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Abstract

This paper presents a critical analysis of poverty reduction through female gender capacity
building in science and technology. It addresses policy issues and future-oriented planning that best
enhance the role of women's contribution towards sustainable development and the improvement of
the quality of livelihood of the population. It looks at what factors impeded their participation in sci-
ence and technology and how this can best possibly be ameliorated. The paper looks at the chal-
lenges and strategies for improving the status of women in Africa and how human capital develop-
ment in the domain of science and technology will greatly enhance female gender input in reducing
poverty and promoting growth.

It is argued that science and technology have and will play a major role in contributing towards
developmental challenges and changes. Furthermore, it will be maintained that without gender
empowerment deepening their democratic participation and enhancing their access to the domain of
credit facilities, land tenure issues and rights, and capacities in technological skills, the problem of
poverty reduction will not be adequately addressed. There is no poverty reduction without female
gender empowerment across the board. Female gender empowerment should begin with capacity
building, giving greater access to their education in all disciplines so as to enable their climb to vital
decision-making positions that enable holistic processes of socio-economic transformation. The con-
clusion is that there must be a clear vision and a comprehensive agenda for female human capital
development.

Keywords: science and technology, gender empowerment, deepening democracy, socio-economic
transformation, capacity building, knowledge creation
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Introduction: Moving Beyond
the Politics of Differences

The strategic role played by
both technological change and
capability in economic and social
development remains well estab-
lished. Unfortunately within that
essential component or context, par-
ticularly within the framework of
transitional societies, there is little
opportunity for female input. The
penetrating impact of new emerging
technologies (NET), genetic engi-
neering and information communi-
cation technologies (ITCs) only adds
to the plight of the female gender
enhancing their input roles. It is not
that women do not have the capaci-
ty to be part of this evolving and
emerging technologies but that the
politics of differences inhibit their
participation. Unless this politics of
difference is adequately addressed,
it will be difficult for women to be
part of poverty reduction main-
streaming in any transitional soci-
eties in Africa. 

For quite some time, women
and gender related issues attracted
critical studies. A turning point came
in the 1970s when feminist critique
and women's Non-Governmental
Organizations (NGOs) made visible
the ways in which development
plans overlooked women, including
their role as workers, mothers, and
entrepreneurs, as well as in subsis-
tence and family production.

Generally, women welcome
modernization as long as they can
have some say in the manner in
which the technology, which is
affecting the quality of their working
and family lives, is adopted. The
existing politics is that women usual-

ly have insignificant power over
decision-making when they are con-
fined by traditions and constrained
by norms of behaviour and cultural
attitude in their communities. For
quite sometime now, there has been
some reluctance to initiate women
into technological development and
its related impact on society: in the
same vein, there has been reluc-
tance to discuss the effects of mod-
ern technology on the working lives
of women. Vandana Shiva (1993: 9)
challenges the universality of west-
ern existence, asserting that emerg-
ing from a dominating and coloniz-
ing culture, modern technological
systems are themselves colonizing.

Given that a majority of women
are involved in the subsistence
economy, there is need that tech-
nologies address areas of subsis-
tence. This perspective means not
only implying a change in various
accepted social and economic divi-
sions of labour, but also a process
of substituting money and commodi-
ty relationships by principles such
as reciprocity, sharing, caring and
respect for the individual. Mitter
(1995: 16) asserts "a subsistence
perspective demands a shift away
from the prevailing instrumentalist,
reductionist mode of technology,
which (according to ecofeminist's)
has given rise to and maintained
man's domination over nature,
women and other peoples. Subsist-
ence science and technology could
be developed in participatory action
with the people. Such science and
technology will not reinforce unequal
social relationships and will lead to
greater social justice." Seen within
this framework, one is bound to
question state capacity in science
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and technology (S&T) related activi-
ties. In particular we need to ask
what is the impact of change in the
political regime on the evolution of
S&T, its effects on women and how
international political factors influ-
ence policy change? 

A political approach that signals
a genuine revolution for gender
equality and builds female capacity
in S&T for poverty alleviation requires
concerted and comprehensive poli-
cy strategies and agendas. Four
factors underline the revolution for
gender equality namely (i) equality
of opportunity for all the people in
society; (ii) sustainability of such
opportunities from one generation to
the next; (iii) empowerment of peo-
ple so that they participate and ben-
efit from development processes;
and (iv) overcoming cultural taboos
and diversities.

The struggle for gender empow-
erment and equality changes most
of today's premises for social, eco-
nomic and political life of the nation.
It goes without saying that the revo-
lution toward gender empowerment
and equality must be propelled by
concrete strategies for accelerating
progress. Furthermore, government
intervention is vital through policy
reforms and affirmative actions.
Policies must be framed within the
context of short, medium and long-
term perspectives. Access to pro-
ductive resources is crit ical to
enhancing women's choices. Box 1
outlines the multiple problems faced
by the vast majority of women in
third world.

