Welcoming Speech GRACE Workshop: “ICT for Women Empowerment”


Women Empowerment Through the Use of ICTs: 

Embracing Greatness as the Journey
Good morning your Excellencies, ladies and gentlemen, graciousnesses, colleagues and friends.

It is my honour and my pleasure to welcome you to this, our third GRACE MENA workshop.  It is also my honour and my pleasure to thank the people and the organisations that have made this workshop possible for us.

In the first place, I would like to thank Tunisia’s First Lady, Mrs Leila Ben Ali, who is also the chairperson of the Arab Women’s Organization, for her acceptance of our workshop under her high patronage. 

Then there are the following organisations I would like to thank for their financial help: 

· The International Development Research Centre (IDRC) 

· The  Presidentship of Tunisia

· The Ministry of Women, the Family, Children and the Elderly 

· The Ministry of National Education

· The Ministry of the Environment and Sustainable Development 

· The Ministry of Higher Education and Scientific Research 

· The Ministry of Social Affairs, Solidarity and Tunisians Abroad 

· The Ministry of Agriculture, Hydraulic Resources and Fisheries

· The National Agency of Frequencies

· The National Agency for Computer Security

· The University of Tunis El Manar 

· The Centre for Research, Studies, Documentation and Information on Women

When I stand here in front of you, thanking you, I not only represent the project leadership and the 25 GRACE research teams, but also the women and men that the researchers have been working with and for, directly and indirectly, whose lives have been changed by the GRACE work - and also those whose lives we hope to influence in the future. These women and men, who are not here with us right now, are the main drive behind our hope and our passion for our work, behind our desire to make life on this planet better for all of us. 

We have a full programme ahead of us, with many and eminent speakers. This is an opening word and not a lecture, but I want to share with you my perspective on GRACE, and why I think we are worthy of the funding and the support which we are so generously given.

Women everywhere are hungry for greatness. 

It is also high time that we as women start contributing to the world from our greatness. Regardless of education, situation and character, regardless of whether they make the choice to allow their genius to flower or not, women have the inherent capacity and potential for greatness.  We have witnessed enough greatness in enough women, as researchers and as respondents, to be convinced of this. The GRACE book African Women and ICTs is only one of the many testimonies in this regard.

Women and greatness: what do I actually mean when I use these words? 

Greatness is every human’s and therefore every woman’s birthright, regardless of education, family, social status, wealth, culture or creed. 

Greatness flowers when one chooses to nurture one’s genius where one is situated, when one does not wait for approval or permission to shine, expand and change. When the need to contribute from the best of one’s potential, insight and experience is greater than the need to be accepted by the family, the community, and the tribe. Greatness is not dependent on education and position, and not all people in high positions and of elite education allow their greatness to flower. When one learns to overcome the fear of one’s own inherent power and light, greatness just comes. 
While the fear of this inherent greatness may also be applicable to men, in a male-dominated world the challenges for women to acknowledge, live and embrace their greatness are more intricately interwoven into the texture of their daily lives and the way they experience their being.

There have of course always been great women in all times and all cultures (even when they went unnoticed or their efforts remained unrecorded or were attributed to men), but greatness has not been and still is not expected as a normal course of development for our gender as a whole, yet. 

To see and acknowledge genius and greatness in a woman, whether she is a cleaner or a vice chancellor, does not fit the categories of understanding of a male-centred viewpoint or a male-dominated, androcratic society. That must have been the reason why Hypatia, the eminent mathematician of Alexandria, one of the leading intellectual lights of her time, was killed by a mob led by Christian monks in 405 AD, because surely, to see such genius in a woman, must have been the work of the devil. To this day, women and women scientists who stand out are still killed. Some are killed literally and some are killed emotionally and mentally through the mechanisms of judgment, shaming, shunning and gossiping. 

Yet here we are, GRACE, a network of female and male scientists, researchers and activists. We have turned our gaze towards the intersection between women, gender, the use of Information Communication Technology and empowerment, and as we are focusing on the women and men we aim to serve through our work, we are also learning to transform our own adversities - especially our gender-based adversities - into opportunities for greatness. And we are free to do so, openly in this moment in time, in this specific place. We are even supported by institutions, organisations and individuals of renown and high standing: the IDRC, Tunisia’s First Lady, and all the Tunisian organisations I mentioned before.

 “What you focus on, you get more of”.

Focusing on greatness is, especially in this time, a worthwhile and effective strategy for gender researchers and gender activists: we witness flares of women oppression, in old and new forms, in unexpected places. I only want to mention the recent controversy around the legitimacy of female judges in Egypt, which evoked - by the way - an effective ICT-based mobilisation towards a more enlightened perspective.

At the same time, we see a growing awareness as to the costs of women oppression; costs which are not only paid by women, but also by children and men. In waking up to their greatness, people also often realise how much their gendered identities have created and still create obstacles on the journey towards human connection, human well-being and human development. 

It is our greatness that binds us - not only to each other and ourselves, it also binds us to the future. While it is necessary to see, acknowledge and challenge the pain of our oppression, whether through our own hands and minds or through those of others, in order to heal, move forward and change, it is our insistence on our lack and our victimisation that divides us. When blaming and ‘fault-finding’ are the main drives for our knowledge quests and our actions for change and transformation, we will induce fragmentation in our movements and hence  lose momentum and chances for influence.

When we frame ourselves and the women and men we work with and work for as “hungry for greatness”, then all lack, suffering and pain on the way to greatness can become a station on the journey of growth and development, every stumbling block a learning opportunity, and adversity can even be welcomed as the instrument that can push us into our greatness. 

A perspective of general shared human greatness can also prevent us from falling into the trap of arrogance, where we would be inclined to matronise or patronise our young assistants, our novice researchers and our research respondents. Through acknowledging, seeing, evoking and challenging greatness in everyone we come into contact with, we create bridges between us instead of divides.

From a perspective of greatness as the inherent potential of every human being, ICTs can live up to their promise of empowerment through their enormous potential for information, communication and connection. As we humanise our use of ICTs, and allow the technology to humanise us, we could enter a world of connection and connectedness that will bring out as yet unknown possibilities from within all of us. While we make this Future of development and empowerment through the use of ICTs our Present, we would do well to leave behind the shackles of gender identities, where and when they obstruct the flowering of our greatness. They belong to our Past, not to our Future.
It is from this perspective, that of allowing the greatness in ourselves and in everyone we come into contact with, so that the Dream of using ICTs for Empowerment can become our shared human reality,  that I want to set the scene for this, our third workshop. It is from this perspective that we work in GRACE, and support and challenge ourselves and others.

Thank you.

(Ineke Buskens 
10/06/2010
5

