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‘….the ruling passion of globalisation is ‘profit’, not human values or welfare… The terms of trade are usually thought of as commercial agreements, but they are also an implicit statement of moral values.

Any examination of South Asia is a confrontation, with the horrific nature of poverty
, and the ways in which it negates the realisation or enjoyment of human rights, whether civil, political, social, economic or cultural.  Aside from the interdependence and interconnections of these rights, one should emphasize the association of these rights with the enjoyment of resources such as food security, education, physical safety, health, employment, property, access to justice and due process of law
. Human dignity implicit in these rights gets negated rough poverty, wilting the multiple dimension of the human person in the sense of physical and economic insecurity, fear of the future and lurking sense of vulnerability.  It is loss of ‘capabilities’
 encapsulating lost opportunities. These opportunities signify avenues to attain valuable ‘functioning’ or ‘states of being’, in terms of reflection, artistic creativity, development of and discourse on morality and contribution /participation in political, social and economic life of the community. Poverty makes mockery of  ‘individual autonomy’ and established norms of family life.  Children are sold to bondage, young daughters and sons are forced to migration to distant and dangerous situations, and men stressed to the limit draw away or simply abandon their responsibilities burdening wife and family with additional responsibilities. 

The burden of continuos starvation, unemployment, debt or illness, forces families in poor countries of South Asia, as documented in the media, to resort to the terrible route of murdering their kith and kin and suicide to end suffering, so it subverts decent and fulfilling family life
.  The middle class obsession for more security and alienation of the rich also hits at the prime objective of human rights- the social solidarity.
 

To locate the women within this maze, women make 70% of the poor of the world and two-thirds of the illiterate. Life expectancy in Africa and Asia is shorter for women than men, 70% children out of school are girls, high malnutrition and mortality rates, lesser opportunities to develop their skills. Their activities as caregivers and home-makers go unpaid and unrecognized in national capital. They usually get less pay for equal work, restricted mainly to unorganised sectors working long hours in appalling conditions, enjoy little legal protection. There are discriminatory personal laws and customary regimes.  Most of South Asian countries retain traditional systems posing legal disabilities preventing women’s equal shares in inheritance and preventing them from securing credit.  Violence against women is widespread and domestic violence in particular has not been met with serious public policy .
 Signifying the resultant less control over their bodies and as beings, this is flanked by their high vulnerability to HIV/AIDS  to which their poverty contributes. In here, ICTs are causes and indicators of increased information exchange, which is hailed as the positive potential of globalization, along with free reign of human rights and the opening of markets to poor people.
    

              Juxtaposed with this, the microcosm witnessed through ANWIC(India)’s consultancy  warrants attention. First is the case of survey of the new media space with the search word, ‘Asian women and human rights’. It reveals a narrow range of sites, a minority of which is about data base on Asian Women, discussion groups and approachable for any rights’violation. Broad base, on the contrast, exists for fashion, cosmetics and the new look
. 

Second, the collaborative workshop with Charkha and CDL
 in Mangalore in June,  revealed how civil society institutions make scanty use of the mainstream media. The possibility of bridging the hiatus was explored, only to reveal that globalisation could render positive effects if its beneficial spaces are enhanced by the use of the  media. A widespread skepticism echoed there by NGO experiences, shared in the line of how fair is the claim that cyberspace gave visibility and policy attention to the long pending issues of pesticide-related diseases. Another past study facilitated by ANWIC group  on civil society institutions also pointed to the limited use of cyberspace(only for information and domestic interaction and not for global solidarity)
.

Third: is the recent ABS-sponsored workshop for women leaders in Mangalore
. Participants, 70 in all, came from four diverse groups: women administrators, women representatives in corporation (local city administration), and women-animators of the literacy and development movements in rural areas and women entrepreneurs. Interaction with the participants revealed that they did not perceive technology and information technology in particular, as essential to their work. They depended on ‘word of mouth’ from the one who helped them have access to finance facilities and skills – the middlemen. Consequently, their access to information too, was not direct and authentic. It was always through a third party, in most cases a man. 

