WOMEN EMPOWEREMENT THROUGH EDUCATION
If you don’t take gender into account into any of your solutions, you are about to fail
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Introduction

Anywhere in the world, and in developing countries in particular, women’s lives can’t reach their fullest potential due to social, cultural, political and religious discrimination. This negative situation not only harms women but families and children as well. When a nation or a community limit the possibilities of half of its population, development can get more difficult. 

From peace process to science and technologies, from the agricultural world to politics, from corporate boards to the renewable energy sector, from sports to politics, an appropriate gender balance is needed.

This is, first of all, a question of democratic representation. A just and democratic society cannot sustain and call itself such if women’s voices are not present in the debate and women’s needs are not taken into consideration. This is particularly true for countries that live a period of transition. In some cases, a nation can thrive again, despite a recent past of horror and bloodshell, like Rwanda, where women held 49% of parliamentary seat, thanks to women’s contribution.

But this is not only a mere question of democracy. If one looks at the world through the “gender lens”, the reality is different. There are angles, points of view, situations which change if one go over the assumptions that the reality is made by the masculine considered like universal. From planning to budgeting, from housing to health care, not to mention education, it is vital to keep in mind the world is made of men and women. 

Enhancing women’s equality and representation does not mean fighting against men or criminalise all men. As I’ll clarify in the following sections men are not the problem, sexism is. Enriching women is ultimately a benefit for everyone in the society, including men and boys. 

If a community and a nation wants honestly to thrive, gender equality must play a central role in the effort, a role which must not be put aside as “women issues” but treasured and cherished as a way to moove forward. This is not the only way of course but this is indeed as an important one. 

The role of education

A nation that is at its early stage is like a child or a teen. And the best way to nurture a child or a teen is to offer quality care and education. By planting the seeds of knowledge, of free thinking, of hope one can help the child to develop as a healthy individual. Young people and children are citizen of tomorrow and everything is in their own hands. Change is possible beginning with education.  

Enhancing educational opportunities for women

There are many ways in which the girl child can have educational doors opened to her. Having little girls in classes in not enough. Even in remote villages families must understand that a young girl who studies is an open door for all the family. The girl can help manage the credit, offer advice on health and nutrition, have new ideas in order to improve parents’ activities like commerce and agriculture. Whetever in towns or in rural areas, young girls education is the primary tool for emancipation and equality for women and for new insights and contribution to local life. 

It should be the primary occupation of the state and of local authorities to push families to send girls at school, at every level, not just elementary school.

In order to win cultural and social resistance it is important that a group of women begin connect with local women explaining them the practical advantages they can have from a girl schooling. In case of real economic problems the state should help the family in need by providing books, free tuition and everything else is needed. 

As microcredit loans to small women commercial activities have demostrated, investing in women is not only a jus thing but also a profitable one.

Schools provide the best way for a correct physical, intellectual and emotional development. Like latins said: “mens sana in corpore sano”. According to the Women Sports Foundation (Usa) girls that are active in sports are more likely to be succesful in life and to be in good health. Sports activities should be open to girls too and the girl child, from a very young age, should be encouraged to practise a phisycal activity. 

All this is well connected with general health concerns. Beginning with nutrition. You can respect the basic of tradition while providing some change on which type of food is eaten, how it is cooked, etc. This is extremely important for babies. While some programs can help today’s mothers address these concerns, they will not be needed in the future once today’s girls have learnt how to have a health approach to food, health and hygiene.

It is important that schools offer the possibility to open girls’ minds so that they can think for themselves and not according what the family, the religious leader or the tradition wants her to think or act. She can then learn she can do all the type of jobs she wants to do, be valued as a full person and citizen, contribute to society, not be afraid to enter new fields, etc.

In order to achieve all this it is important to reflect that most times than not female teachers, knowingly or not, keep the door closed for girls. This is true even in countries who spots a long history of women’s equality. Women, like scholar Phyllis Chessler, author of “A woman dishumanity to woman” have demostrated, have integrated sexism in their way of thinking. Some women teachers think it’s perfectly normal to push boys toward a career goal and girls toward home or limited job opportunities. Equality can’t be reached until teachers themselves don’t change. Organisms devoted to form teachers and professors should put an emphasys toward changing mentalities of learned adults, both men and women. 

Least but not last, it is important to remember that boys must not be undervalued, blamed or neglected. Indeed they have to learn to value women as equals and not to feel frightened by seeing girls doing new things. Equality means new directions and opportunities for everyone, not putting two groups one against the other. 

Projects:

The following is a list of possible projects devoted to further push women’s equality in and/or through the educational field. Some of the projects are devoted solely to young girls, others to both boys and girls, and are in every stage of the educational process.

