
STARTING A WOMEN STUDIES DEPARTMENT

LOOKING BACK

The invitation to participate in this timely conference was accepted with deep appreciation.  For, it afforded me the opportunity to reflect back nearly 30 years ago on a decisive time within an institution when a decision was taken that changed its life, that of countless women and men, and that of an entire nation.  This is no idle boast as Uganda participants will confirm in the coming sessions.

THE CONTEXT

After nearly two decades of intense political and military upheaval, much of Uganda was in ruins at the beginning of the 1980’s.  Idi Amin had been driven from power.  However, Uganda’s oldest and one of its two universities at the time, Makerere, was not left untouched.  Students from the western region of the country passed through Rwanda to access the campus.  Academic staff who had not gone into exile were conscious of the presence of spies (present-day potential terrorists), that some sat in their classrooms to report back to “the higher authorities”, those professors who were perceived to be threats to the regime.  Tales of abductions and death were rampant.  With a nation whose economy was shattered, also, there was literally no apparent direction for Ugandan women or men but down, and deeper down.  The one glimmer of hope was news coming from a “bush war” being led by the National Resistance Army, that “change” would eventually come.

Also, news began to filter into the country that an event of monumental import for women and girls was being planned, which lasting impact, globally, could not be fathomed at the time.

WOMEN’S MOVEMENT: BIRTHING THE “RIGHTS CONSCIOUSNESS”
By 1984 plans were being made by the then National Council of Women – the only official body left, since other women’s groups outside the religious establishment were banned by the Amin Government.  The Council mobilized for attendance at the Third UN Conference on Women – known also as the 1985 Decade for Women’s Conference to be convened in Nairobi, Kenya.  Elite women - largely connected to the political, social and religious establishments, or wives of prominent men, were identified to be sponsored or funded for that gathering.  This left other women, unfunded, especially the rural woman.  But more significantly, those who could afford the conference were not officially endorsed to attend, or to cross the border into the neighboring country.
Nevertheless, a decision of women in all categories, including academia, prompted them to be “self-sponsoring”.  Having inaugurated the social welfare programme within the Government of Kenya in the mid-sixties, and with a teenage daughter to be exposed to the Women’s Movement, this presenter was among this latter group who had to be at Nairobi, even without official backing and at personal expense!

NAIROBI: THE GENESIS OF WOMEN STUDIES DEPARTMENT
The Decade Conference at Nairobi proved to be a virtual feast to the mind as well as the spirit.  For there,  women interacted across ages, classes, continents. The educated Koreans with the beaded and bare-footed Sambura women of Kenya; the Ghanaians with their appropriate technologies on display with women from the greatly industrialized nations -  together with others of less advancement - discussing peace, violence against women, education of the girl child, and development.  The issue of women’s rights was a major focus of the women’s discourse. Women in conflict situations, women needing to demand greater economic and political power – the challenges were unending – making the two weeks of meeting seem far too short.

