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1. INTRODUCTION: THE ONLY “CONSTANT” IN LIFE IS “CHANGE”
It’s that time of the year again when we reflect on how far we have travelled along the way to gender equality and what we need to do in order to accelerate our pace along this journey.  This year’s International Women’s Day theme on inspiring change in partnership with men and boys is particularly relevant at this time when we see the emergence of “men’s organisations” around the continent.  The call to engage our male counterparts in empowering women and girls was made at the international level as far back as 1994 at the International Conference on Population and Development.  The message has been echoed at several UN summits and conferences as well as regional symposia.  The 2009 Rio MenEngage Declaration renewed the call on men to participate in achieving gender equality.  
Today we see a trend in the development industry where UN Agencies, bilateral donors and multilateral institutions such as the World Bank and IMF insist that if you are working on gender equality you must involve the men.  Men around the world have taken heed of this development and are forming their own organisations to tap into this new well of potential funding—working on gender issues.

This afternoon, I wish to put my own spin on the theme of inspiring change with men by reflecting on the nascent (but growing) men’s organisations in Africa.  There are several questions that we need to ask: 

· How do we ascertain that in this new dispensation where men are working on gender equality the concept of gender is not taken to merely mean ‘men and women’ and not stripped of the notions of power, privilege and subordination?  
· Is the increasing focus on men the latest fad within the broader development framework?  
· How do we ensure that it is not reduced to a “flavour of the week” agenda in the wider African women’s movements?  
· In the context of current African women’s movements that are dealing with issues of burn-out, de-politicisation and backlash, how do we guard against men dominating or taking over the reins of women’s liberation?  (e.g. should men become executive directors of women’s rights organisations?)
When many of us joined the women’s movements in our small continental corners decades ago, we nurtured ideas and actions that we thought would change our world. Today, feminist activists around the continent are ironically fighting tooth and nail to halt the changes that are threatening to roll back hard–won gender equity gains and social progress.  Most of these changes are a result of a wide and multi–faceted backlash against women’s rights worldwide. The backlash and resistance is presented in various forms of fundamentalisms (economic, religious, cultural, political etc).  It is a direct response by men and other conservative forces to the changing position and expectations of African women – an attempt to stall the rapidly changing gender terrain on the continent.  It is also an attempt to depoliticize and appropriate (co-opt) the gender agenda.
It is important to note that thus far, most of the gains that we have won in the quest for gender justice have happened not because of but in spite of men. In other words, the gains realized so far hardly include the factors of “change in men.”  The relative freedoms and opportunities that women enjoy today have been won through feminist struggles and the exertion of political pressure, advancement in science and technology (e.g. contraceptives), educational opportunities, employment, the HIV/ AIDS scourge (ironically), etc.  I strongly believe that one of the reasons why the gains that feminists have achieved on this continent are under serious threat today is because there has been very little “change within African men” during the past six decades of the contemporary women’s movements in Africa.

So, given the realities of male privilege and the structural and institutional power that still holds true today, it is extremely important that we pay serious attention to the terms under which men work with women for gender equality.  If we ever hope to change the reverse gear of women’s gains, to push our gains further down the road of emancipation and gender justice, not only should we pay attention to conscientizing and changing the psyche of African men but we must also work to transform the institutions that produce and reproduce gender hierarchies.  In essence this means working with men to undermine their institutional power and privilege.  Ideally this would be the next logical step in what I want to describe as “the new wave of African feminism.”  The critical question, however, is “HOW” do we engage with this new constituency?
II. WHAT ARE THE TERMS OF ENGAGEMENT?

In the past decade or so, there has emerged a new phenomenon on the continent, that is, men’s organisations advocating for rights.  These organisations have been classified into three categories: those formed to defend male privilege (e.g., Men against Women Empowerment in Kenya and the South African Association of Men); those formed to deal with what they see as a crisis in masculinity (e.g., Maendeleo ya Wanaume [development for men] in Kenya and Promise Keepers of South Africa); and those working to advance gender equality (e.g., Men for Equality of Women and Men–Kenya; Padare Men’s Forum–Zimbabwe, and Sonke Gender Justice-South Africa).
 
In other words we have some conservative anti–feminist men’s organizations as well as the relatively progressive pro-feminist men’s organizations. The former are misogynous and with a disruptive agenda set to reverse feminists’ gains and maintain the patriarchal status quo.  The latter have expressed sympathy with the African feminist cause.  Their work mostly addresses domestic violence and HIV/AIDS.  In countries such as Uganda, Rwanda and DRC women’s rights organisations are involving men in gender equality initiatives regarding violence against women.  However, studies have shown that even for the pro-feminist men’s organisations the tendency is to narrowly interpret sex roles and tend to focus on individuals rather than acknowledge the structures and systems of power that lead to women’s subordination.
  This leads to a depoliticisation of the issues.  Feminists are aware that the personal is political and understand that to effectively deal with issues like violence against women we need to ‘shake up’ the institutions that lead to women’s subordination including the patriarchal family, the market, religion, sexuality and the state.  Hence, we in the feminist movement cannot sit back and watch men’s organisations trample and take charge of the ground that we have so tirelessly and determinedly nurtured without making any strategic interventions.