Box 1 Multiple Problems faced by
Women in Transitional Polities
� Lack of access to bank credit is a

persistent barrier to attaining eco-
nomic independence and widen-
ing choices.

� Choice in the spacing and number
of children will enable women to
control their life choices.

� Access to productive resources is
crucial in enhancing women's eco-
nomic choices – land tenure
issues, women do not have legal
control over the land they farm,
nor equipped with technologies
designed to increase production
and consumption of food-produc-
ing crops.

� Access to human capital develop-
ment in education should not only
be limited to the boy child.  Human
capacity development is the gate-
way to empower many. Illiteracy
rates are higher among women
and girls.

� Cultural taboos and violence
against women should be addressed.

� The lack of creation and dissemi-
nation of food processing tech-
nologies to reduce chores and
free up more time for food produc-
tion and caring for children.

� The absence of the promotion and
development of agricultural tech-
niques for women in terms of pro-
duction, agricultural work after the
harvest and selling.

Capturing Gender Disparities

The issue of understanding and
measuring gender inequality is
essential to capture gender dispari-
ties and their adverse effects on
social progress. Capturing such a
complex reality situates the problem
of gender inequality firmly on the
social agenda and should enable
policy-makers to rethink and meticu-
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lously draw policy conclusions about
critical shortfalls in gender capabili-
ties or opportunities and about prior-
ities to consider in their plans of
action for the sustainable socio-eco-
nomic transformation of the country.

We may describe gender issues
as a political project to understand
and therefore to change women's
inequality, exploitation, or oppres-
sion. Gender becomes a social con-
struction, which can be changed. It
enables one to explore different
meanings of gender. Gender is (i)
personal identity – experience of
being a woman; (ii) social identity –
what others expect of a women; and
(ii i) a power relation – why are
women as a social category always
under-represented in relations of
power. The bottom line is that "gen-
der" is political – men contest it and
women regularly subvert, challenge,
or bolster gender difference in differ-
ent contexts. Therefore, gender con-
stitutes the basis for a mobilized
political identity. 

Not only differences between
generations but ethnic, racial and
class segregation have been shown
to have interacted with gender to
produce hierarchies among women.
Gender cannot be regarded as a
distinct unchanging category (Row-
botham 1995). Baron (1987: 62)
argues, "We need to scrutinize how
class and gender are constructed
simultaneously." Gender itself is
shaped by circumstances of class,
race, and ethnicity. The view that
men shape work to protect their
gender interests assumes that gen-
der is monolithic, rather than multidi-
mensional and internally inconsis-
tent it also assumes that men are
omnipotent, that they know what

their gender interests are and have
power to construct the world the
way they like and want.  Female
gender research needs both to
question male power rather than
assume its existence, and to exam-
ine what its limitations are.

It is not only how women do sci-
ence which matters but what sci-
ence does to women; not simply
women's lack of power to shape
technologies but also the effect of
existing technologies upon their
lives. This implies involving women
in decision-making and the develop-
ment and utilization of science and
technology for the socio-economic
transformation of the society. 

After the first ever global confer-
ence on women (Mexico 1975) the
Decade for Women (1976-1986)
was instituted. It generated a huge
amount of material on women's lives
and the discrimination they face. It
equally documented the gendered
effects of development as well as
provided a base for the themes of
justice, peace, development, equali-
ty that became pronounced during
the third women's conference in
Nairobi (Kenya) 1985. The concept
"Women in Development" (WID)
was introduced in the policy action
plans of most countries. Opinions
however, were divided on WID:
some sought to integrate women
more equally into development while
others saw development as damag-
ing to women. Rather they sought
the empowerment of women through
participation in development deci-
sions that affect their own lives and
choices.

Over time these concepts have
come to dominate gender issues.
These concepts include (i) Human
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Development Index (HDI); ( i i)
Gender-related Development Index
(GDI): and (iii) Gender Empower-
ment Measure (GEM). The Human
Development Index (HDI) measures
the average achievement of a coun-
try in basic human capabilities. The
HDI examines different aspects of
social conditions in a country, life
expectancy, and human capacity
development, distributional inequali-
ties for various groups of society.
The Gender-related Development
Index (GDI) concentrates on the
same variable as the HDI but focus-
es on inequality between women
and men as well as on the average
achievement of all people taken
together. The greater the gender
disparity in basic capabilities, the
lower a country's GDI compared
with its HDI. The GDI is simply the
HDI discounted, or adjusted down-
ward, for gender inequality. The
Gender Empowerment Measure
(GEM) examines whether women
and men are able to actively partici-
pate in economic and political life
and take part in decision-making
while the GDI focuses on expansion
of capabilities, the GEM is con-
cerned with the use of these capa-
bilities to take advantage of the
opportunit ies of l i fe. The GEM
measures women's participation in
economic, political and professional
activities.