BACK IN UGANDA: MAKERERE UNIVERSITY TAKES ON THE LESSONS OF THE UN DECADE CONFERENCE 

The seeds planted at Nairobi were soon to blossom at Makerere University. This was not due solely to opportunities for personal growth, prominent international net-working, nor the many lessons learned.  Rather, that seed which germinated was borne of an observation that still remains a challenge among women in Africa, no less than elsewhere, of lost opportunities.  For, Ugandan women of the “official” delegation – many among the “elite”, were preoccupied with displaying and selling their African beads and crafts, sitting around on mats, chatting and drinking tea.  Their presence was hardly felt,  or seen, in the conference halls where ground-breaking discussions were going on across the Nairobi University campus.
That perception, the disappointment and anger drove the narrative of the Decade Conference which this presenter reported back to colleagues at Makerere who did not have the privilege of attending the meeting.  One week into August 1985, immediately after the fall of the Obote II regime, the story of the Decade began to be spread at Makerere University, first within the Social Science Faculty, then to women of the University’s administration -  noteably, the Office of the Vice Chancellor, the Appointments Board, the Academic Registrar, and to women in other departments.  The Association of University Women was approached with the “good news” of Nairobi.  A nucleus of energized women quickly formed; an office space was soon overrun.  Within a month the gathering could not be contained in a seminar room, nor was  a lecture hall adequate  after September 1985.  By the 19th November, 1985 the radicalizing challenge to women at Nairobi had given birth to Uganda’s first broad-based women’s rights organization, i.e., Action for Development.  It introduced its first chairperson to a packed hall at Kampala City Council.  This body – still vibrant – spurred the Women’s Movement in Uganda. Its offspring – newly formed women’s organizations – took on radical agendas leading to policies and programmes impacting all areas of life of Ugandans.  ACFODE, the leader of a growing coalition, went further to organize the Mukono Conference in December 1986 that drew nearly  320 women from the then 34 districts. They were called to receive a report of Nairobi with the implications that emerged.  How Ugandan women would respond  was the implicit question.
The women from urban and rural areas  and all walks of life were challenged to seize the opportunities portended for women.  
This call was again made, on the 7th March 1987 when the first – ever global Women’s Day celebration was organized in Uganda at the National Conference Centre.  President Yoweri Museveni was invited to meet the women of Uganda.  In his addressed, he characterized the situation they were in as “backward”.  He promised a change in their condition  through an inclusive regime that would elevate women by promoting them to positions equal to those of men.
 There was a sound reason why this promise made by President Museveni was believed.  At the close of the NRA-led conflict, Ugandans learned for the first time that women had been involved and were promoted to ranks of officer,  commanding men on the front-line.  They also played significant roles as diplomats in preparing the ground for a post-war era.  The Commanders Zzizinga, Mukwaya and Njuba became legendary names. Other women, since his coming to power,  had been appointed to visible, non-traditional leadership posts on boards and in commissions.  This post-war development,  as much as any other, began shaping the way men and women viewed roles for women.  Such strategies of the NRM regime also opened up minds of Ugandan men and women that there could be a larger role for them in power and politics.  However, the dominant patriarchical system prevailed, making the Women’s Movement, i.e., efforts to advance their causes, the source of male jokes.  When women began to demand the right for a wider participation through leadership roles in government, in business and in academia, the standard response of the male population was that there was an absence of women having qualifications necessary for the coveted posts.  At the time of the 1985-1986 conferences there were, indeed, less than five female professors and associate professors among over thirty-five  men with such posts at Makerere University.

BEYOND THE CAMPUS AND BACK

The emerging space for women provided by the NRM and the crucial role played by the women’s coalitions in identifying issues, serving as pressure groups and providing support to the activities under way at Makerere, explain why the events of the next three years proved to have fallen in  such fertile ground for the birth of Makerere University Women’s Studies Department.  It was opened in 1991, just five years after the Decade Conference in Nairobi.
In the effort to respond to the possible openings, women collected resumes to be submitted wherever there were opportunities for women to be appointed to high ranking posts.  However, providing Government and private companies with names and numbers was not enough. Indeed, that were a limited pool of women equipped to take on top leadership roles beyond the University as well as within academia. 
The realities on the ground confirmed the need to integrate efforts of the Women’s Movement activists with those of women in academia to ensure that more of them did gain access to the institution of higher learning to be equipped with the qualifications required for broader participation across all sectors. STARTING THE WOMEN’S STUDIES DEPARTMENT
The skillful promotion of the ideas generated by all the fore-going events described, gradually crystallized into the desire of women, first, and then the recognition that if women were to play more strategic roles in society, that society itself should provide the necessary education and training for the wider participation.
Neither the decades of political and military turbulence, nor the birth of the women’s rights movement alone, however, could  generate the will for change within the traditional, male-dominated academic institution which, by its very nature, would demand a departure from traditions and the status quo.  
The foregoing examination of events, therefore, supports the conclusion that -  taken together - - the events described above were necessary to  providing the environment  that made the innovation of establishing the Women Studies Department – among, if not the first in most of Africa, a viable possibility.

