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      Preface

    


    
      Knowledge flows through people yet the discursive journey gender and development has traveled in the first fifty years of its existence has embedded the discourse of change in a theoretical geography beyond culture and context.


      In practice, gender and development discourse, though global in reach, began as a largely monolingual affair in the mid twentieth century led by the international institutions created by the victors of World War II. This international community has driven gender and development discourse through a system of conventions and platforms for action dominated conceptually as well as linguistically by the English-speaking world.


      Since the Luxembourg Declaration of February 2000, the francophone world has been mounting a linguistic challenge to the old order, advancing a new discourse of gender and development through a French-speaking international development lobby. The new francophone discourse engages with culture, context and change in ways not seen before in the international arena. Francophone discourses have operated at the margins of the development process in francophone Africa throughout the postcolonial era. The extent to which the internationalized francophone discourse will succeed in modifying dominant development paradigms and become a prime influence over francophone African gender and development policy will become clearer as we progress through the twenty-first century.


      This book explores these competing discourses of gender and development in the context of francophone West Africa, classified as the least developed region of the world in international gender and development rankings. It maps the international model of gender and development onto countries in the region, highlighting the cultural and contextual gaps in our understanding of what gender and development means in francophone African societies.


      The discussion then goes in search of the context and culture of gender and development discourse in the region of West Africa that came under French colonial administration. It examines the history of gender politics in pre-colonial Africa and the legacy of colonization in the region.


      The study traces the discursive journey through the postcolonial era with an extensive exploration of alternative discourses of development in the region with particular reference to Senegal. It draws from a range of scientific, social scientific and literary sources to uncover dominant and competing paradigms of gender and development. Competing discourses serve to reveal some of the obstacles that lie in the way of rationalist social policy and highlight the dangers of stimulating social change in the absence of an understanding of culture and context.


      The study concludes by evaluating the contemporary agenda for change and the potential for francophone West Africa to generate a more equitable landscape in which to promote social development for all in the twenty-first century.
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      Is There a Gender and Development Crisis in Francophone Africa?
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      Gender and Development in Francophone Africa


      The Making of a Crisis

    


    
      The impact of development policy is a matter of immense importance for people who live in the world’s most economically vulnerable regions and within the massive industry that has grown up around international development, the potential for development policy to address poverty and disadvantage is of particular significance for women. Despite half a century of campaigning and legislation, women in Africa still constitute, according to data currently used to measure quality of life indicators in developing countries, the most disadvantaged population group in the world.1 Reports suggest the situation is once again worsening for these women living in the world’s poorest countries, “reversing the encouraging trend over the previous decade.”2


      This is a study of how gender affects development in French-speaking countries in West Africa. It analyses how policies designed to address the gender dimension of social disadvantage have developed in the postcolonial era, and explores the impact of gender and development policies on the lives of the women in the region.


      By examining the discourse of development the study reveals the extent to which the theory and practice of gender and development has moved on from the decades of dysfunctional and disappointing initiatives that characterised the early years of the postcolonial era. By the last decade of the twentieth century, the international development community3 was forced to concede that women living in the poorest regions of Africa were even more vulnerable to poverty and declining living standards than in the past:


      The international economic environment is highly volatile and unfavourable.

      [. . .] The result is increasing poverty and malnutrition, and declining health and education conditions. These factors must and do eat away the quality of life of every citizen excepting a few elites, and they affect women most seriously.4


      In the early years of the twenty-first century the situation facing women, particularly in Africa, was growing more threatening5 under the impact of economic liberalization and globalization. International trade agreements and specifically the multilateral agreement on investments (MAI) strengthened the position of multinational corporations vis-à-vis developing economies and weakened the already fragile hold these countries had over their own productive markets. By facilitating the entry of foreign competitors into local African markets, the MAI had a potentially threatening impact on the livelihoods of vulnerable local producers. The first local producers to go to the wall in these conditions are those who carry the lowest profit margins and the smallest share of the market. In Africa over two thirds of the small-scale local producers are women.6 While conditions in the mid-decade stabilized, the global recession of the post-2008 period highlighted the risks facing the vulnerable populations of the world’s poorest regions. This situation is of particular concern to the countries of francophone West Africa.7


      In the decades since the fourteen former French colonies of the region gained Independence from France in 1960, all but one of these countries8 have constituted what international development indicators define as the world’s poorest nations. The people living in this region of sub-Saharan Africa have remained particularly vulnerable to the vagaries of the economic environment. A World Bank study of the francophone Sahel conducted in the early 1990s concluded that “despite years of French munificence, particularly in the social sector, the social infrastructure in these countries is woefully inadequate.”9 Subsequent research in the region confirmed that women and girls had become “the main victims of poverty”10 because they are the most exposed to fluctuations in the economic environment.11


      While there has been some local research on gender as a factor determining an individual’s capacity to participate in development and to experience the improved quality of life that development is expected to offer, gender and development as a research category is in its infancy in francophone Africa. This is in stark contrast to elsewhere in the continent.


