers? We seem to be at a disadvantage as gender and ICT advocates, small in number, seen as only talking about women, and not being able to get other gender advocates to understand, let alone take up gender and ICT issues. Do we have a constituency? Do we need a constituency? Who is our constituency? If we don’t have a constituency, are we speaking for a constituency that is seen important enough to policy makers? Is that constituency able to support our advocacy in any way? Can the constituencies of others become our constituencies as well? We may need to ride on the larger movements on women’s issues within the women’s movement, such as the sexual and reproductive health rights, and violence against women, and try and raise awareness among them on the implications of gender and ICT issues on their own advocacies, work and the impact it can have on the lives of the women they reach out to. We should also remember that policy advocacy is sometimes like a pandora’s box that some people will refuse to open. Sometimes, people do not want to advocate because it will draw attention to existing spaces that they have and already enjoy, even if it is a relatively small space.

For a relatively young movement, if we can even call it a movement, we need to learn from the other movements of what worked and what didn’t work, and for what worked, how exactly was that change brought about. For many of us, unless we’re entrenched in at least one other movement or have access to the advocacy work of other gender advocates, we’d be quite in the dark. We need to not only identify our allies, and potential allies in policy advocacy, but maybe also our potential mentors. For example, how does one answer to the common counter argument that human rights is a Western concept, and not culturally appropriate to Asian communities. So I’m happy to note that at least in the development of the CEDAW Convention, it was India and the Philippines who took the lead in this. Unfortunately, feminism is still seen as a bad word. In fact, on a mailing list that I’m on which is aimed to encourage dialogue among non-feminists and non-activists on women’s issues, one man had posed that feminism is probably the other extreme of chauvinism, and that there’s no middle point between the two. If indeed feminism is the other extreme to chauvinism, I’m very glad that there’s no middle point, or everyone might end up sitting on the fence. At least with people not relating to either, it becomes clearer as to why they can’t relate to one “label” or the other. But in building alliances and partnerships and in tapping into potential alliances, it’s not only trust and transparency of agenda, but moderation in the leadership approach that is key.

Listening to the presentations and discussions, it does remind us that policy advocacy includes legislative advocacy and gender budgeting advocacy. And many of us don’t necessarily have the experience nor expertise in these areas. And if you thought that adopting a gender evaluation methodology for your projects is too demanding, policy advocacy seems to be even more so. For example, the application of other global instruments to support policy advocacy. Human rights instruments, particularly, as these have a legislative framework—the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) and particularly, the Convention on the Elimination of All forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW Convention). These instruments legally bind governments to the commitments stipulated within these documents. Other conference documents do not, but remain important for us to use. The important point here to note is for us to increase our skills and varying our strategies in using human rights instruments because governments are bound to deliver on their commitments on these. However, in order to understand how to apply these effectively, one needs to speak to the people who have used such instruments effectively, as even among human rights advocates, some groups prioritise one set of rights over another, traditionally the civil and political rights. But women’s issues and rights almost always are strongly linked to the economic, social and cultural rights.

Poverty alleviation in the development context is almost often viewed only as addressing needs (social, environment, economic), and most times, addressing these needs within existing social structures and power dynamics of the community concerned (e.g having to speak to the leader of the community and having to address the needs of both men and women when your original objective was to train women and building up their capacities). However, addressing needs is very different from addressing rights. I am not saying that addressing needs is unimportant. It is very much so, and if closely analysed, these do correlate directly with the basic development rights within a lot of human rights instruments, such as those stipulated within the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC). However, if we address needs without situating our actions within a human rights framework, we run the risk of servicing a need, connoting that the fulfillment of these, is something conferred upon, something on which someone else has control over whether it gets fulfilled or not, particularly if you look at it from the dynamics between the State and its citizens.

Understanding cross-sectoral issues, and the implications of policies on our advocacies and the impact of our advocacies on the advocacies of others is important. 

Is putting the mobile phone in the hands of a woman just perpetuating class dynamics within that community?

Is encouraging working from home into a national policy going to reduce the spaces women have in escaping a violent husband? 

Is it enough that women’s empowerment comes about only because she brings in an income to the household, and therefore has an economic value to the husband and community?

In policy advocacy, we always look for doors/windows of opportunities. Likewise, those who aren’t our allies, those who do not think the way we do, will also be looking just as earnestly for these same doors/windows of opportunities to counter us, resulting in the appropriation of our rights language and regurgitating rhetoric. Hence, when we talk about the dangers of ICTs, how it’s used (in issues related to security, pornography, trafficking, etc.), we need to also be very wary how that’s going to impact on the political, social and economic leverages we’ve gained in using ICTs. ICTs is unique in the sense that these have created spaces, spaces of engagement with others across borders, and even with others within the same country. And like any other space, it comes with its dangers. And like any other space, we do teach children and arm ourselves as adults with knowledge on how to remain safe within such spaces, to avoid the potential dangers. I agree that ICTs have created spaces that seem a lot more visible, a lot more stark in its realities despite its virtual character. Hence, dangers seem to be thrust right into your face, forcing us to react. The key question here is “How exactly are we gong to react?”; “Are we going to react in a way that promotes a protective approach over women and girls? Or one that promotes women’s empowerment?” The two approaches are very different, where the former looks at women and girls as wards and not as individuals with the right of choice and the ability to think for themselves. If we advocate for a combination of issues, from communication rights to issues that promote the screening of “dangerous” content (with the term “dangerous” open to a specific interpretation, normally the State’s), I’m reminded by Carlos’ presentation, i.e. that policy makers will choose to do what’s easier and more easily achieved within a shorter period of time, rather a demand for change that is more inclusive but more difficult to achieve. And what’s easier to achieve, more often than not, plays on peoples’ fears. 

Now I come to my growing confusion for the day, gender vs. women. When we talk to policy makers, and there’s the juggling of priorities and resources, and you’re asked “are you talking about gender, or are you talking about women?”…. don’t become defensive, don’t become afraid to talk about women. My understanding is, how can you talk about gender without talking about women? To me women’s issues are gender issues, unless it’s purely an issue that’s biological. The ideology of gender equality did not come about in a vacuum. Did it not come about in trying to better understand and address the obstacles women face in promoting women’s empowerment? Did it not come about to make women’s rights issues more palatable? Hence, we cannot talk about gender equality without talking about women’s empowerment, or are we here just talking about gender equality without the intention of promoting women’s empowerment? If gender equality is just about equality between men and women, without situating the discourse within women’s empowerment, I don’t want to talk about gender equality. It’s not just about looking at how men and boys use ICTs and stop there, but rather, how men’s and boys’ use of ICTs impact on women and their lives; it’s not just about providing equal ICT access to both women and men, but also addressing the effects of past discriminations that women and girls have faced that can affect their active participation, use and application of ICTs today. If gender equality is only the former scenario and the bandwagon onto which many seem to be jumping, then I’d have to say that we’ve created a monster of a vehicle that will actually erase the gains achieved by women’s rights and women’s empowerment advocates. If we are required to look for a common platform between what is perceived as women’s issues and what’s perceived as gender issues, is communication rights this common platform?

I’m sorry that this is a little bit long, but that’s the problem when you ask for my gut reaction.
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