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More praise for Women and ICT in Africa and the
Middle East

‘In this welcome addition to the growing literature in the field of
women, development and ICT, a range of case studies elucidate both
the emancipatory nature of ICT and the formidable structural and
cultural obstacles that remain.’

(Valentine M. Moghadam, Northeastern University)

“This is a rich, challenging and rewarding read for anyone interested
in better understanding the role of ICT in women’s empowerment.
This book offers reasons to be optimistic about the transformative
potential of ICT without losing sight of the power structures in which
they are embedded.’

(Martin Scott, author of Media and Development)



Foreword

The significant problems we face cannot be solved at the same level
of thinking we were at when we created them. (Einstein)

We've all had that ‘ah-ha’ moment when suddenly things become a
whole lot clearer. It is as if a veil has been lifted and we are seeing the
world with new eyes. Sometimes it is as if the world itself, and our
position in it, are forever changed.

Such insights come only when we are ready for them. This is
anatural part of the process of human growth, Only when we are
mature enough do we begin to see our parents as humans with their
strengths and weaknesses. And, as Steven Covey explains in his book
The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People, only after we have become truly
independent beings can we begin to accept and take advantage of the
reality of our interdependence.

This book is the end product of a long journey that has intertwined
research and personal growth. The research and methodologies
in this book were made possible by the experiences from the first
GRACE Network, which cumulated in the path-breaking book African
Women and ICTs: Investigating Technology, Gender and Empowerment.
Each step along the way since then not only saw a deepening of
the substantive knowledge of the interaction between gender and
information and communication technologies (ICTs) (first in Africa,
later to be expanded to the Middle East) but was equally a process of
deepening self-awareness for all involved.

In a world where the subjugation of women isn’t always
disturbingly blatant, but rather exceedingly subtle and hidden from
our day-to-day consciousness, buried under layers of deep-seated,
calcified assumptions and identities, researchers have to be able to
bring these subtleties into consciousness. Only then is it possible
for those researchers to do justice to the lived realities of research
respondents and researcher-selves, both from an empirical and from
an engagement-for-change perspective. As this book clearly reveals,
research then becomes as much an empirical examination of the
external world as an internal process of self-reflection.



But the unique methodological approach applied by the
researchers in this book is not just a contribution to ICT for
development (ICT4D) or ICTs and gender research; rather it is
applicable to research for development writ large. It is a means
and process that provides researchers with the tools to counteract
deeply ingrained biases, and helps keep them aligned with their
ultimate purpose of making the world a better place. This coherence
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is critical -~ otherwise we increase our risk of being unwitting
participants in or even contributors to the social injustices that we
seek to overcome.

Humanity is pressed with deep and systemic challenges: poverty,
climate change, pervasive inequality. To address these challenges,
Einstein’s proverb is more relevant than ever. Changing our level
of thinking, however, is not easy - but it is possible. What the
experiences within this book teach us is that, if we want to change our
level of thinking in order to solve a problem, perhaps we should first
seek to change our level of being.

Matthew L. Smith
International Development Research Centre
4 October 2013
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Introduction

INEKE BUSKENS

The time and space we live in

With this book on women, gender and information communica-
tion technology (ICT) in Africa and the Middle East we, as the Gender
Research in Africa and the Middle East into ICTs for Empowerment
(GRACE) Network, are, for the time being, concluding our work as a
research network, which has focused on the nexus between women'’s
empowerment and ICT since 2004. The twenty-one research projects
conducted in fourteen countries that are the ground from which this
book has emerged were conducted in the period 2008-12, a period that
presented both great opportunities and great challenges, not only for
ourselves and our research associates and respondents but also for peo-
ple across the globe.

Our time is the era of the networked society, of the information or
knowledge society. GRACE, as a network, would not even have existed
without the technology that allowed us to connect when we wanted
to and share what we needed to. ICT is enabling effortless and almost
instantaneous sharing and is making scientific collaboration and there-
fore the scientific enterprise as a whole exponentially more exciting and
effective,

Furthermore, many resources (books, articles) have become available
for free download from the Internet, making it possible for scholars and
activists from the Global South, such as ourselves, situated in areas or
countries sometimes without access to well-stocked libraries and book-
stores, to become acquainted with and hence participate in recent think-
ing and debates.

And yet this time is also one of rising inequality, of crises, wars and
disasters (Ryan-Collins et al. 2009; Cohen 2012). In our particular regions
we experienced revolutions, sectarian violence and civil war and ongo-
ing occupation.! Globally the scramble for the natural resources that are
needed to sustain our ‘modern’ way of life has created unprecedented
destruction of social and natural habitats. How unsustainable our ‘devel-
oped’ and now increasingly global way of life actually is has become pain-
fully clear over the past few years. As Naomi Klein (2011) put it: ‘The new
normal is serial disasters: ecological and economic.’



As the place where many of the resources coveted by the ‘developed’
North are located, the global South has had more than its fair share of the
fall-out of this scramble, Minerals, oil, agricultural produce, currencies
(Jabbar 2013) and human talent continue to be extracted from southern
lands, facilitated by civil war and unrest, by slave labour prices and prac-
tices and by the crippling debts that participation in the global financial
system has created for many countries in the South.