Fourth revelation is the case of Dalit, 
women leaders in local administration in rural areas of Udupi district of Karnataka state in Southern India
. Interaction with the respondents showed the ‘alienation’ from essential information. As an unforeseen coincidence, majority o f the respondents (@70%) were women and heads of the institution of governance. Yet, their information base was second-hand. It created an unwarranted trust and over-dependence on the person (invariably man), the provider of the official information. They did not know if it was wrong, misleading, or misinterpreted. There was no awareness about verification from or feed back to the source in case it was not communicated well. This demonstrated how the advocacy work in relation to equality in communication and information, should shapeup. Mere literacy is not enough, the political literacy with the essential information as well as the awareness of its role is necessary.  They lacked familiarity in terms of governance and communication, which has obfuscated their access, rendering them ‘information-shy’ or ‘information-indifferent’ and therefore, ‘information poor’ with constant dependence on the ‘smart’ and the ‘experienced’. 

Initiatives of the advocacy institutions such as ANWIC, that this author is focussing on, bear the resonance of these experiences and realities. Thus, they bring the issues to the public space for the dialogue and for policy formation. 

Concepts and the framework of analysis:

In this context, communication is taken as an interaction process including that of making sense of self. Using its potential,  Development suggests a round personal fulfilment of all dimensions such as the social, economic and the political. Connecting these to the higher and broader level, Empowerment denotes emancipation of the person by participation and visibility in the system on the objective-structural level and subjective- individual power through knowledge and information. As the net outcome,  justice should suggest here both the corrective and distributive dimensions – correcting the imbalance in power by distributing it to those on the deprived end. By synthesizing these connections, advocacy being a planned organised action and as a value driven political process, would create spaces in the system  by bridging activism with policy. 

Emerging in the above-stated linkages of information and empowerment at the micro and macro levels, the problem of attaining gender-related empowerment through communication further intersects with the position of the Asian in the global information society. As mentioned above, asymmetrical power relations are bound up with asymmetrical control over and access to resources, these include information technology and the knowledge economy. Though not the cause in any sense, International Communication Technology is a very important indicator of economic development and empowerment. It could facilitate, rather act as a catalyst to social justice, as articulate in human rights standards. Such a nexus could further point to its contribution to and role in the readjustment of balance of power in relation to the global communication landscape. 

From the gender justice dimension, the advocacy work in the past and the corresponding discourses have encountered the ICT at three levels: content and use, control and access. While the large share of focus seems to be on the first, the second and the third are nevertheless, important. While some see technology as masculine and capitalist domination, post- modernists see it as cultural process to be contested, negotiated and transformed.

The problem is addressed in the following analysis, through the framework offered by three questions: 

1. What are the issues pointing to the need for gender advocacy and empowerment re the Asian, in relation to information and communication?

2. What therefore, is the role for ICT  in human development with gender equity?

3. What is the scope for power balance in terms of gender justice, by means of ‘positive discrimination’ through advocacy? 

While probing these, the Asian is located in relation to the global, although the concentric circles could explain the case within the limited plane, such as the feminist concerns of autonomy in the private and public spheres. Here, the position of ‘work from home’ could be brought in. the connectivity and interactivity facilitated through ICT, has not altered the domestication of women. It has made them housebound with the legitimation of economic independence. Such ‘androgyny’, the dual role adds to the brunt of burden borne by women which otherwise could be healed by the possibility of interacting with the public arena, a social space by choice. This ‘mediated artificial’ space is unregulated and possibility of self-regulation looks remote, as there is more incidence of single parenthood and shift system with its insecure job-sharing. 

