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In his column last Sunday (August 19), Philip Ochieng analyses the exploitation and oppression of women. He gives a historical account of the roots of patriarchy and discusses the importance of a class analysis in women's campaigns for gender equality.

Unfortunately, and unlike the Philip we have come to know and admire, his prescription that women should form their own political party to struggle against male dominance reflects ideological, intellectual and political laziness on his part.

History records that there have been political parties that promoted gender equality not just at the legal level but at the economic, social, cultural and political levels. Within East Africa Rwanda, Uganda and Tanzania have given women some form of affirmative action at the legal and political levels.

Women have become leaders of political parties and even heads of state in various countries. Notwithstanding these achievements, not all women support gender equality.

We all recall the leaderships of Margaret Thatcher, Golda Meir, Benazir Bhutto, Indira Gandhi, Bandaranaike, Acquino and others. Liberia has given us Johnson as the first woman president in Africa. If we were to single out Thatcher, for example, what can we say she did to help the causes of women in Britain and the world over?

As one of the architects of neo-liberalism, she supported policies that hastened the feminisation of poverty in Britain and in the Third World. Thatcher served a party that served a system that exploited and oppressed women and men.

She oversaw a system that allowed the oppression of women in the family and in the society. Through Thatcher, patriarchy was feminised, thus strengthening it in Britain and elsewhere in the world where British interests held sway.

In 1997 Mrs Charity Ngilu ran for the presidency as leader of the Social Democratic Party. Not all Kenyan women voted for her. Indeed, her votes came by and large from Kamba women and men. Although Mrs Ngilu, according to recent polls, is the most popular woman politician, she has cleverly avoided seeking women's votes only.

Indeed, her major weakness is the failure to craft a platform for women's interests, rights and social justice concerns in a consistent manner. Indeed, no woman political leader in Kenya has demonstrated any ideological and political leadership that encompasses the interests of the urban and rural poor women and men, the young women and, above all, the radical restructuring of the Kenyan system.

It is critical, therefore, when we talk of women's party or women leaders, to problematise the role of the party or the individual woman leader in enhancing gender equity and equality. To argue that a women's political party will liberate women is to ignore the complexity of economic, social, cultural and political factors that keep women enslaved, exploited and oppressed.

These forces and factors can enslave a women's party or a woman who is a leader of a country. Calls for women's parties or women's leaders must never be made in a vacuum of all these forces and factors.

There is no doubt that in political parties that have advanced women's equality and equity, there were women leaders in those parties who played great roles in the achievements.

The name of Kollontai in the Bolshevik Party comes to mind. There was within the Bolshevik Party a dedicated, unified, and focused women's agenda and leadership that ensured that the women's agenda was not marginalised either in the party or in the state policies. The party itself was committed to women's equality at the family and societal level.

The gains made by women after the Bolsheviks came to power and the clawing back of these gains under Stalin, clearly show how critical it is for the party, its leaders both male and female, and particularly female, to stay focused on these issues.

Men are at the centre of women's exploitation and oppression. Nonetheless, it is politically dangerous to argue that men will never support gender equality and women's empowerment.

A piece of history in Kenya should illuminate this point in an artificial way. Hon Njoki Ndung'u tells Kenyans that in agitating for the passing of the Sexual Offences Bill, she got great assistance from women and men. She also got resistance from men and women.

Men are slowly but surely coming to understand that gender equality is in their interests. Women are also becoming aware that to liberate themselves, they have to liberate societies of women and men.

It is arguable that a women's political party may deepen gender divisions that already exist and that are fanned daily by anti-women policies and politics. It is also important to ask who will lead that political party and whether the agenda of all women will be reflected in that leadership.

Let us not give patriarchal and anti-women men organisations (such as Maendeleo ya Wanaume and Men against Women's Equality (MAWE)) an environment to flower. It is organisations such as Men for the Equality of Men and Women (MEW) and Femnet's project, Men for Gender Equality Now, that are on the right track when it comes to gender relations in our society.

The Kenyan society itself must embrace gender equality and political parties that do not reflect this mandate will never be elected in office.

In the case of Kenya in the short-term radical social democratic agenda will advance gender equality. What is needed, therefore, is a party that will champion this crusade for gender equality. The party will also give its women leaders who are committed to gender equality space to agitate and keep the entire leadership of the party on course towards gender equality.