PIVOTAL: DONOR SUPPORT
The timing of and actual start-up of the Department might have rested, finally, on the outcome of another post-war event.  In July 1987 the University leadership invited the international donor community to explore ways the former, prominent institution of learning might be rehabilitated and returned  again  to its former regional and international standards of excellence.
In attendance were the leading donors – some having returned to Uganda when peace was restored.  Among those present were representatives of the Council British Council, USAID, The Ford Foundation, SAREC, Konrad Adenaur Foundation and the European Union.

Having set a pattern of taking the initiative to engage the social and political male power, ACFODE, other leaders within the Women’s Movement and academic leadership being represented – though not at the top of Makerere’s centres of influence, nevertheless – were determined to seize once again the opportunity to advance women.  And having already begun to lobby for posts, including that of a Minister for Women, the Social Science Faculty with the Association of University Women and from the Administration combined efforts to secure the establishment  of a Women Studies Department.  First, discussions were held with the committees responsible for planning the Donor’s Conference. Then, more specifically, within the Social Science Faculty the endorsement of the Dean was sought and granted. He became the intermediate, driving force at the highest  levels to ensure that a paper, advocating the Women Studies Department would be put on the historic agenda.

A major outcome of the presentation of the paper which was  made by women who were both activists and academics was an immediate and  positive response from that select group.  Significantly, the document set out the  rationale for operationalising the vision of Uganda’s women: to have  access locally to university level education.  The document attempted also to clearly state the interests and needs that would be addressed by the Department, and in turn, the outcomes that would lead to benefits to the society as a whole. 

In summary, the response of these representatives was this: the credibility of Makerere University’s leadership and the seriousness it took in its role to rebuild the institution would be assessed, measured and judged by the priority  it would give  to the petition made by women  that the  Women Studies Department be established.

STARTING SMALL BUT SOLIDLY
The women proponents - – mindful of how fragil the support among the majority of the male population was to greater equality for women in the society, as a whole, and male domination in academia, specifically, the proposal presented a structure that would not differ drastically from other departments prevailing at Makerere.  There was awareness, also, of the necessity to avoid, or minimize, the  creation of resistance rather than  generate the support of male colleagues for the ideas advanced. 
The proposal therefore called for launching a department that would be fully endorsed by University governance, structures such as its Council,  rather than a programme of activities being provided by a loose coalition of academic and support staff.  Further, the proposed department should be at par with all other university departments.  It was assumed that this  would give its leadership a voice and visibility in all important fora.  Potentially, departmental status would open the door for women in academia to advance on the basis of qualifications and merit, rather than on the basis of female tokenism.  
The departmental structure would be enhanced and justified by the introduction from the outset of relevant curricula and a strong emphasis on research. Thus, the University was petitioned, secondly,  to award initially the near highest degree – the Masters – rather than the lowest, the diploma.  It was argued that tat that level, the Department’s initial staff would set the direction and pace for further advancements.  No more than 10 students need be admitted at the first intake.  However, the physical space allocated to women  should be strategically located, visible and permanent - no sub-letting!  At the launching, there need be no more than one room and one desk for the one staff person: that person should hold the Ph.D and rank of a professor.
With the endorsement by the University leadership and the donor representation in July 1987, a major objective,  - fully  supported by the Women’s Movement of Uganda -  was achieved: the advancement of higher education and training focused on women which, in time, would drive subsequent activities supporting their wider goals – gender equality and equity. The host Faculty, Social Sciences, took up the challenge of beginning the determination of  course curricula and research agendas as well as identifying experts to assist with academic start-up activity  - the  development of courses,  planning and securing funding resources.  These tasks were ably spearheaded by the Faculty and the first Head of Department of Women’s Studies.  
TODAY
Thirty  years have passed.  The Women Studies Department  was launched and has succeeded against all odds for that period when the idea was birthed.  It is recognized that what has been presented in this paper  as a way to start a Women Studies Department draws on the unique  experience of one country, Uganda.  Its history and context differ greatly from that of many other countries which are  represented at this Conference. Each listener will need to determine the relevance of what has been said where she or he is in the local formation of department. There are surely lessons that can be learned from our story, and  if the lessons are applied.  It is hoped that when these lessons are identified during the discussions to follow, the sharing will give birth to many other new,  relevant Women Studies Departments -  offsprings, spring up across Africa and beyond.
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