      Researching Gender and

      Development in Francophone Africa


      The link between gender and development evolved into an industry in Anglophone Africa in the decades following Boserup’s groundbreaking study on the impact of female labor on African development.12 While the impact of gender on development permeated all levels of policy research and formulation in the Anglophone development research communities both in Africa and globally during the 1980s and 1990s, it has remained comparatively marginalized in French and francophone research communities throughout the postcolonial era.13 By the year 2000 the discrepancy between Anglophone and francophone research on gender was being seen as a threat to the future of social science research and teaching in the region:


      The many obstacles to women’s progress in African societies include the difficulty of engendering social science teaching and research in Africa because of the strong resistance to gender conceptualization particularly in the French-speaking countries.14


      The resistance to gender theorizing has inevitably left large gaps in the knowledge base. Furthermore, up to very recent times, efforts to fill these gaps have not been universally welcomed. When Senegalese sociologist Awa Thiam exposed the female experience of polygynous marriage, excision and other contentious socio-cultural issues in her book La Parole aux Négresses,15 the publication received a hostile reception in some influential quarters and resulted in the author leaving the country.16 Hostility to gender theorizing has not been confined to francophone Africa, active and passive resistance to this field of enquiry have resulted in it being a poorly integrated category in social science and humanities research and teaching generally in the twenty-first century.


      From the middle of the first decade of the twenty-first century, the situation has been evolving more rapidly and African institutions, including those located in francophone Africa, are addressing gender as a cross-cutting research issue. For its part the Institut fondamental de l’Afrique noire (IFAN), the research institute in which Thiam conducted her research, opened its first gender research center17 in 2006. Francophone Africa’s oldest university, the University Cheik Anta Diop of Dakar (UCAD) likewise responded with a research unit bearing the more traditional title of Laboratoire femmes, sociétés et cultures the following year. While the official title of this center may not reflect the current focus on relocating women’s studies within gender studies, research being conducted within such institutions responds to wider concerns about the colonial and postcolonial legacies of resistance to gender theorizing. The structures through which knowledge is being disseminated and the gendered nature of the entire knowledge base are under interrogation:


      The Academy is not an abstract carrier of a totality of neutral knowledge, but houses men and women marked by cultures and specific memories [. . .] the institutional and intellectual culture of UCAD has reinforced the masculinisation of the institution. [. . .] The intellectual and political dimensions of gender

      [. . .] call into question the ideological character of knowledge as this knowledge renders certain actors and social dynamics invisible.18


      Meanwhile the need to address the gaps in the knowledge base and the need to re-evaluate the inherited knowledge base in francophone Africa have been addressed in academic-related institutions for some considerable time in both Anglophone and francophone Africa. African women researchers have been identifying the connections between gender and economic and social disadvantage in African societies and disseminating this work in local research networks. The Association des femmes dans la recherche et le développement/Association of African Women in Research and Development (AFARD/AAWORD), founded a center in Dakar in the late 1970s and went on to build up a membership across the continent. African academics have also been active in forging international networks at the global conferences hosted by the United Nations since 1975.19 “Feminism,” insofar as it signifies an identification of the subordination of women coupled with an active political engagement to promote the position of women, is a widespread reality in Africa, even though the term itself is sometimes rejected as a “Western” construct. As Obioma Nnaemeka has put it:


      “Feminism” is an English (Western) word but the feminist spirit and ideals are indigenous to the African environment; we do not need to look far into the annals of African history to see the inscription of feminist engagements.20


      African women have found themselves in a position of disadvantage, and indeed widespread destitution, not because of a failure to recognise their rights in society or a failure to act upon them. The forces dictating the shape of the African economies are immensely complex, as are the roles of individuals, male and female, within these economies. It has been in response to these issues of pauperization and social vulnerability that the theory and practice of gender and development policy has evolved over the past 30 years.


      How Did the Development Community Respond

      to the Gender and Development Crisis in Africa?


