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1. Introduction

Mr. Chair, Distinguished Keynote speaker, Honourable Ministers and representatives of Member
States: | am pleased to have an opportunity to contribute to this critical dialogue and from the
outset, wish to preface my comments with a reminder that every significant United Nations
conference since 1980 that has addressed gender equality and women’s empowerment, and more
recently the Millennium Development Goals, has pointed to the centrality of education as the
vehicle for women’s empowerment and as the tool for equipping them to grasp opportunities for
their fuller participation in development processes. A major objective of this dialogue, therefore,
should be an assessment of the efficacy of this proposition.

Secondly, the concerns of this panel must be referenced to a human rights framework and the
obligation of States under CEDAW to ensure the ‘equal rights of women with men in the field of
education’. Three inter-related rights are summed up in the theme for this panel: ‘the right to
education (access and participation); rights within education (free choice, including in science
and technology); and, rights through education (equality of opportunity beyond school) - the
latter going well beyond a consideration of numerical gaps to issues of substantive equality and
ways in which patriarchal norms determine gender-based inequalities in the distribution of
material resources.

2. The situation
In a nutshell, interventions by the keynote speaker and member countries, point to the following
global trends:

1. In spite of regional and/or national variations, women’s right to education has been
largely realised and the most significant inroad has been made at the tertiary level,

2. Women’s rights within education are yet to be widely realised. Although globally,
women are increasingly seizing opportunities for higher education, they continue to
pursue stereotypical, feminised fields of study and are under-represented in the more
critical science and technology areas and in the technical crafts which have serious
implications for future life chances, career paths and employment and earning capacity.

3. Thirdly, women’s rights through education are far from being realized. Although a direct
correspondence cannot be readily established, generally it can be inferred that, globally,
women represent the better source of human capital but nonetheless experience lower
levels of employment and higher levels of unemployment; are more highly represented as
part-time workers; on average earn less than men; are disproportionately represented in
vulnerable areas of work and therefore are less exposed to opportunities for experiencing
decent work conditions — issues that are consistently raised in the CEDAW constructive
dialogue with States parties who are called on to dismantle entrenched stereotypes and
structural determinants of these patterns.

In other words, to date, although increased access to education has improved the condition of the
lives of women and their children, the potential of education, as presently configured, to make a
strategic difference in women’s lives, maybe overstated.



international women’s movement and the several associated conferences held over the last 4
decades. With their focus on the need for the economic and political empowerment of women
within a human rights framework as well as the dismantling of male hegemony, these
conferences created driving forces which forced Governments and NGOs to move towards
strategic goals identified for women’s advancement. At the same time, challenges to prevailing
gender ideology have resulted in women taking greater control for their sexuality and



4. The Way Forward

Given the observations and analyses of the global situation in relation to women’s access and
participation in education and opportunities for employment and decent work, what might be the
way forward in terms of protecting and ensuring the rights of women in these spheres? | offer
four proposals which, in essence, require a dismantling of patriarchal ideologies and systems.

1. Firstly, the most critical action has to be a re-engineering of the options and the
content of women’s education, particularly at the higher levels. Women, in keeping
with cultural norms, opt for training in traditional occupations which are consistent with
social expectations, but to which labour markets attach little value or monetary worth. If
women's position at the lower end of the market is to be reversed, the distinction between
educational attainment per se and the subjects in which women gain qualifications is
critical. Scientific, technical and managerial qualifications are important for giving
women access to high-level jobs.

2. Secondly, the playing field can only be leveled if there is acceptance of the need for co-
responsibility in the household and a more equitable distribution of the burden of
responsibility for the provision of unpaid social reproduction and care in the domestic
domain. This has to be achieved through a process of re-socialisation of both sexes since,
in many ways, although disadvantaged by outcomes, women, as mothers and teachers,
play a critical role in reproducing essentialist ideologies and traditional gender identities.

3. Thirdly, ways in which the structure of opportunity in global economies privilege males
and offer opportunities which, in many instances, are based on patronage and ascription
rather than merit, have to be challenged and reconstructed to protect the rights of women
through education.

4. Finally, and most importantly, transformation of systems and structures can only be
realized if there is political will and governments commit to fulfill obligations under
international conventions such as the CEDAW as well as consensus outcome documents
such as the Beijing Platform for Action and the Millennium Development Goals — all of
which establish standards and call for actions to ensure the rights of women within and
through education; and, their greater access to science, technologies and vocational