The statistics for Africa are not
encouraging. Much progress remains
to be made in gender equality: to
enhance their empowerment and to
permit them entry into the corridors
of economic, scientific, technological
and political power. African women
constitute a distinct minority in exer-
cising real power or decision-making

authority throughout the continent,
even though they constitute the
majority in physical numbers; and
contribute more hours to the daily
scourge of work.

Growth and Human Develop-
ment

Empowering people – particular-
ly women – is a sure way to link
growth and human development
with poverty alleviation. There is no
doubt that the denial of opportunities
and recognition of women in Africa
pervades nearly all areas of human
endeavour. Their situation becomes
more precarious with the great
advances made in science and
technology. These advances further
exclude their input in the develop-
ment process. In so doing it retards
the sustainable development of the
continent.

The participation of women in
science and technology and the
impact of technology on women's
working lives is extremely important
to addressing the pandemic of
underdevelopment and poverty that
now engulfs the continent. Therefore,
up grading women's skills through a
continuous learning process bene-
fits them and the countries involved.
In a globalising world, with increased
competitiveness through foreign col-
laboration considered as a high pri-
ority, women's education and train-
ing in new technology producing
jobs assumes special importance.
Furthermore, in such human capaci-
ty building, it is of vital importance to
give women access to "soft" and
transferable business skills that
allow them to cope with the dictates
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of the market and of technology.
Women's empowerment, linked

to science and technology develop-
ment, is shaped and tailor-made
essentially by the country's geopolit-
ical environment, which, of course,
does not exclude the inherent fac-
tors and impediments of creed and
culture. Even within a country, the
inherent impact of cultural taboos
and value beliefs constraining
female gender capacity building is
never uniform. Cultural diversity
implies diversity of attitudes and
approaches to female capital build-
ing in the country. 

The labour and job markets are
changing and creating new job
opportunities and career structures
for women in society. Women are
however, handicapped when it
comes to taking advantage of these
widening opportunities due to their
limited human resource capabilities.
The African woman generally is not
properly equipped in this respect.

It should be pointed out that
technology has not simply replaced
labour; it has also led to a polariza-
tion in skills and to decentralization
of work to home-based workers
especially in the developed world.
This makes it all-important for a con-
certed government policy to address
the situation. A political approach
remains imperative; one that must
exhibit political will, necessary to
redress the current situation of mar-
ginalization in light of the prevailing
social environment and cultural
norms. It is extremely difficult for
most African women to have access
even to primary and secondary edu-
cation, let alone technical education.

The most important issue for
Africa now is to examine and seri-

ously address women capital devel-
opment (WCD) as the gateway to
their empowerment. In other words
any advances are based on the pre-
condition of effective women capaci-
ty development. The slogan should
be expanding capabil i t ies with
unlimited opportunities. We continue
to live in an unequal countries, con-
tinent and global environment,
reflecting both the existing deficit in
women's human development backed
with current institutional, legal and
socio-economic constraints to their
access to power and opportunities.

Incidentally, African women
acquired the right to vote at inde-
pendence. They had been a strong,
active and contributing force and
partner in the struggle for self-deter-
mination, freedom and liberty. Being
a significant part of the political
process and space, the African polit-
ical landscape unfortunately oper-
ates today without women in the
political and decision-making process.
Since changes in society normally
come through the political process,
women's lack of political opportuni-
ties remain a serious concern and
impediment to poverty alleviation.
This equally impedes the way for-
ward for the continent in a very chal-
lenging and rapidly changing, tough
and competitive global environment
of the characterises the twenty-first
century and beyond.

Disparities in Science and
Technology

The disparity gap between males
and females in science and technol-
ogy is unfortunately not narrowing,
but rather the gap has been exacer-
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bated by the growing impact of infor-
mation and communication tech-
nologies which places women at an
even greater disadvantage.

Given the hybrid nature of cul-
tural identity, taboos and the con-
sciousness of peoples in most soci-
eties, it is prudent to look at the vari-
ous categorizations that place
women on the disadvantaged side
of the divide. It becomes necessary
for the continent to move beyond
the politics and policies of differ-
ences: to bring the female gender to
the plus side of the development
continuum, the reasons being sim-
ple. One cannot talk of sustainable
development when more than 51%
of the population is not given a new
lease of life and seen as partners,
participants and beneficiaries in the
development bandwagon.

Admittedly, it is not that there is
a lack of thinking about women in
S&T and R&D related activities.
Indeed, there has and continues to
be a plethora of l i terature and
debate in the field especially since
the late 1970s. What has been lack-
ing is the political will to bring to
fruition the recommendations (nation-
al and international) on getting the
female gender more active in S&T
related activities. The second prob-
lem has been the lack of access to
exploit their potentials in this domain
(business and marketing skills).
There is also the question of over-
coming cultural taboos about devel-
oping and building the human capi-
tal of women.

