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The Need for an International Focus

Elizabeth Archampong*
It is a pleasure for me to contribute to this first edition of feminists@law.  I consider it important for feminists@law to develop an international focus, blending insights on feminist legal issues from around the globe. This international focus would ensure that trends in feminist thinking from around the world are kept in perspective; a feminist issue which is considered significantly resolved in one part of the world, may be a current challenge facing women in another part. For instance, law as a tool for getting states to perform their responsibilities of ensuring the personal safety of girls and women, women’s right to own property and maternal health are issues for women worldwide but the challenge is at different levels of resolution in different parts of the world. Thus, feminists@law’s publication of articles reflecting issues at different points of the spectrum of women’s challenges would provide insightful lessons for its readership the world over.

In this light, I consider it important that the difference in the needs of the average woman in Africa and other parts of the world, and the needs of elitist and well placed women be recognized. While food and income security, health, housing, are significant issues for the former, the latter may consider political participation and representation significant in the promotion and protection of women’s rights. feminists@law needs to balance the development of both these “basic” and “aspirational” needs of women, blending in each edition a selection of articles that ensure that, in the words of a Ghanaian proverb, “the right hand baths the left hand and the left hand baths the right hand.”

Further, it is important that feminists@law’s publications address the issue of women’s limited access to formal education in Africa and other parts of the world. Low literacy among African women breeds low self-esteem and an inability to effectively challenge patriarchy. Moreover, many of Africa’s challenges with health and poverty can be effectively eliminated with an educated populace. Women form over 50% of the population in most African countries and with sound education they can make a significant difference. As Kwegyir Aggrey, a renowned Ghanaian educationist put it, “the surest way to keep people down is to educate the men and neglect the women. If you educate a man you simply educate an individual, but if you educate a woman, you educate a family.”
 

Increasingly, the drive to mainstream gender, in all state processes, is gaining momentum. Apusigah has observed that, “increasing realization of the differing effects, often negative, of gender-blind planning has sparked off moves to evoke differential treatment in planning for growth and development.”
 Scholarly analysis of Ghana’s experience of structural adjustment and poverty reduction strategies reflects significant defects where gender and the social impact of such programmes are ignored.
 Also, political and economic decision making that does not incorporate a gender perspective tends to lead to skewed outcomes with limited benefits for women. I consider it important for feminists@law’s publications to encourage feminist legal theorizing on the role of gender in state policies, especially in Africa.

I also consider it important that feminists@law promote scholarly work on the issue of domestic violence. Violence against women has received attention at both the international and regional level. Although CEDAW does not directly address violence against women, the monitoring Committee for CEDAW has dealt with the issue in its General Recommendation No. 19 (1992), explaining that discrimination under CEDAW includes violence against women. At the regional level, Article 4 of the Protocol to the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights on the Rights of Women in Africa requires all State Parties to enact and enforce law to prohibit violence against women. Domestic violence poses significant challenges in most African communities. Socio-cultural practices and women’s low economic and political status have ensured that women continue to be viewed as property and subordinate to their male counterparts. The average Ghanaian man considers it appropriate to “discipline” a woman, leading to physical or psychological abuse.
 feminists@law can make a difference by promoting the publication of works that advance ways to effectively tackle gender violence, especially in African societies.

feminists@law’s open access status makes it a truly global journal and provides an opportunity to move feminist legal research forward. I reiterate my pleasure at being part of this first edition.
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