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agency which provides business and techni-
cal support services to small businesses. 
Her pieces were shown at the national level 
at House of Flava, an established fashion 
house in Jamaica, and at the international 
level when she was part of a delegation to 
Brussels last year.

She was also part of a team of local design-
ers who prepared a 30-piece wardrobe for 
last year’s ‘Miss Jamaica World’ pageant. 
“I am always happy and excited when I see 
people wearing my pieces”, she says glow-
ing with pride in being a part of that select 
group of designers. “When I see my work in 
the paper or at a photo shoot, it feels good.” 
Williams, however, says there are challenges 
in keeping the business afloat, especially in 
marketing: “People will see your stuff and 
like it but may say it is too expensive.”

 
> Economic downturn
Running a young business in the current 
economic downturn can be difficult, espe-
cially in getting start-up capital, but she has 
learnt from a difficult childhood always to 
look for the opportunities in difficult situ-
ations. “Recession prepares you for better 
things. You use every bad situation as a step-
ping stone and I am used to recession”, she 
says. Growing up in Bull Bay, a poor com-
munity in the parish of St.Thomas, has been 
no barrier to her big dreams for the busi-

ness. “I hope to see myself up there going to 
China, Africa… the entire world”, she says 
smiling. She eventually wants her grand-
daughter, Akira, after whom she named the 
business, to take it forward. “I am trying to 
pave the way so that she won’t have to go 
through what I did while growing up”, she 
says, fighting back the tears when recalling 
what seems to have been a tough childhood. 
While it is difficult to get a business going 
in these hard economic times, Williams 
believes that it is good to take risks. Her 
advice to other aspiring entrepreneurs? “Just 
start the engine and drive”, she says, “you 
have to be a go-getter; you can’t give up”. 
When down to her last few coins, she says 
she would use what she had to buy material 
to make one of her pieces. “Don’t be afraid 
to take chances”, she says.

 
> Aspiring factory owner –  
Simone Garden 
Simone Garden, a 36 year-old mother of 
three, aspires to one day opening a sewing 
factory where she can employ several per-
sons in creating leisure wear clothing from 
crush cotton sheer and bright tie and dye 
colours. For now, Garden is carving out a 
niche market for herself in Jamaica’s fledging 
fashion industry. She owns a small fashion 
boutique in Spanish Town, St. Catherine, 
where she sells her own garments. Garden, 
who opened her boutique doors just three 

years ago, says she has been sewing since the 
age of eight. “I started sewing for friends not 
collecting any money, just sewing because I 
love it. I love seeing people in my pieces”, 
she says, recounting the first time she cut a 
piece of material freehand. With no formal 
training, Garden says she learnt her skill at 
the knees of her mother who was a dress-
maker and whose mother was a dressmaker 
and father a tailor.

“I grew up seeing my mother, grandmother 
and grandfather busy with their own lit-
tle business”, she says. “I don’t like the 
idea of working for people; I love being 
self-employed.” Although she completed 
secondary education, she says she was moti-
vated to start her own business. She got 
help from her mother with buying a sewing 
machine but as the business got bigger she 
decided to rent a shop in one of the plazas 
located outside Spanish Town, the capital of 
St. Catherine, the largest parish in Jamaica.

 
> Unique designs 
She says business on the plaza has been 
slow, especially since the economic down-
turn, but she finds ways of getting around 
this by going where the customers are. “I 
try very hard to be creative. So (customers) 
even if they don’t want to buy are forced to 
when they look at the designs. The designs 
are unusual and have a unique finish.” 
Garden says most of her clients are persons 
in the entertainment industry – especially 
those who wear Dancehall outfits. She how-
ever produces for a diverse market including 
casual, resort and children’s wear. Despite 
the challenges, it’s her love for her work 
that keeps her going. She would like to 
open a factory where she can create jobs 
for others. “I would love to one day have 
some good dedicated workers to help me in 
creating my designs”, she says of her future 
plans. Garden also got local exposure when 
she participated in the Caribbean Fashion 
Week, a popular Caribbean fashion show 
organised each year in Jamaica which show-
cases pieces from several Caribbean design-
ers. Meanwhile, her work was also high-
lighted overseas when she was also asked to 
create one of the pieces for the wardrobe of 
last year’s ‘Ms. Jamaica World’.

