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Vien in Women's Spaces

Hhc question of exclusive women'’s
spaces appears to have run dry in con-
versations within the women's move-
ment. Particularly in the Asia Pacific,
butalso in Africa, women who identify
with the women's movement, both femi-
nists and gender advocates, have insisted
that without bringing men into our dia-
logues and engage them in our dis-
courses, we will not be able to advance
the agenda of women’s empowerment.
This has been a particularly strong as-
sertion with the rise of gender analyses
and concepts of gender mainstreaming
within both academic and development
worlds.

Women’s organisations, like Isis
International-Manila, are often asked
why we do not employ men as part of
our regular staft, and why we describe
our information and communications
work as being in support of the women's
movement. [tappears that maintaining
awomen-centric focus is not any longer
pursued by some sectors of the women's
movement. While our agenda stand on
the toundation of the feminist and
human rights frameworks, we are very
conscious of the fact that there are
many wonmen now engaged in different
social movement who are also tighting
tor gender equality and fundamental
social transtormation. The women's
movement itself, particularly that
located in the South has begun to work
on issues of globalisation, the impact of
structural adjustment policies in the
South, and the specific realities of
nationalist and fundamentalist agendas
in the South. We now see our role as
also including the reaching out to other
social actors, both women and men,
and building bridges as it were, between
the women's movement and other social

movements.

We believe that the question of au-
tonomous women's spaces is still very
much a debate that we should have.
While gender mainstreaming pushes for
the inclusion of men as an effective strat-
egy in pursuing the goal of empower-
ment, and there are indeed many more
men now working on programmes and
work, we cannot immediately conclude
that maintaining physical and ideologi-
cal spaces where only women engage is
an outdated strategy. We do think that
itis crucial that men become engaged in
women’s issues, and many more men
need to do this, but, as Patricia
McFadden, one of our contributers to
this issue argues, not to reassert old
heterosexist and nationalistic claims of
women and men being located and en-
gaged in the same spaces.

In this issue of Women in Action,
there are several contributors who have
shared the ways in which they have sought
to engage men in their programmes on
reproductive rights and domestic vio-
lence with varying degrees of success.
There isalso an interview with an excep-
tional man, Paul Sinnapan, who has
himself been radically transformed by
gender analyses and now actively seeks to
educate other men in the cooperative
movement in Malaysia to confront sex-
ismwithin their movement.

Clearly, there is a desire amongst
feminists and gender advocates to get
men involved in our struggles, and there
are many ways in which this can hap-
pen. And there are clearly exceptional
men out there, feminist in their think-
ing and demeanour, who have taken on
the challenge that their women com-
rades have posed to them. These men
have overcome the pressures of the roles

placed upon them as a result of societal
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construction of men and women, while
giving up some of the traditional privi-
leges conferred to them through centu-
ries of entrenched patriarchal domi-
nance. However, we would argue that
this is still the exception rather than the
rule. In our conversations with women
from the region, we hear about how
women have to fight a very personal
struggle for democracy and justice
within their homes and within the most
intimate relationships. There are still
too many men who pay lip service to
women'’s empowerment and notions of
gender justice, who have yet to make any
fundamental shifts in their own behav-
iour within their families and within their
workplace. Women working in develop-
ment agencies that promote gender
frameworks within the work of their part-
ners of the ground can attest to the ways
in which gender hierarchies are repro-
duced and reaffirmed in internal struc-
tures of these veryagencies. This is why
the work needs to happen atall levels.

With this rich harvest of passionate
women'sand men’s writings, we hope that
we will stir up sufficient debate on this
issue, and start the conversation from
another entry point. The task of gender
mainstreaming is not over, surely, but
clearly there are visible gains in this area,
and worthy of a reflection on how far
we have gotten, where we are heading,
and what we might be gaining and/or
losing as a result of this project. We in-
vite all of you to share your opinions by
writing to us. We would love to publish
more of your views on this issue in the
editorial and letters to the editors pages
ot the next Women in Action!
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