Against this background of con-
tradictory trends, male chauvinism
and other impediments, it is futile to
formulate a generalized strategy for
giving women access to education

and training. Miller (1995) points out
that the opportunities and barriers
that women face in gaining appropri-
ate skills depend too much on the
historical specificity of the situation
and on their class backgrounds.  For
this to be possible it is vital to have
a clear vision of both the similarities
and differences in the interests of
different groups of women.

We need to move beyond the
present situation and understand
the simplistic notion of unchanging
women's role and responsibility to
technology. African women need a
transition. It is sad to note that forty
or more years after independence,
the women in Africa have not moved
ahead. The over-all status of women
in Africa remains bleak even though
some progress has been made.
That progress is not sufficient and
significant enough nor does it reflect
their contribution to the economic,
political and developmental strug-
gles of the continent.

Let us look at some of the statis-
tics that depict the disparity between
the genders. For example, in educa-
tion, women's participation in nation-
al educational systems remains
biased due to their socio-cultural
and economic environments. As
earlier indicated, this is due to a
gross lack of genuine political will to
ensure that girls are given due
access to education in many African
countries. Of course, we cannot
bypass cultural taboos and other
constraints impeding their human
capital development. More than two-
thirds of the continent's illiterates are
women. Women are generally regard-
ed as inferior to men and it is gener-
ally accepted that they should not
therefore aspire as high as men,
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particularly in the engineering disci-
plines. The general fear for men is
that women's venturing into these
disciplines would take them away
from household related duties like
looking after the home, bringing up
children and above all, providing for

the essential services and needs of
their husbands. Table 1 illustrates
existing disparities in respect of
male-female enrolment ratios by
level of education in 1970 and
1990(% estimates)

Table 1: Male and Female enrolment Ratios by Level of Education 
in 1970 and 1990

Source. UNESCO 1991 (p.53) 
M=Male F=Female: LAC=Latin American and Caribbean
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Africa is falling behind the rest of
the world in respect of human capi-
tal development for women in partic-
ular and at all levels of education in

general. Table 2 is the projected
adult literacy rates by sex (% literate
adults in the population aged 15 or
over.)

Table 2. Projected Adult literacy rates by sex 
(% adults in the Population aged 15 or over)

Source: UNESCO (1991: 26) 
SSA=Sub-Saharan Africa; LAC=Latin America and Caribbean; DC=
Developed Countries

Table 2 is equally indicative of
the fact that Africa like South Asia
and the Arab States trails behind as
far as the general literacy rate for
women is concerned. It is lower than
for men. Many factors contribute to
the differences in these regions and
the rest of the world in enrolment
levels, for example, government
expenditures on education, or the
general socio-cultural and economic
environments of the region. In Chad
for example, the enthusiasm for
schooling is increasing rapidly,
faster than many schools can cope

with. In public schools there are
school desks having seats for only
23% of the pupils. Even private
schools have seats for only 48% of
their pupils. Most children who go to
school do so between the age of
seven and eleven. After that age
many children start to drop out.
Most of the dropouts are girls. In
2000 that meant that only 4.7% of
all the students who left school, had
obtained a diploma.

Turning to Table 1, we discover
that the number of female enrol-
ments and those continuing to the
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secondary level in Africa has shown
some significant increases. The gap
is narrowing between male and
female enrolment in secondary edu-
cation. However, the disparity gap
between male and female enrol-
ments in the tertiary sector is not
showing any significant improve-
ment. As earlier indicated, Africa
has the lowest figure in the world in
female enrolment in the tertiary lev-
els of education.

Generally it should be noted that
in developing countries, Africa in
particular, the opportunities for girls
to proceed beyond the first level of
formal education are still significant-
ly less than for boys. Furthermore,
public expenditure on education in
Africa is the lowest in the world. This
may be due to the economic situa-
tion of the continent backed also
with its rapid population increase: It
could also be as a result of poor
planning and vision regarding human
capital development, institutional
capacity building and social fore-
sight.  Another cause of such gaps
is that in many countries, public
spending on education is skewed
towards the rich. Even when public
spending is distributed more equi-
tably, rich parents can buy a far bet-
ter education for their children at pri-
vate schools. Poor parents cannot.
They are not even sure when they
will have their next meal.

While gender gaps in education
are large in some countries and
nonexistent in others, wealth gaps
exist the world over. Existing exam-
ples include Senegal, where the
enrolment ration for 6-14 year olds
from the poorest households is 52
percent points lower than for those
from the richest households, and

Zambia, with a 36 point difference.
Such wealth gaps perpetuate the
cycle of poverty; those born poor
are likely to die poor. Furthermore,
in some countries (Egypt, India,
Morocco, Niger, Pakistan) the gen-
der gap in education is much larger
for poor households. In India the
gender gap in enrolment is only 3
percentage points in the richest
households, but 34 points in the
poorest (UNDP 2002) The girl child
in poor homes is worse off in such
situations as far as human capital
development is concerned. 