* Jamaican journalist.
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Jennifer Williams shows off her pieces, 2009. © Victoria Burbridge
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An international workshop, 
organised by the European 
Commission (EC) and 
African, Caribbean and 
Pacific (ACP) Group, was 
held 14-15 October in 
Brussels on the Sexual 
and Reproductive Health 
Programme financed by 
the EU implemented by the 
United Nations Population 
Fund (UNFPA) and the 
International Planned 
Parenthood Federation 
(IPPF).

K
he programme benefited 22 ACP* 
countries between January 2003 
and October 2008. It was launched 
by the EC to relieve the dramatic 

impact on poor countries in the wake of 
the former administration of United States 
President George Bush to cut off the US 
contribution to international family plan-
ning programmes. In 2002, the UNFPA 
estimated that if US financing had contin-
ued, it would have made it possible to avoid 
two million unwanted pregnancies, mean-
ing 800,000 fewer abortions, as well as more 
than 77,000 deaths of infants and children.  

The joint EC/ACP/IPPF/UNFPA pro-
gramme has enabled over 1.6 million peo-
ple to benefit from sexual and reproductive 
health services and has trained thousands 
of professionals, while at the same time 
helping ACP governments to draw up and 
implement policies in the sector.

 In Rwanda, for example, more than 150,000 
people attended awareness sessions on HIV/
AIDS prevention and family planning. 
Almost 10,000 young Rwandans underwent 
voluntary testing for HIV, while 1,500 peo-
ple who tested HIV-positive were assisted 
by health insurance funds in gaining access 
to treatment. About 100 peer educators 
were trained and almost 40,000 people ben-
efited from family planning and reduced risk 
maternity services. The IPPF representative 
in Rwanda also drew attention to Kigali’s 

adoption of a law punishing rapists with 25 
years in prison, or even life imprisonment for 
transmitting fatal diseases.  

There is no avoiding the fact, however, that 
the international community is still a long way 
from meeting Goal five of the UN Millennium 
Development Goals (MDGs) that aims to 
reduce maternal mortality by three-quarters 
between 1990 and 2015. Currently falling at 
the rate of scarcely one per cent per year, of all 
the MDGs, this is without doubt the one that 
has seen the least progress.  

Conference participants therefore stressed 
the urgent need to strengthen the capacity 
of healthcare professionals in ACP coun-
tries and to encourage governments to make 
reproductive health a priority in their strate-
gic documents to reduce poverty. In future, 
it is important for health ministers to have 
an input in such documents. And despite 
the financial crisis, donors must pledge to 
step up universal access to reproductive 
health and achieve the 2010 milestone of 
35 million more births attended by trained 
medical staff each year. The EU is to invest 
€86M up to 2015 with a special focus on 
involving civil society in ACP countries and 
helping the most vulnerable and unders-

erved young people, among whom unwant-
ed pregnancies are most prevalent.

President Obama’s decision to resume US 
contributions to the UNFPA and the IPPF, 
confirmed by the US representative to the 
conference, was welcomed with relief by the 
event participants.

* Financing: €32M. Countries: Burkina Faso, 

Ethiopia, Guinea-Bissau, Equatorial Guinea, 

Ghana, Jamaica, Niger, Rwanda, Suriname, 

Tanzania, Congo, Dominican Republic, Gambia, 

Haiti, Lesotho, Madagascar, Mauritania, Nigeria, 

Sierra Leone, Sudan, Tuvalu, Zambia.

T
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After the Bush administration withheld $US34M in funding to UNFPA 
(United Nations Population Fund) in 2003, the UN organisation sought 

“34 million friends” who could donate one or more dollars. © Reporters
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U
member of the Diaspora her-
self and chairing the Diaspora-
led BWPD in the Netherlands, 
Mbanzendore is an empowering 

voice for her counterparts. There is no deny-
ing the role that women in the Diaspora 
have played in developing the continent, 
she says, “particularly in the fields of intel-
lectual cooperation, technology transfer, 
education and healthcare and the fight for 
peace and development in Africa”. 

