Can IT and the Media improve the Role of Women in Africa? An Approach

Osei Asante Gyapong

Introduction.

Can the internet IT and the media really help improve the role of women in Africa. A quick glance at the numerous gender related websites on the net says yes to this question, but what if when one scratches beneath the surface and takes a deeper look, is this then really the case that internet is the answer.

Over the past decade Information Technology (IT) especially the internet has become the new catchword and is seen as the provider of solutions in many areas  of the global situation be it political, economical or social. Especially within the so called third world countries the initial euphoria that accompanied the “onset” of the internet is very much present. Together with this euphoria rides the notion that the technological capabilities of IT and the global connectivity could be a spring board for most third world countries into a new democratic era thus bringing political and economic stability to the citizens of these countries. Human Rights and HIV are but a few examples of the of the network potential in making the world a better place.

In Africa women’s liberation, respectively the emancipation process  puts great emphasis on the internet  in maintaining the support and the network they need. There are numerous websites that deal with the problems of women in Africa and contribute in their way in propagating the gender question or socio-cultural rules. Examples of such site are:

ABANTU for Development, this is an internet program launched in London in march 1996 that was designed to improve electronic communication between African women’s organizations focusing on the strengthening of the three C´s namely Connectivity, Content and Capacity. * A second example is TOSTAN a Senegalese site that developed a basic innovative program that emphasizes literacy, numeracy, improving life skills and family income and encouraging women to participate in village decision making. * The African Women’s Media Center (AWMC), is also an example of Internet innovation where African women get together to assist each other. AWMC organizes cyber training programs that is meant to connect African women journalists across the continent and offer them practical tools and knowledge to help them report more effectively on the HIV/AIDS epidemic.

These are worthy examples of what is taking place on the technological platform, but are these examples the norm or the exception to the rule and do they actually improve the role of women in Africa respectively African women.

The Role Women play in their Traditional Societies.

What is actually the role of the African woman and what part does she play in the social, cultural and religious aspect of the African society. A proverb from Ghana declares that: A woman is a flower in a garden, her husband is the fence around it. This proverb is a  picture of women in African society and  basically sums up the position of the woman across the African continent.  Woman are the center of society, most women keep the families together, they also bear enormous responsibilities for their families. Economic activities such as trading are more often than not in the hands of women, women also play an important role as distributors in their communities, they constitute an important reservoir of wage earning agricultural labour and are in general the backbone of socio-economic activities in Africa. 

Women are not considered as the weaker sex and even physically they are at par with their male counterparts. This is prominent in the agricultural sector where male and female farmers toil their lands and the woman is an equal. Culturally women are also considered equals and in certain regions even worthier than men. In the Akan society of Ghana where relationship goes by blood every person is considered to belong to his mother. In this case without the woman the man is without foundation because one belongs to the mother’s family. Because of this central role women are also economically potent because they inherit property and hand it over to their children. So basically women in the society have the economic independence, economic potency and the social standing that recognizes their value because they are the people that create and hold society together.

Women also play a central role in African religion, mythology and proverbs and in the Akan mythology the earth itself is considered a woman, Asase Yaa.

[Through the myths of origin, we get a picture of the woman as someone placed by God in a special position. She shares with Him the creative process of life. In some ways her position and her role in these myths eclipses the position of the husband (male). She is in a real sense the mother of human beings, the dispenser of life, howbeit as an agent of God. At the same time the woman shares in the misfortunes, suffering and death which in various ways came into the world.*]These are the words of John Mbiti who wrote a paper on the Role of Women in African Traditional Religion. Mbiti also goes on to say: It is clear, that women both participate in the religious activities of society and make their own contributions for the spiritual welfare of their lives, their families and of society at large. The prayers are small window that opens into their spirituality which indeed is the spirituality of all human beings. As they share with God in the great mysteries of passing on life, so they share also in giving human life a spiritual orientation. They are truly flowers in the garden. They give life beauty, scent and seed.

Even within history the first female rulers were African women, Hatchep Sut two to three thousand years before Christ and the queen of Sheba one thousand years before Christ.

So if the role of the African woman within her socio-cultural society is as clear as it seems and women of Africa are the center of society how came there is an urge to improve the role of the African woman or why is the cultural and traditional aspect of the female life not portrayed in society at large. This dichotomy of the traditional stand of women in Africa and the legislative position they hold is a result of governmental laws and the role the various African governments actually permits women to play. This in itself is to a certain extent also a result of the colonial inheritance of most of these countries. Everywhere one goes in Africa women are observed to be in the vanguard. Whereas in the colonial times men were needed to police the societies or to enter the colonial armies, respectively where their labour was called for in the governance of the territories, women were thoroughly neglected and as independence came about the patriarchic systems of the former masters was integrated into the new legislations thus undermining the importance of women.

The basic traditional systems of African cultures are matriarchal systems yet over the years a subtle conversion has taken place that has slowly turned African systems, not necessarily their men but the systems into “macho” systems. Here lies the debacle of the African woman.

If this is the case then the question arises as to;

Possible Solutions to the Gender Dilemma.
Tackling the gender discrepancy in Africa can be summed up in one word. AWARENESS. This awareness however should not and cannot be a one sided coin but should play on both sides of the pitch. This means that although it is the African woman who is at a disadvantage there cannot be any progress without both men and women being educated. I even believe that a greater emphasis should be put on making African men aware of the situation as compared to the women. Women in Africa know where their problem lies and as such take the initiative in getting together to find solutions to the problems an example of this is the Women’s National Coalition, South Africa*, in which women from various organizations came together to form the Coalition in South Africa to mobilize women to develop and promote a charter of women’s rights. Men and Women of Africa have to work together and to achieve this, the men who are more often than not blind to the problem have to be made aware of the situation.