Table 3 presents a view of public
expenditure on education between
1970 - 1985. Much remains to be
undertaken by African states to step
up female enrolment in higher edu-
cational institutions (HEI). According
to the World Bank (2000) various
university systems in Africa have
sought to increase female gender
enrolment through affirmative action.
For example, in Ghana, Kenya and
Uganda, women university candi-
dates have been given bonus points
on their admissions examination
score so that more of them pass the
cut off point. Between 1990 and
1999, female participation increased
from 27 to 34 percent in Uganda
and from 21 to 27 percent in Ghana. 

In Tanzania, rather than provide
women with a score bonus, an
intensive six-weeks remedial course
in science and math was offered to
women who did not pass the matric-
ulation examination. Those who
completed the course in science
and math were given a second
chance to take the exam, and uni-
versity authorities report a high pass
rate in the second round. The uni-
versity of Dar es Salaam recently
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conducted a performance assess-
ment of female students who had
entered the university in this way

and found that most of them were
performing well; in fact, several
were at the top of their classes.  

Table 3:  Public Expenditure on Education 1970-1985

Source: UNESCO (1991: 36)
SSA= Sub-Saharan Africa; LAC= Latin American and Caribbean

This experiment shows the need
to demystify science subjects espe-
cially mathematics. These are sub-
jects taught mostly by male teachers
who give the impression that girls
cannot do math and science related
disciplines like biology, chemistry
and physics. The shying away from
science related subjects by female's
accounts for their marginalization in
fields like engineering, architecture,
medicines etc. Judging from the ini-
tiative of the University of Dar es
Salaam to intensify the capacity of
girls in math and sciences, there is
reason for serious efforts to improve
their capacity in these disciplines so
as to open greater opportunities for
their participation in professions

considered to be male dominated
and reserved.

Women in Education

There is a wide disparity between
male and female scientists and
engineers on the African continent.
This leads to the exclusion of African
women in the access to modern
technology or the creation of alter-
natives to reduce their daily burden
particularly in agricultural related
activities, in industrial production
and also in the fast growing informa-
tion and communication technology
which is revolutionising the job mar-
ket, making it impossible for women
to find a place in the banking indus-
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try for example.
The recent move by the Ministry

of Women Affairs in Cameroon to
promote female gender academic
excellence is welcome. The Ministry
has recognized the achievement of
girls in recent public examinations,
the General Certificate of Education
(GCE), Ordinary and Advanced lev-
els and its French equivalent (2003)
as a way of encouraging girls to
take human capital development
seriously. It is a motivating factor for
parents to send the girl child to
school.  

Advancing human development
requires governance that is demo-
cratic in both form and substance –
for the people and by the people.
Countries can promote human
development for all only when they
have governance systems that are
fully accountable to all people – and
when all people can participate in
the debates and decisions that
shape their lives. Worse outcomes
for women in many aspects of
human development result from the
fact that their hopes and aspirations
have less impact than men's in the
decisions that shape their lives. This
inequality in empowerment is partly
captured by the gender empower-
ment measures (GEM), which helps
assess gender inequality in eco-
nomic and political opportunities.

More than fifteen years after the
Jomtien Conference (1990), the
objectives of "Education for All" are
still far from being achieved, and
have been churned into another dis-
tant dream for the next ten years or
so. The proportion of women in edu-
cation, 26 percent of secondary
enrolment and 3.9 percent of tertiary
enrolment in Africa, compares

unfavourably with that of many
developing countries, where it has
reached up to 51 percent and 10.9
percent respectively. Low female
participation and achievement
remains a salient feature of higher
education in sub-Saharan African
countries. Studies on barriers to
women's participation in Tanzania
(Mhehe 2002) and in Malawi (Banda
& Polepole 2002) point to the
"everyday realit ies of women's
lives", particularly those in full-time
employment, which make higher
learning in traditional face-to-face
teaching almost impossible due to
all sorts of social constraints (Rumajagee
2003: 293).

Though distance education may
create new avenues for the women
to further their education, it only
adds to their daily struggle and the
other burdens of caring for the fami-
ly. The important policy approach is
establishing a conducive atmos-
phere for their empowerment; to
ensure their human capital develop-
ment from the onset, and within the
same parameters as males. The
Millennium Development Goal
(MDG) calls for the elimination of
gender disparity in primary and sec-
ondary education at all levels by
2015. Still of the world's estimated
854 million illiterate adults, 544 mil-
lion are women - and of the 113 mil-
lion children not in primary school,
60% are girls (Filmer 1999). The
world is still a long way from achiev-
ing equal rights and opportunities
between females and males. The
situation in Africa is even worse.
Without the appropriate human capi-
tal development, particularly in sci-
ence and technology related disci-
plines, the female gender cannot
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effectively further the struggles for
poverty alleviation nor ensures a
sustainable developed society.