We should further note that most of these pro-feminists men’s organisations have sprung up as a direct response to the international call for women to involve men in the struggle for gender equality.  Specifically, the donors perceive them as a convenient means to broader millennium development goals such as health (particularly HIV) and education.  Shamim Meer argues that donors view working with men on gender issues as a new ‘silver bullet’ that could reduce costs to say, the healthcare system and meet their prioritized efficiency goals.
  Few of the pro-feminist men’s organisations have been inspired by feminist scholarship and advocacy. Few understand and appreciate feminist critiques of patriarchy and the different relations that men and women hold in the sex-gender system. So, while we may want to embrace them (not as appendages of women’s organizations, but as allies in the struggle for gender justice), we must do so strategically.  The alliances must be thought through, both in a bid to fully understand their agenda, but also, so as not to have our own agenda subsumed within theirs.

The emergence of the men’s movements on the continent serves as a pertinent wake–up call for us to rethink, re-strategize and launch an African feminist renaissance. It is a great opportunity for the various organizations within the feminist movement to stoke the dying fires under our complacent bellies and revamp our waning activism. It is an opportune moment for us to (re)turn the spotlight on the politics of gender relations, to re-evaluate forces that lead to women’s lesser access and control of resources, power and authority.  It is an opportunity to re-analyze how men’s power comes to be, how men oppress, how they exercise power over women and children and the contradictions within African masculinities. To revisit the theories around topics such as hegemonic masculinities, institutionalized male privilege, the cost of patriarchy to African men, performances of the masculine “subject” (how men “do” gender), etc. it is a great opportunity to re–energize the feminist movement.

In the rise of pro-feminist men’s organisations we should see a timely opportunity to collaborate and network in addressing the rising fundamentalisms and threatening reactions of men to African women’s new sense of power and independence.  How can we, for instance, work together to strike down the newly signed law that purports to regulate what we wear, policing our sartorial practices?  The anti-feminist forces are tackling what they perceive as a “crisis in African masculinities” and we must engage them with the aim of putting them on track, or at a minimum ensuring that they do not pursue a disastrous path in trying to address this “crisis.”

In short, pro-feminist men’s organisations are welcome to support the feminist struggle but only and only if that support is based on the desire to transform institutional power.  This would entail going beyond empowering African men to unlearn their internalized superiority.  Paradigms that exclusively view men as “the enemy” and women as “the victims” are short-sighted and parochial.  But we must remain alive to the fact that as people that experience gender oppression, women are best-placed to lead the struggle for gender justice.  You just have to imagine White people’s organisations take charge of the struggle against racism or a class struggle by workers led by employers.  Men can only partner with women as allies and not as principals in the struggle for gender justice.
III. WHAT ARE THE KEY QUESTIONS? 

As we deliberate and strategize around this new phenomenon of working with men for gender justice, there are some key issues that we must keep in the foreground. These include inter alia:  

a) How are African masculinities (taking into account diversity occasioned by class, age, religion, ethnicity, space, sexuality, disability, etc) changing? And of what significance are these changes to feminism?
b) What threats/ fears do we hold in drawing attention to men’s organizations and how can we overcome them?
c) What threats/ fears, resistance/ contradictions that may lead men to reject engaging with pro-feminist men’s organisations? And how can these be addressed?
d) What is the “Minimum Agenda” that we need to establish in collaborating with men’s organizations? And what forms of collaborations do we adopt? In other words, what are the issues that are not negotiable?
e) What are the experiences of feminist movements in other parts of the world in dealing with men’s movements? What best practices can we borrow to suit our circumstances?
f) What issues need to be taken into account in reconstructing African masculinities? (E.g., positively integrating care economy responsibilities into the new constructs of male identity).
g) What are the strains and tensions that are likely to arise from the men’s movements?
IV. IN LIEU OF CONCLUSION…

We need to make it very clear that in engaging with men’s organizations we are not merely advocating for the problematic “menstreaming”
 approach which is the latest World Bank “fad”, but we are engaging more seriously in overhauling gender politics. In doing so, we seek to transform organisations and institutions that reproduce gender and other inequalities.  
Just as women need women–only spaces to achieve their feminist goals, men too need scope to reflect on their own behaviours and how masculinities are constructed within power relations and inequalities. While we, African feminists, should be cautious in ensuring that our cause is not thrown off the trolley, it is not very useful for us to disengage or adopt cynical skepticism towards the nascent men’s movement. We have to strategically engage with both the anti-feminist and pro-feminist men’s organisations. It is part of our agenda in confronting patriarchy and transforming society.

The struggle continues…   
*   Keynote presented at the International Women’s Day Celebrations, 2014 at the School of Women and Gender Studies, Makerere University (organized by the School in collaboration with the French Embassy and UNWomen).
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