On the other hand, multiple issues of ‘global within the local’, ‘global above the local’, have certain limits. With the emergence of transnational media appropriating or co-opting the local ethos, Asian women are constructed as the consumers of the New World view swallowing their symbolic construction by the capitalist ideology as well as clamoring for status and wealth. Further, they emerge as subjects seeking information and entertainment from within and abroad for new class and cultural identities.  It represents the tension between corporate expression and citizen expression, economic freedom and democratic free expression, of many.  This is evident in issues of childcare focussing on child’s physical health and intelligence along with the concept of mother as the main carer. It reflects the lack of sensitivity to the social dimensions. Further, the information technology- related magazines and advertisements highlight the status attained through IT and the capital required for it. Its technocratic preoccupation is relenting with a total absence of socioeconomic and cultural implications.

Glimpses of ANWIC’s Trajectory:

As a voice of cultural insights from within and part of the global ethic of gender equality, many groups have emerged in South Asia. Motivated by the feminist concerns as an expression of humanism, they articulate such concerns in committed inquiry and activity dedicated to explore women’s subordination and to plan and implement change to better their life. On the same line, ANWIC (the Asian Network of Women in communication), was set up to address some of the ills that women face in the media, such as sexist portrayal, stereotyped as housewives or sex objects. It had the objective of ensuring women’s positive portrayal and visibility in decision –making.  It took the lead from its forerunner, “WE CAN’ of WACC, after its three years as the Asian Women’s desk working from Manila since 1987 after the WACC conference on ‘ Women and Media in Asia’.  It was decided that the WACC should continue its conscientisation work and training programs to Asian cultures and add two new dimensions: advocacy on issues related to women and media monitoring.  In India, activities were carried out by CISRS, JWP, promoting alternative images in the mainstream media and development of alternative media. Through its workshops, young media personnel and women activists were sensitized on the socioeconomic scenario and media’s role in documenting , reporting and strategizing action against the negative portrayal. Further, there was input on skill development, and advocacy for a gender-just media policy. IMPACT, the newsletter of ANWIC is tailor-made to mainstream readership, reaching the message to men as well as to the tradition-bound. Catering to the variety in the large mailing list, it also has acted as a forum to educate, inform and share views.

 At present,  the ANWIC coordination is done from India since 1999 by Dr. Leela Rao, Director, Manipal Institute of communication. She has been the member of the Network  ever since its inception. As documented in 
Dr. Rao coordinated the Global Media Monitoring Project 2000 from India. While she oversaw the Southern regional media monitoring, Abhivyakti from Nasik, Pune and…. Delhi contributed from their respective regions. Findings demonstrated that there is poor visibility of women in  media  and that the situation has not significantly changed since the previous GMMP endeavor in 1995 done in anticipation of the Beijing conference.
. The experience sparked off media monitoring and review of women’s position in the media, subsequently. Claiming spaces in the new media landscape, ANWIC has reported on web resources pertinent to Asian women
 and has recently been working on developing a website
. Further, the assessment of women’s place being done by Madhyam, a Bangalore-based NGO,  has been supported. Alongside, frequent experiments at micro-level  were encouraged. 
. Currently, reportage analysis is subsumed into the syllabi, research and teaching methods.

The work of ANWIC members in Pakistan, is through Moneeza Hashmi of PTV. Through her project, ‘Portrayal of Women in Media’, the work ensures a positive, balanced and diverse portrayal of women in electronic media. This is envisioned through training and gender sensitization of television media professionals, to begin with, whereas her ambition is to encompass all communicators. On the parallel, Women’s Media Center, steered by Sarayeth in Cambodia, uses media to promote positive social change, where a few women are attracted to the media due to women’s role in the society.  In Sri Lanka, Women’s Development Center (WDC) at Kandy, sensitizes the patriarchal mould of the media. The media there is seeped in war, violence, poverty and exclusion of different sector and its use as a tool to promote sexist, ageist and racist attitude in people. Another significant work is that of Philippine partner, the work to change the portrayal of women in media. Besides, the reductionism in the portrayal of girl children as victims, as subservient and soft-spoken or as those who cry easily or snobbish is said to have reinforced the gender equality. Pointing to the use of Internet for pornography and advertising women as mail-order brides, the lack in legislative action is deplored. The Center for Media freedom and Responsibility monitors media’s violation of women’s right, by Gender watch. Further, it aims at promoting women’s rights through the media.