African countries must devise
strategies that incorporate the
development of a mix of skills at
higher educational levels for all, and
in particular, as far as the female
gender is concerned. Triggering a
virtuous cycle for human develop-
ment requires promoting democratic
politics. Promoting democratic poli-
tics means expanding capabilities
such as education, to enable people
to play a more effective role in such
politics and fostering the develop-
ment of civil society infrastructure
and other informal institutions to
help democratic institutions better
represent the people.

Poverty Alleviation

Empowering women by enhanc-
ing their human capital development
and deepening their participation in
the democratic governance process
constitutes a sure means for address-
ing the ongoing issue of the poverty
pandemic virus that pervades the
society. Given the massive involve-
ment of women in the agricultural
and informal sectors of the econo-
my, it is only logical that their knowl-
edge capacity be continuously
developed and sustained. Society
needs to enhance their capacity for
increasing food production, safety
palatability and maintaining food
security. 

Sub-Saharan Africa continues to
have the highest prevalence of
under nourishment and the biggest
increase in the number of under-
nourished people. Currently, in
many parts in southern and eastern

Africa are facing food shortages.
However, the picture is not uniformly
grim on the continent, and many
countries have made progress in
reducing the prevalence and num-
ber of undernourished people.
Simply producing more food cannot
solve the problem of hunger and
malnutrition. Rather, food security is
achieved when the individuals con-
cerned have secure and sustainable
access to the food they need for
healthy, active lives. This makes it
more imperative to increase female
human capacity particularly in the
domain of science and technology

And there are reasons why
greater emphasis should be laid on
science and technology and women's
active involvement and in particular,
of their greater role in caring for the
home, health and dietary of the fam-
ily. Poverty has equally contributed
to poor quality diet. Poverty and
food policy needs a new focus with
more emphasis on the industrial
structure of the food industry, more
on food preservation, more on sup-
ply and value chains, more on food
safety, more on chronic dietary dis-
eases. There is need to enhance
women capacity in the job market, in
the preservation and marketing of
their products. Diversified food prod-
ucts, traditional storage facilities and
the availability of natural additives
for different crops within various eth-
nic groups reveal the volume of
indigenous knowledge of preserving
the wholesomeness of our food
items for longer periods.
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Building on Women's Exper-
ience

As custodians of indigenous
knowledge particularly in the domain
of food preservation, their knowl-
edge and wisdom should constantly
be updated and harnessed. Women
play a major role in food security
and poverty alleviation whether as
vulnerable groups or as individuals
who can contribute to procuring food
security for the household and each
of its members. One of the main fac-
tors contributing to poverty and food
insecurity in rural households, in
particular as regards child nutrition,
is that women simply have too much
work. This calls for more user-
friendly technologies that can signifi-
cantly ease their burden of work.

The role of women in poverty
alleviation is multifaceted. But their
skills and human capacity must con-
stantly be improved upon. Their
knowledge in the growing informa-
tion and communication technology
boom must be intensified even in
the rural areas and where possible
in local languages which they under-
stand. Moves in Eastern Africa in
this area should be greatly encour-
aged. As already indicated, one of
the main factors contributing to
growing poverty is the total margin-
alization of women, their non-
empowerment and of course the
oppressive fact that women simply
have too much work. 

Measures must be taken to
strengthen the position of women as
key figures in achieving poverty alle-
viation and food security, such as:

� Improving women's access to
education and to productive
resources; i.e. land, credit and

technologies designed to
increase production and con-
sumption of food producing
crops.

� Enhance rural women's skills
through training, education,
publication and network cre-
ation programmes.

� Promote and develop agricul-
tural techniques for women in
terms of production, agricultur-
al work after the harvest, and
selling. 

The issue of female human cap-
ital development should not only be
limited to poverty alleviation. Enhancing
female empowerment has signifi-
cance in addressing health related
issues, which also is fundamental in
poverty alleviation? The ongoing
scourge of the HIV/AIDS pandemic
and other sexually transmitted dis-
eases, including the Africa's histori-
cal killers like malaria and tuberculo-
sis, along with ensuring clean water
and surroundings, are important
issues which must be adequately
addressed. 

The HIV/AIDS pandemic has
been both a cause and effect of
Africa's deepening poverty and
financial problems that have pushed
many families to the very edge of
survival as well as limiting govern-
ment's ability to respond to the
growing orphan crisis.

The Impact of Orphans

In most countries, many of the
orphans live in a household with a
surviving parent, usually their moth-
er. The high incidence of HIV infec-
tion within marriage, however,
means that many children soon lose
both parents, and become the
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responsibility of the extended family.
Grandparents raise about 40 per-
cent of these children, while aunts
and uncles raise about 30 percent.
Such new charges are a great and
added burden to women and their
families.