      The origins of contemporary gender and development policy in the economically less developed countries can be traced to the aftermath of decolonization, when the developing countries and the industrial and former colonial powers created a policy arena within which to regulate their primarily economic interactions. At that stage social development policy in the so-called Third World was conceived as an adjunct of economic development policy, involving little more than emergency aid and relief. Over the decades, it transpired that “economic development” was not translating into improved quality of life among the world’s poor. The economic theory of “trickle-down” that prevailed in the 1970s and claimed that increased wealth at the top of society trickles down eventually to the lowest levels of society, was becoming increasingly unsustainable. By 1990 it was acknowledged in the international community that the gap between rich and poor had in fact widened over the previous 30 years. Evidence that the world’s poor were not becoming wealthier had become overwhelming, with the number of poor people rising consistently throughout the last years of the twentieth century. Ignacio Ramonet summarized the trend in 2000 noting that whereas in 1960 the richest 20 percent of the world’s population was 30 times richer than the poorest 20 percent, by the end of the century the richest 20 percent had become 80 times richer than the poorest 20 percent, and the numbers of poor had grown exponentially to reach some 5.5 billion.21 Immanuel Wallerstein underlined the point in 2005 in his introduction to Africa: The Politics of Independence and Unity: “All statistics point to Africa as not only the poorest continent but, relative to the rest of the world, much poorer than it was fifty years ago (and in many cases in real terms as well).”22


      While commentators proceeded to chip away at the erroneous belief that economic development automatically brought benefits to the world’s poor, social development policy became increasingly integrated into national and international development economics as the means of rectifying this weakness in the prevailing economic system of the market economy. Systematic development data collection was introduced to measure social well-being spread across the whole population, in terms of access to a range of social goods (education, health, life expectancy, etc.). The term social development policy was invented as the instrument through which the national and international community could intervene in economic development to promote the quality of life of the population as a whole. As social development established itself as a separate and distinct area, albeit within the field of development economics, the term itself evolved in several different ways within development studies and within development practice.


      Defining Social Development Policy


      Firstly, social development was and still is used to signify a collection of social policy instruments. Usually these include health services, basic education services, and other policy fields such as the provision of transport services, social housing, amenities such as water and electricity, and benefits such as pensions.23 Secondly, the term social development is also used more broadly in social science research: “Social development can be used in a disciplinary sense, if it is distinguished in particular from economic development.”24 Here the process of social development has been analysed particularly within the discipline of sociology where the emphasis has been on evaluating the power of competing development theories to explain the process of development , and in offering alternatives paradigms.


      Since 1990 a version of social development, known as “human development” has emerged in development economics, largely from the work of economist and Nobel laureate, Amartya Sen, whose “capabilities” approach to development economics revolutionised economic development thinking in the 1980s.25 The change was one of approach more than substance in that the analysis of social development shifted focus from the instruments of social development (policies) and the ideological paradigms within which to analyse them (structures), to the recipients of social development policy (humans), and to social development policy in terms of developing “human capital” (outputs). The impetus behind the subsequent widespread acceptance of the human development definition of social development is its compatibility with market-led economic policies favoured by the international community in its dealings with the developing world.


      Even the IMF and the World Bank, which used to be against the introduction into developing countries of what they regarded as “premature” social welfare institutions (especially given their preoccupation with budget deficits), are now talking about the need to provide a “safety net.”26


      However, the apparent absence of an ethical argument for social development underpinning this approach led to criticisms that human development was being used by its proponents to back up neo-liberal economic policy. Amartya Sen responded by repositioning his human development approach to social development within a human rights framework wherein he and others argued that the poor have a human right to experience the fruits of economic development and that wealth redistribution is not only good for the economy but is also an ethical necessity. 27 This discourse of rights was rapidly integrated into the discourse of social development in the first half of the 1990s, as the contribution of Gabon to the first international social development summit organised by the United Nations in Copenhagen in 1995 illustrates28:


      La nouveauté de l’approche tient ici à la remise en cause par la Communauté internationale du «postulat de base: c’est l’économique et le financier qui se trouvent au poste de commandement. Le social sera donné de surcroît». L’on abandonne ainsi la vision exclusivement quantitative du développement pour une vision plus qualitative. L’homme cesse d’être une simple machine à produire des richesses c’est-à-dire un simple capital humain.29


      Women in the Discourse of Human Development


      The new human development approach, based on the human rights discourse that had evolved since the international community started codifying rights in 1948, claims as one of its outputs “the liberation of women” through access to education and to the other services provided under the human development umbrella.30 Sen, Nussbaum, and Glover proposed that the education of women was a right but also a way of developing human capital insofar as education constitutes a means of releasing enormous potential for growth into the economy. The belief in the impact on economic growth of knowledge transfer and of technological expertise in the population is supported by the example of East Asian growth during the 1980s and 1990s.


      The human development approach currently has widespread influence in the international development community31 and particularly as
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