Awareness can largely be made possible through education and this is where the basic deficit is. In Ghana just about one third of the female population attends school, of this third less than a third will get an university degree. The norm is women dropping out of school after about seven years of basic education. Pregnancies, lack of finances promises of marriage are some of the factors that lead to this high quota of school drop outs.

What therefore is necessary is to give women the incentive to attend school, empowering them with education and enabling the average African woman to regard education as a form of emancipation. Incentives could be lesser school fees for women, the implementation of more vocational institutions, the supply of free school material for women to name a few. It is the right and not the privilege of every young woman in Africa to gain a formal education. Initiatives that could be used are as that of the African Development Initiative in Paderborn Germany. The idea behind this initiative is to integrate the Diaspora into helping build up Africa. Taking the case of Nigeria to illustrate their idea they calculated that in Berlin alone there are an estimated 3000 Nigerians in the Diaspora. This means that if each person were to contribute only 10 Euro a year this would amount to 30 000 Euro yearly which only the Nigerians of Berlin alone could contribute to building 3 modern primary schools in their home country every year. In ten years there would be 30 schools without foreign debt and debt services.

The potential of Internet and the IT can only be tapped when the barriers of illiteracy and thus lack of awareness are broken. Even for those of the African women who have the qualifications and the resources as well as the necessary know how to exploit IT, it is difficult for them to make major breakthroughs since they are the exception to the rule and more often than not lack the  moral support and funding to implement their directives. 

A second solution to giving African women their birthright is by giving the modern African woman the utmost security. The 21st century has to be the century of the African woman. They must be a nationwide, continent wide propaganda to upraise  the moral of the African woman and make her an equal partner in the development of the continent. An estimated 50 percent of the African population is female and thus the question arises how can democracy be achieved how can Africa get its act together when half the population is neglected and left out of the process.

Can Internet and the Media really improve the role of African women.

Technology does not only comprise of the Internet but also of media technology such as Radio, Fax and TV. Although  the internet has a great potential as has already been ascertained and is also being effectively used within certain circles in Africa (Internet is still however a major male domain) it is still not very conducive to the African terrain. This is due to the lack of infrastructure and the massive logistics needed in maintaining and sustaining internet connectivity. In Africa where 70 to 80 percent of the population live in rural areas that lack basic infrastructure such as telephones and electricity how then can this technology be applied. Even in the few major cities where internet cafe’s have sprung up in the dozens, going online is still a costly venture. Along with this comes the problem of second hand computers that do not stand up to the requirements needed and blackouts that happen to often.

“All of the LAWA (Leadership and Advocacy for Women in Africa) fellows receive Internet and e-mail training, and USAID has made funds available to enable the women to purchase computers and start up e-mail accounts upon returning home. Of the 15 fellows who have returned home, only 3 women based in Uganda have succeeded in activating accounts, which can be difficult. One of the alumnae, Gloria Ofori-Boadu of Accra, Ghana, did her graduate work on legal obstacles to women’s empowerment in Ghana. She and her colleagues have been attempting to set up a microcredit initiative, modeled on the Grameen Bank to work with Ghanaian female small traders. Gloria has not had direct access to e-mail because she has not yet been able to afford or obtain a separate phone line. To use e-mail, she drives 20km to the university library, presents a copy of the information to be sent, either in manuscript or in diskette form and pays 1 United States dollar(USD) per page to send her message. She pays 50 cents per page to receive a message. She has to wait 2 days to pick up replies, but in any event most e-mails sent from the university library never arrive at their destinations because the library personnel key in the wrong addresses.” 

This excerpt from the paper “Gender and the Information Revolution in Africa, from the International research Development center is but an example of the difficulties associated with Internet in African countries.

On the other hand what alternatives could they be. Alternatives that are effective and trimmed to the infrastructure of the various countries. The development projects mistakes of the seventies and eighties in which projects were taken up in countries irrespective of their use for these countries should not be repeated with respect to IT. Rather appropriate, useful and conducive elements  should be implemented in raising the standards of women in Africa.

Such means could be the utilization of radios, televisions and facsimiles. Radio is a widely used form of media in Africa. The organization of radio centers could have women in rural or urban centers assemble together listen to a radio program (in their native language) and then debate the program together. This brings a form of togetherness amongst the women, enables them to discuss relevant topics and would create awareness with the minimum level of logistics and cost involved. In the same way telecenters could be created in which video films of topics such as HIV or female genital mutilation are shown and thereafter discussed. Print technology such as magazines, newspapers and books would also be effective for literate women who could read articles and bring it to the masses.

Conclusion

With the necessary infrastructure, the logistics and a reduction in user cost IT could and would be very effective in improving the role of the African woman and in globally connecting her to the rest of the world, thus also giving the African woman access to more information, other points of view and the moral support she needs. Most African countries however lack the infrastructure and the logistics and as such it is imperative that Africa turns to the grass roots and uses the resources that are available. Parallel to this however should be the search for solutions to the infrastructure problem and the possibility of getting connected through applications such as satellites and wireless connections. However all this cannot be of use when the basic principle of awareness is next to non existent and as such it is imperative that emphasis be put on the education of the up and coming generation but male and female who will be the new leaders and caretakers of Africa. Only with a collective awareness can the role of the African woman, the African man and the whole continent take a turn for the better.
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