Thus the HIV/AIDS pandemic is
presenting a daunting development
challenge, diverting labour from
farming into care provision, increas-
ing food insecurity and poverty and
threatening the survival of entire
communities. In 1999, 24 Sub-
Saharan African countries had infec-
tion rates of five percent or more.
Over two mil l ion AIDS related
deaths occurred in these countries.
As a result of these deaths, it is esti-
mated that the number of AIDS
orphans stands close to, or more
than, one million in each of the fol-
lowing countries, Ethiopia, Kenya,
Malawi, Mozambique, Rwanda,
South Africa, Tanzania, Uganda,
Zambia and Zimbabwe (Cohen
2002, World Bank 2001, Kouakou
2003).

These developments make it
imperative for improving the human
capacity of the people, particularly
women who often bear the brunt of
the social effects and consequences
of the aftermath of HIV/AIDS vic-
tims. Only through political will and
commitment involving the state, civil
society, the productive private sector
and the international community can
these issues be adequately addressed.
As of now, child-headed house-
holds, once a rarity in Africa, are
now increasingly common, but for-
mal and traditional inheritance, land
ownership, and health and educa-
tion policies have not kept pace with
their needs. African states must

therefore show strong commitment
towards female gender empower-
ment and move fast to improvise
solid solutions, drawing on local
skills and available resources.

Since women make a predomi-
nant contribution to Africa's agricul-
tural production, especially of food,
greater efforts need to be made by
governments, donor agencies and
local financial institutions to ensure
that women's efforts are maximized
and sustained. In particular, rural
women must be brought into the
mainstream of bank lending pro-
grammers, in a way which recog-
nizes their specific needs. Presently,
bank credit policies are extremely
discriminatory, tending to label
women – whose small-scale eco-
nomic activity might be mobile or
seasonal – as credit risks. This
locks women into a "vicious cycle of
small-scale operations" lacking
credit to improve, expand and gain
in credit worthiness. Considering
that women produce about 75 per
cent of Africa's food, such discrimi-
nation is detrimental to the conti-
nent's efforts to achieve food securi-
ty and effectively fight against the
state of growing abject poverty and
misery in society. 

Women also need training skills
in how to manage and expand their
enterprises. Depriving them from
human capital development impedes
development. Poverty reduction,
food security have to be a self-sus-
taining process that continuously
applies the values and institutions of
rural people, rather than a series of
programmes designed elsewhere,
which have no faith in the people.
Africa is not making maximum use
of the natural intelligence obtained



Journal of Futures Studies

110

from the experiences of women.
Enhancing their capacity and capa-
bility through education and empow-
erment is a sure way of mobilizing
local resources and promoting
income-generating activit ies as
engines of growth for Africa's eco-
nomic and industrial take-off. The
irony and fundamental difference is
men have access to the means of
improving themselves and their sta-
tus and women do not and are
being denied human capital devel-
opment opportunities. These inequal-
ities show that the issue of funda-
mental human rights as advocated
in the West, important though they
are, may well be meaningless within
the African context. This has to be
redressed so that both men and
women are equally treated.

Ways Forward - A Political
Approach

Indeed, African states have to a
large degree been confronted with
the issues of (i) accelerating the
process or pathway for sustainable
development; (ii) the promotion of
science and technology activities to
achieve envisaged goals; (iii) the
existence or lack of capacity in S&T
due to political factors; and (iv) the
bringing of the female gender into
the mainstream development process.
These issues demonstrate the
scope and concern of this paper. In
fact, the underlying intention has
been to explore the political condi-
tion for human capital development,
science and technology policy artic-
ulation and aggregation for the
socioeconomic transformation of the
country.

The relationship between edu-
cation – human capital development
and science and technology is fun-
damental in the socio-economic
transformation success of Africa.
For years the educational system of
African countries has not delivered
the human capital necessary to
actualise the economic and industri-
al development of the region.
Worse, women have been left out in
the process. Generally human capi-
tal development is plagued with
numerous problems, including insuf-
ficient levels of investment, inade-
quate infrastructure (human and
material), poor leadership and
inconsistent policy approaches
among others.

However, these challenges are
not insurmountable. The human
capital development, particularly of
women would have to be tackled, if
the continent is to create a viable
progressive and prosperous future.
To discuss the subject of female
human capital development in the
continent is to conceptualise how to
address and overcome in a positive
way the penetrating impact of cultur-
al beliefs and other taboos, male
chauvinism and the other handicaps
that plague the continent. A new
form of accessibility and connectivity
between destroying or modernizing
cultural values and venturing into
the twenty-first century under the
canopy of ITCs has to be estab-
lished.