Increased liberalization and expansion of international trade, which
occurred in the aftermath of the Cold War, has exacerbated the level and
intensity of conflicts in resource-rich African countries to such a degree
that there is indeed reason to speak of ‘the resource curse’. The minerals
that are essential for the production of ICT electronics, such as mobile
phones, laptops and MP3 players, are, to a large degree, extracted from
the Congo. Called ‘conflict minerals’, coltan,” cassiterite, wolframite and
gold have thus prompted renewed debate around the tension between
African national sovereignty and property rights reform on the one hand
and the transnational governance of minerals on the other (see Gorilla
Organization 2008).

While e-resources travel from the South to the North, e-waste has started
to travel more and more from the North to the South (see Greenpeace 2009).
One of the new hotspots for this dumping is Accra, Ghana, where the way
in which the waste is processed presents grave health risks for the people
handling it.3 The irony is, of course, that the people who mine the minerals
and process the waste, while probably happy with the fact that this provides
them with alivelihood, are not in the position to really make full and empow-
ered use of the technology that is created and disposed of by their work.

Although the above just touches the surface of the way power (eco-
nomic and financial) and ICT can intersect in our globalized world, it may
help to sketch the contours of the complex dilemmas facing scholars in
development studies in general and ICT for development (ICT4D) in par-
ticular (Gurumurthy et al. 2009), especially when they are from the global
South, as we are. Acknowledging how the current neoliberal global eco-
nomic and financial systems are causing pervasive damage to our ecosys-
tems and endangering the well-being of so many people especially in the
South, we had to carefully examine how to think about the way we worked.
While focusing on development as freedom (Sen 1999) and realizing the
powerful and empowering experience and manifestation of individual
choice (Kleine 2013), we had to acknowledge both the constraints and
enablers that were our respondents’ realities in a profoundly sexist and
deeply unjust globalizing world (O'Hearn 2009). The following questions
presented themselves to us:



« Will it be possible to turn ICT into a force for the good for the develop-
ing world, or will ICT, despite its tremendous capacity for connection,
sharing, mobilization, communication and education, only increase
the already growing inequalities between rich and poor nations, organ-
izations and individuals?

« Since ICT has become an inseparable part of our human, social and
economic life, how might ICT as space, as way of life, as technology
and as science be influenced and formed by notions of social justice
and sustainability?

Summing it up for us was the question: ‘What value systems should
guide us and how should we be guided by those values?’ In the broad-
est sense, the GRACE research vision is aligned with a world where
all people are free, a world that is grounded in social justice and sus-
tainability. The question of how this almost trans-personal and tran-
scendental vision should guide the research had to be answered and
realized by each researcher individually. The researchers did not align
their projects to this purpose in the sense of action steps that would
lead to this goal in a linear progression. The overall vision functioned
rather as a ‘true north’, a magnet that would influence decisions on all
matters of research choice.

Research for the purpose of social transformation

Since it was imperative to bring what we were envisioning, planning,
designing and conducting in line with a loving, just and sustainable
world, we needed to develop our capacity for ethical agency and learn how
to bring this to bear on both research purposes and processes (Van der
Velden 2008). In the first GRACE phase (2005-08), researchers’ agency
was also important, but more as a methodological asset in the sense that
being in touch with one’s own agency sensitizes one to understanding
respondents’ capacities, opportunities and hindrances for agency better;
this was the overall purpose of this phase (Buskens 2009, 2010).

Within this second phase, which started in 2008, after the comple-
tion of the first book, African Women and ICTs: Investigating Technology,
Gender and Empowerment, the research projects were grounded in inten-
tional purpose-aligned thinking on various levels (Buskens 2011b, 2013).
Researchers would formulate not only a research question but also three
social change purposes that they would love to see their project contrib-
ute to: one that was specific for their project, one for their region and one
for the project as a whole. This purpose-aligned thinking strengthened
their conative, intentional mental capacity (Huitt and Cain 2005; Huitt
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2007) and helped them to become cognizant of their own agency in rela-
tion to their own aspirations and environmental conditions and learn
how to develop it.

The researchers chose their individual project purposes for strategic
reasons in relation to the most prevalent forms of gender inequality in
their country, and on the basis of personal research interests and/or
methodological or theoretical strengths. The overall GRACE Network pur-
pose was ‘women’s empowerment through ICT’; the regional purpose for
the Africa group was ‘the transformation of Africa in the sense of Africa
taking its dignity back’ and the regional purpose for the Middle Eastern
group was ‘to see women thrive and flourish’. The vision of a better world
for all bound these purposes together.

While this purpose-aligned research approach was innovative in its
ontological and epistemological aspects and normative in its alignment
with the various levels of values the researchers embraced, methodo-
logically the projects followed traditional protocols and quality criteria
that were appropriate for the respective methods and techniques. The
studies included quantitative approaches, mixtures of quantitative and
qualitative methods, qualitative descriptive research (sometimes with
participant observation), collaborative inquiry, participatory action
research and normative action research processes. In terms of research
participants, some researchers worked with academic groups, some with
professionals, some with unskilled/semi-skilled women and some with
mixed groups. The research methodology and research-capacity-building
methodology that formed and informed the knowledge-construction pro-
cesses that ground this book are further explored in Chapter 22.