In the EU and Africa, opportunities are 
opening up for women to establish con-
tact with decision-makers and express their 
views through regular conferences and sem-
inars. These include BWPD seminars on 
fostering unity, youth and development and 
AIDS prevention.

But with opportunities come challenges. 
“The same women who lobby are never 
taken seriously when it comes to implement-
ing projects for their countries”, she says. 
Accessing EU funds for some Diaspora-led 
projects can be “very difficult” and “more 
complicated than in bilateral cooperation”, 
she adds. 

> Global presence, local impact
Living abroad, the Diaspora run the 
risk of being disconnected from realities 
on the ground. This is where Diaspora 
organisations can play a major role, says 
Mbanzendore, providing the missing link 
between stakeholders in African countries 
and the rest of the world. 

Through “cooperative relationships with 
organisations on the ground”, African 
Diaspora organisations are constantly kept 
informed, she says. This is essential for 

BWPD which is implementing various 
Diaspora-led projects in Burundi, includ-
ing ‘Social Harmony’, which has established 
‘peace committees’ for conflict resolution 
in local communities and has organised 
local visits for former refugees. In the 
Burundian province of Kirundo, they have 
organised and participated in advocacy 
campaigns encouraging women to vote and 
stand for elections, provided mills to groups 
of women and trained local teachers. The 
crown jewel of their efforts can now be 
found in a new multi-purpose centre in 
Kirundo city with conference, library and 
cinema facilities which serve as meeting 
points for people from the provinces in the 
north of Burundi.

BWDP is just one of various examples of 
female-led Diaspora organisations making 
a difference in their local communities. 
How can development cooperation ensure 
that there will be many more examples to 
come?

“We would like to see the expertise of emi-
grants taken seriously and made better use 
of”, says Mbanzendore. “We would like 
funders and decision-makers to consult us 
for advice because a lot of donations are 
being used in the wrong places. This is why 
development aid has still not been able to 
improve living conditions in Africa, and has 
in fact had the opposite effect.”

Amidst the complex environment of inter-
national development aid, it is sometimes 
the small-scale Diaspora-led projects that 
have the greatest, most visible and most 
direct impact on the lives of the poor, says 
Mbanzendore.

This is why existing funding systems 

“urgently need to be reviewed and why 
such projects should be accommodated if 
the financial organisations really want to 
improve the lives of Africans”, she adds.

For more information, see: www.burundesevrou-
wenvoorvrede.nl (in Dutch)

D iaspora

The African Diaspora are increasingly recognised as significant development actors, 
providing remittances, Foreign Direct Investment, technology and knowledge transfers and 
positive political contributions to their countries of origin. African women in the Diaspora 
are coming to the fore. But as Stéphanie Mbanzendore, Chairperson of Burundian Women 
for Peace and Development (BWPD) notes, better targeted policies are needed.

Harnessing the role of African 
women in the Diaspora

Okechukwu Romano Umelo
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Landscape, Burundi. ©  Jean-Claude Ernst/LUXPRESS
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V
he study of traditional African art 
shows how this difference affects 
the artistic creation of societies. The 
Musée Dapper* recently hosted two 

exhibitions on this very theme: Women in the 
Art of Africa (October 2008-July 2009) and 
The Art of Being a Man – Africa, Oceania 
(15 October 2009-11 July 2010). Art collec-
tor, Fabrizio Corsi, also put together educa-
tional exhibitions on the topic.

As well as being key figures in African socie-
ties, women play an important role in cul-
tural legends. The male conveys this in his 
representations of the female in art; the male 
has control over religion, and has the power 
to create related images (statues and masks). 
Sexual attributes are enhanced, indicating 
the natural inclination of the ancestors of a 
community to procreate. One such exam-
ple is found in extraordinary wooden body 
masks. The stomach of a pregnant woman 
is celebrated by a number of ethnic groups, 
such as Baulé, Yoruba and Makonde. When 
a human being does not reproduce, the entire 
life cycle of his existence becomes futile, and 
for this reason infertility is considered the 
worst possible disgrace. 