In 2001, ANWIC coordinated the AMIC study on New Media portrayal of women and collated evidences and report for South Asia
. The most innovative and significant insight surfaced in the analysis of the New Media. It shows how ‘Asian woman’ appears as a sexed, dehumanized, ‘body’ and non-subjective self through the cyberspace. In addition, the predominance of the market and consumerism-driven media content centering on women got traced. Alongside the cultural subordination, the gender subordination has emerged as ‘double challenge’. Parts of the study has further strengthened the findings of the book ‘Gender Reflections in Asian Television’, published by ANWIC, in 2000. The book presents the report of the investigation on television system, content and policy in eight Asian countries. the meager policy presence bordering on lack, regarding women’s portrayal or just and equal participation raises alarm. Further, women only ‘participate’ in news content, documentaries or drama-genre, and rarely speak up their views. Their roles in prime time television entertainment are highly ‘stereotyped’ reflecting the patriarchal nature of the society and the media turning women audience into mere consumers. 

The India group focuses on media monitoring, encompassing the Southern region of India. Its findings and feel is passed on to the ‘gender and media literacy’ taking urban and rural women’s groups and educational centers within its fold. It has focussed on gender-related policy changes in conjunction with the civil society groups across South Asia
. The Vietnam activity has been the seminar on ‘Domestic Violence against women and the role of Mass Media for women’s development’. The research report by Dr. Nguyen Ouy Thanh,  has demonstrated the gender differences in mass media consumption
.  The India group focussed on the invisibility of women and their perspectives in communication on a broad basis. It was demonstrated by bringing together women’s voices from various forms of communication - a polylogue 

Recently, ANWIC has started the human rights dialogue column in Impact, its occasional documentation, to combine human rights education with media watch, in instances of violation of women’s human rights. 
 Venturing into the cyberspace, ANWIC aims at launching a website to show the activities of its entire network members and online issue of the newsletter. 

As demonstrated by the ANWIC documentation and involvement (in introduction), the priority area in women’s empowerment has been health care, economic independence (in poverty eradication measures such as self-help groups) and education. In response, the ANWIC advocacy has demystified the media in general, assisted audience’s autonomous meaning-making process through media literacy. Its work has highlighted the way the information access has acted as the hindrance in women’s meaningful political participation. It is further hinging on their unequal socioeconomic position and domestic power and role relationship. Here,  no fragmented or isolated approach would serve the purpose. For example, mobile telephony has added to the safety and independence of single women. But, its prohibitive costs limit it to certain economic bracket. In a hypothetical situation of domestic violence, the possibility is that the woman may not resort to the phone or it might be in his custody. However, in case of her acting too, the institution of justice might not act immediately. Thus, the technology might serve no purpose or might serve a purpose not so favorable to women, instead, it might add to their misery new or worse forms, such as hi-tech sex work, cyber pornography, to mention a few.

 Civil society institutions have catalysed women’s participation. Their work has spruced up the deliverance through governance, by education and training. As the means, communication technology is hailed as the ‘magic solution’ and as a panacea for underdevelopment.
 The general gender and media divide visible in the ANWIC experience, gets doubly pronounced in the digital divide, which is characterized by the fact that those who most need are not able to afford it. A situation analysis which could go a long way in enabling the marginalised (women form the majority ) to hone ICT’s strengths is lacking. One figure, 7%  women users of the digital media in China (UNIFEM, 2001) adds to the fear. It projects ICT  as a source of gender inequality and as block to mainstreaming gender in development. .  