Solar women

This is a multipurpose project. Given the lucky geographical position of african countries, solar energy can be a powerful, renewable, profitable and non- polluant  source of energy. With the help of the state, local and international agencies, villages and local communities can build solar plants that can provide energy at the local level. No more pollution, no or little additional cost, self-efficiency, and no more electricity problems. Women should be at the very centre of this project. At the university and at high school level, young women learn the technical skills to manage, install and produce solar systems. And they can connect with local women chiefs to discuss practical aspects such as instruct local people, explaining the benefits, etc. By holding the keys of renewable energy, women can become active agents for change, have a say in planning, be valued and respected. The intersections of women’s equality and a clean envirnoment are too important. Women and their children can have a better life and reach a self-sufficency situation in each community. Universities and high schools must have  40% of seats reserved to women. Affirmative action is the only way to go out from a situation in which half of the population is underrapresented and undervalued. In villages where there is no woman chef, a team made by five learned women will be responsible for everything to planning, child care activities, and the management of energy resources.

Women’s fruits

The same concept apply in agriculture. In times where pesticides have proven to be very harmful, teams of agricultural experts, can connect and instruct with rural communities in order to further their production, bettern their way of living while preserving families’ activities, engaging a fair rural exchange of products, extablishing time banks (a woman look after children in exchange of products) and help establishing rural non-exploitative commerce. Even in this field women must be strongly encouraged to take the lead by working on cooperation between local communities and women from acencies.

Young girls speak out

In order to achieve a change of attitudes, young girls must learn how to speak in public, be responsible, and collaborate for the better good. 

Every year in every school girls can be part of a project aimed at giving ideas to help the school and the local neighbourhood improve. Team made of 4/5 girls must elaborate a project and introduce it to the local school board and/or the local authorities. The projects must be realistic, detailed, well explained. Girls can learn to be argumentaive, work together for the common good and have self-esteem. They also learn they are not passive beings but active contributors to society. At the same time local authorities can learn how much they need women in politics, planning and administration.

Ode to the women

This project is aimed to boys. This is a poetry and narrative contest in which boys present a woman of their choice (real or fictious) and they describe why they admire her. While beauty per se is a plus it is important to stress that inner qualities are important too. This is a way so that boys can learn that women are not pure sexual objects but individuals with qualities, exactly like they are. If the girl described is a girlfriend it is important she is not seen as a possesion but as a person with whom they have a relationship of affection and mutual respect.

Women as inspiration

Imagination is the first source of inspiration. Girls cannot easily enter new fields unless they are encouraged and unless they see living example of success stories they can imitate. Women doctors, police officers, engineers, managers, etc can tour the schools in order to speak to young people. While the general scope is to attract more people for this particular career they can offer a powerful image to girls so may think “I want to be like her”. Boys can learn there is nothing wrong if a women gets succesful and that they can work with women in position of power, encourage their mothers, sisters, girlfriends and that what’s important is how good a person is in doing the job not if it’s a man or a woman. A photographic tour can be imagined by providing schools of pictures of famous black women. This is important so that students can see people similar to them and that women protrayed be involved in activities as diverse as possible including women leaders in religion such as Alyssa Stanton, the first black woman rabbi and Barbara Harris, the first woman bishop in the anglican communion. 

Uncovering women in history

At the academic field a work must be done to discover, put into the spotlight and make known famous women from the past. Whetever they were priestess, queens, warriors or musicians it is important famous women can enter the textbooks. History has not been made by men, women played a role as well, and when it was not the case it is important to clarify why it had been the case. It’s a work that can be useful for every educational level even if it must starts from the university in order to have scientific reserach that can be adapted for didactic purpose. 

Learning from other women

In a world where the global and the local interconnect more often than not, sharing experiences, ideas and resources in a positive way is important. Spaking about women, african women can interconnect with two other ethnic group that share similar concerns: native american women and jewish women. 

Native american women have a past where women hold leadership positions, were equal, made reproductive decisions, were respected elders and were even a source of inspiration for white women of european ancestry during their fight to gain the right to vote, study, own property, etc.

While the situation of native american women has deteriorated young women have taken the led in the fight for equality. Finding common problems, thinking possible solutions, sharing projects can be good for everyone. 

As for jewish women, it must be reminded that jewish people were almost the only group to denounce and act during the Rwanda crisis and during the Sudan genocide.

Jewish women have been and are present in big numbers in all the organisations fighting for women’s equality. Tikkum olam is a jewish sentence that means “repairing the world” and many jewish philantropies have women rights as their proccupation. Even in this case making connections can help working for common goals and develops links of friendships. Teachers can share didactic approach to gender equality, girls can communicate with each other through the web, university professors can establish joint research collaborations.
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