A common theme in the great diversity of 
artistic forms and traditions in the African 
continent is the celebration of the vari-
ous cycles and stages in life. The woman’s 
role as wife and mother is the most exalted 
aspect, as well as elements of beauty and 
sensuality such as ritual sacrifice, sophisti-
cated hairstyles, folds of fat in the neck and 
small mouths etc. The relationship between 
couples is also revered, with the woman 

often shown as the opposite of the male.

However, due account must be taken of art 
created by women, even though this is con-
fined to the so-called ‘applied arts’, which 
is unfortunately defined as a less important 
art form by eighteenth century art criti-
cism. The woman creates art mainly in the 
following areas: internal and external wall 
painting; terracotta containers; pokerwork 
on calabashes and fabric painting.

In all cases, the work is carried out jointly 
with men or in partnership with other 
women. Even in this field, the co-operative 
spirit characterising the African woman, 
who has a propensity to create harmonious 
human relationships in every manifestation 
of life, is expressed. The art of the female, 
which is identifiable through its use of linear 
and geometric forms, is also important in 
terms of its influence on the upbringing of 
the young and on the visual language of the 
ethnic group to which they belong.

While the male being uses hard materials 
such as wood, stone, ivory and metal, and 
his art par excellence is sculpture, the woman 
decorates the communal spaces of the vil-
lage and the home. This is therefore a form 
of public art, which exclusively uses soft and 
fluid materials, such as earth, pigments, 
water and plant fibres.

* The Musée Dapper is located in Paris (France). 

Website: www.dapper.com

In gender studies, the term gender is used to refer to 
the social and cultural construction, representation and 
behavioural motivation that give rise to the masculine 
and feminine states. Gender identities and differences 
go beyond differences in sex. They are built and affected 
by different aspects of the cultural lives of populations. 
Women need to be more aware of the cultural nature of 
this difference both for their future personal development 
and that of societies. 

Gender difference  
in African Art

A rt Sandra Federici

Keywords 
Gender; Africa; art; woman; Musée 
Dapper; woman’s role; difference

T
Sculpture dege dyinge of the «couple of primordial twins».  

Wood, metal, pigments, height: 66 cm, Musée Dapper,  
Paris, Inv. no 2617. ©  Musée Dapper/photo Hughes Dubois

Mask of belly. Wood, pearls, pigments, height : 58cm, Musée 
Dapper, Paris, Inv. No 0717. © Musée Dapper/photo Hughes Dubois



Africa – Caribbean – Pacific
and European Union countries

C ar  i bbea    n
Antigua and Barbuda The Bahamas Barbados Belize Cuba Dominica Dominican 
Republic Grenada Guyana Haiti Jamaica Saint Kitts and Nevis Saint Lucia Saint 
Vincent and the Grenadines Suriname Trinidad and Tobago

PA C I F I C
Cook Islands Federated States of Micronesia Fiji Kiribati Marshall Islands Nauru Niue 
Palau Papua New Guinea Samoa Solomon Islands Timor Leste Tonga Tuvalu Vanuatu

A F R I C A
Angola Benin Botswana Burkina Faso Burundi Cameroon Cape Verde Central African 
Republic Chad Comoros Congo (Rep. of) Côte d’Ivoire Democratic Republic of the 
Congo Djibouti Equatorial Guinea Eritrea Ethiopia Gabon Gambia Ghana Guinea 
Guinea-Bissau Kenya Lesotho Liberia Madagascar Malawi Mali Mauritania Mauritius 
Mozambique Namibia Niger Nigeria Rwanda Sao Tome and Principe Senegal 
Seychelles Sierra Leone Somalia South Africa Sudan Swaziland Tanzania Togo 
Uganda Zambia Zimbabwe

E U R O P E A N  U NI  O N
Austria Belgium Bulgaria Cyprus Czech Republic Denmark Estonia Finland France 
Germany Greece Hungary Ireland Italy Latvia Lithuania Luxembourg Malta Netherlands 
Poland Portugal Romania Slovakia Slovenia Spain Sweden United Kingdom

The lists of countries published by The Courier do not prejudice the status of these countries and territories now or in the future. The Courier uses maps from a variety of sources.
Their use does not imply recognition of any particular boundaries nor prejudice the status of any state or territory.
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