The advocacy work should gear the governing clout to focus on women’s exclusion and increase access equal opportunity to policy. Then it could make sense as empowerment process, to make difference in subjective and objective reality of women. It is not only about connectivity. It should focus on just access and control as the indicators. Women’s daily constraints represented in factors such as gender discrimination in jobs, education, social class, illiteracy and geographic location are to be looked at. In addition, the high cost, urban-centered, English –dominated landscape of ICT blocks the use alongside the low level of literacy and gender role. Further, women are underrepresented in concerns and establishments, as stated already. In such technical dominance, civil society view gets ignored. The ICT needs to adapt itself to respond to women’s needs than the vice versa. In the process, civil society view should be incorporated without which policy outreach would be poor. As studies have demonstrated, an informed citizenry and democratic citizen participation are the preconditions for good governance.

Another kind of role for civil society institutions comes from the work of AWORC, which aim at lobbying through such space at a transnational level and undertake training programs to demystify technology.

The experience of SEWA
 with SATCOM
 shows that ICT can help expand its reach by training and capacity building, even though the constraints of lack of talk-back time, power failure, interruption of transmission due to communication and coordination exist. Besides, it has used the technology to capacity building with barefoot (local)managers. The areas include, village councils (the PRIs)
, forestry, water and savings and women..
 

Conclusion:

From the foregoing, it is clear how gender advocacy work can connect issues of the ICT, governance, and development and gender justice. In the center of such campaign is the gender-blindness of the policy and nature of ICT. To alter the situation, the policy needs to be geared for gender justice. Advocacy work should begin from taking gender audit of policies and measures in implementation, in all three aspects of content, control and access
. It should tackle the bias or the reinforcement of the patriarchal ideology. Besides the objectification charge, there is much less to expect from the argument around Asian culture and Asian values, as gender advocacy should spare no construct from assessment for the fuller realisation of gender justice. 
 

Specifically, gender advocacy has to contest with the idea of cultural relativism in its loose sense. Culture should be no refuge or excuse to delay establishment of democracy and strengthening of human rights retrieved from the rich heritage of philosophies and traditions. 
 Encouraging community media and media literacy in the specific contest to tackle girl child stereotypes and discrimination might be the first step. Re-evaluating technology, its impact analysis  could be followed up by organised, and  articulate responses by solidarity through local, regional and global alliance builidng. The corporate sector should be geared to develop userfreindly software and correcting gender blindness of  employment policies and researches, so that profit-making is added on by social responsibility. This is to ensure women’s participation leading to just share of knowledge

The conceptualisation of governance as communication than a tool and information part of ICT must incorporate the diversity of expression.
 Attention should also be paid to larger issues of  poverty and cultural ethos leading to vulnerability. In this direction, contribution of the ANWIC thinktank to community radio, media literacy and community media serves the core purpose of demystification of the media, dispelling such vulnerability.

In global scenario, the situation of women in relation to ICT, is better explained by intersecting circles and many circles connecting and disconnecting with respect to regional and  socio-economic location. So advocacy should target at justice, where construct of gender shifts equality from male objective norm t o female subjective norm. To that end, suggestions should emanate from experts and discussions among them. The following set of questions is one suggested frame for such brainstorming: 

· What is   the gender situation of knowledge economy, power of/through knowledge , equitable use and distribution of ICT, community information centers, means of adhoc costs
-to understand what causes women to opt out of technology and how to steer ‘women in technology campaigns’. Non-technology factors to be taken note of. Here, equal opportunities, skill-giving, promotional prospects- are to be encouraged by  management policies integrating women  into responsible positions for development and use of ICTs.

· How to document such efforts,  create networking and facilitate unified response  and how to integrate such data base in strategizing the response?

· How to influence policy to negotiate space for women’s empowerment in the sense of  just distribution and use, fair and informed  participation at national , regional and global level

One projected outcome could aim at concrete policy change where the state can provide awareness, education and training or at the quasi-policy – the stance of the global conglomers where the ICT development projects draw women users in designing projects. The latter should be lobbied for, so that advocacy work negotiates for greater equity from the benefits of ICTs  to those who longsince deserve it.
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