This paper has only scratched
the tip of the iceberg. The socio-
economic and industrial develop-
ment of the continent is dominated
largely by common factors; poor
leadership and vision, bad gover-
nance, inconsistent policy approach-
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es, poverty, ethnicity, cultural
taboos, vulnerability to natural, tech-
nological and economic shocks. It is
evident that political and economic
governance systems have the
potential to provide strong incen-
tives in making a difference in the
technological transformation of the
African continent. What is required
is the political will and vision, one
that incorporates all in the develop-
ment process. In short, one that is
people-oriented with the common
good taking precedence above indi-
vidual self-interest. It is clear that
female empowerment, science and
technology, poverty alleviation and
democratic governance go hand-in-
hand. Therefore, the state, Civil
Society and the Private-Productive
sector l inkages remain vital in
addressing the issues of female
human capital development and
empowerment. The role of S&T
cooperation between the public and
private sectors is irreplaceable in
developing the knowledge to pro-
mote socio-economic development
and global competitiveness.

Democracy has to be deepened
and women empowered to advance
the economic and industrial devel-
opment of African countries. Without
the political will and incorporation of
the entire society, science and tech-
nology may not deliver the required
results. As long as there is a kind of
democratic deficit in the governance
system, it will be difficult for women
to make the necessary break-
throughs in a male dominated world.
Thus national fragmentation accounts
for the state of poverty and margin-
alization plaguing each country,
region and eventually the continent. 

Progress can only be made

through a democratic governance
system that consistently addresses
issues of human capital develop-
ment and with focus on the female
gender.  There is an urgent need to
radically change the prevailing per-
ception of the girl child and the
female gender. Political leaders, the
state in conjunction with civil society
must address national inequality –
which constitutes the grotesque lev-
els, and ambiguous trends in the
socio-economic transformation of
the country. A genuine political will
and positive decision making pro-
vides the only way forward. It also
calls for women getting politically
and scientifically active in changing
that image of male chauvinism as
the only way for the socio-economic,
political, industrial and technological
transformation of the society. 

Addressing Inequality

Though it can be admitted that
each country must determine its
own path toward human rights and
democracy, the international com-
munity must not be silent when
gross inequalities exist between
men and women, the rich and poor.
What is required is to recognize and
engage with the issue of popular
participation, partnership and respon-
sibility sharing between the state,
civil society and private sectors
including equitable sharing of the
wealth of nation. 

Popular participation and part-
nership between the sexes requires
the strengthening of human capital
through improved health services,
education, training and population
policies, with donors (international
community) urged to play a signifi-
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cant role in these efforts. Women's
participation is also seen as vital to
successful development. Therefore,
African governments must pay spe-
cial attention to improving access to
learning for women, young and old,
urban and rural, literate and illiter-
ate. We should bear in mind that the
conditions of life are much the same
for men and women in Africa; how-
ever, with there is one fundamental
difference, men have opportunities

for self improvement that are denied
while women.

In these concluding para-
graphs, we contend with the role of
political institutions, political con-
stituencies, forms of political repre-
sentation and political culture as fac-
tors for nation-building and inputs to
building female human capacity in
science and technology related
activities. These issues are mapped
in Box 2.

Box 2    State Capacity and Constraints in Building S&T Critical Mass

Source: Forje (2003)
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Conclusion
A number of conclusions can be

drawn from the three major areas.
First, some African countries are
showing some capacity in the sup-
port of pockets of activit ies for
poverty alleviation in very specific
sectoral projects areas like health
and agriculture. Second, is the
absence of policy engagement,
there is no National Science Policy
as an integral component of national
development strategy or agenda.
Third, is the poor implementation of
whatever form of rhetorical policies
that have articulated. Cameroon for
example, has no national science
and technology blue print policy. In
addition, the state for the past two
decades has abandoned the five
year development plan that gives a
clear perspective of what was to be
accomplished. Rather the state has
consistently relegated S&T and
R&D to the background. In fact,
there seems to be no sense of
direction as research institutions are
abandon en masse with the Ministry
having one of the smallest budget-
ary allocations. 

Clearly, it is easy to recognize
the inherent problems in the politics
of development policies, but it is
plainly a potent source of disillusion-
ment. A fourth source of pessimism
concerns the state's seeming capac-
ity to induce technological innova-
tion in many African countries.

Africa finds itself caught between
traditional heritage and moderniza-
tion. In short, it faces a conflict
between the power tradit ional
taboos and the power of capacity
building. We need to embrace the
latter and recognize that this is true

development and that it is the core
of human capital development that
will make the current poor and vul-
nerable better off tomorrow. If the
problems facing the economic, polit-
ical, industrial and technological
transformation of Africa are to be
solved and a sustainable rate of
growth and society achieved, it is
important to enhance and empower
women, to promote their active par-
ticipation in the development process,
and to introduce science and tech-
nology as measures which will be
conducive to accelerating the devel-
opment and competitiveness of the
continent in the global village of the
twenty-first century. 
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