Gender and ICT4D research: conforming, reforming and
transforming

The approach we have chosen to work with in the field of gender and
ICT4D is by no means the only one. Taking as a point of departure the
view-points of researcher perspectives, both on gender relations and on
the socioeconomic-political-religious structures that support them, com-
bined with researcher intentionalities regarding the social change they
want their research efforts to contribute to, presents us with the distinc-
tion between conformist, reformist and transformist gender research
approaches (Buskens 2014). Although all three stances will result in proj-
ects that bring about personal and social change, they do so in very differ-
ent ways and the ultimate effects will also be very different.

In assisting women to conform to existing gender relations and soci-
ety as it is, researchers will inevitably contribute to maintaining and
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strengthening the status quo. Reformers want to see measures taken to
address gender inequality through education and various policies but
without directly challenging the existing societal and economic context.
In a sense, reformers will also contribute to maintaining the status quo,
although reformed gender relations can lead to profound changes in
society, as can be witnessed in advanced economies in the Global North.
Transformers, on the other hand, want to see society transformed in all
its aspects since they see systemic gender biases not only as problems in
themselves but also as symptoms of a deeper problem plaguing human
societies (Jain and Elson 2010, 2011). Transformers will thus want to
address in and through their research the underlying reasons that soci-
ety has always and almost everywhere been a non-level playing field for
women (Buskens 2015).

Transformation has been the leading thought in efforts towards gen-
der-mainstreaming of policies and regulations. Indications are, however,
that gender-mainstreaming has failed as a strategy towards effective and
sustainable change towards gender equality and women'’s empowerment
in development interventions (Brouwers 2013). Transformation in the
form of gender-mainstreaming could theoretically also inform research
processes, but, given the fact that the most important research instru-
ment remains the researcher’s own mindset and that all environments
and cultures are still sexist to various degrees (Eichler 1991), gender-
mainstreaming efforts that would focus on conceptual and procedural
research design and process decisions while excluding the persons of
the researchers would probably have limited success. The most success-
ful approach towards transformation as a strategy for gender equality in
development research in general and ICT4D research in particular would
be one where researchers engage transformation of their own gendered
selves in and through their research processes.

The process of transformation in and through development research
thus differs qualitatively from the processes of conformation and refor-
mation for all stakeholders. In processes of transformation, personal and
social change are on the agenda for everyone: in critiquing received val-
ues and identities crafted in response to environments that are grounded
in and constitute such values and identities, personal change will bring
about social change and social change will affect the sphere of the per-
sonal. Since research with the purpose of transformation will inevitably
affect researcher selves (to the degree and depth that they allow this), a
‘methodology of the personal’ will thus have to be integrated into research
design, research processes and capacity-development. These dynamics
are further explored in Chapter 22.
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Researching for or researching with?

In her study ‘Designing for trauma: the roles of ICTD in combating vio-
lence against women’, Sarah Revi Sterling brings to the fore the dilemma
of design for women’s empowerment in a sexist world: ‘we are designing
for eriminal events that should not happen to anyone, but do’ (Sterling
2013: 160). Questioning the feasibility of participatory design (how to
design with rapists and rape victims?), Sterling problematizes design that
presupposes that there is such a thing as a typical rape or attack: ‘What
does prototyping entail when there is no archetypal attacker - but there are
cultural patterns of movement and behaviour in each community, as well
as regional and local discourses of sexuality and violence?’ (2013: 160).

In raising the question whether it would be possible to design in an
iterative, participatory way for a rape-prevention technology, Sterling
distinguishes between intended design impact and preferred design
methodology. This is a crucial distinction that can be made in the field
of ICT4D research in general. Although there is a definite resonance
between knowledge interests and research approaches,* they cannot be
equated. However, since participatory design processes are (when con-
ducted well) often experienced as intrinsically empowering, it is possible
that designing with is perceived as more transformatory than designing
for. In the efforts towards gender equality and women’s empowerment,
however, this is not necessarily the case (Buskens 2015).

Women’s adaptive preferences (Nussbaum 2000) - the ways they have
learnt to live with and think in terms of a discriminatory reality - and the
ways gender relations and technology socially co-construct each other
(Wacjman 2009), could even make women co-researchers agents of their
own disempowerment. Especially in participatory approaches, it will
thus be important for women to develop next to their capacity for crit-
ical agency (Sen 2001) and critical voice (Buskens 2011a) their capacity
to aspire (Appadurai 2004). When normative action research design is
infused with researchers’ perspectives and intentionalities, aligned with
gender equality and women’s empowerment, and grounded in the possi-
bility for dialogue (Smaling 1995, 2008), it can be more transformatory in
process and impact than participatory action research, where the knowl-
edge quest is led and defined by women respondents and researchers
adapting to such without questioning or dialogue.

This book

In our first book, African Women and ICTs: Investigating Technology,
Gender and Empowerment, the authors described how they had witnessed
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