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Assessing women’s empowerment through participatory agricultural technology in Syria
Gender-sensitive measurement of change is basic to evaluate the efficacy of pro-poor development interventions that are meant to empower women towards social justice and gender equity. However, despite a proliferation of gender-sensitive indicators (Moser 2007) measurement methods are still ineffective and inappropriate to capture the multi-dimensional nature of poverty, empowerment and gender. 

My PhD research aims to assess the empowering potential of a women pro-active approach adopted by the Participatory Plant Breeding (PPB) programme at the International Center for Agricultural Research in the Dry Areas (ICARDA). Based on a diagnostic study conducted in November and December 2006, I developed a conceptual framework for my action-research. This analytical framework, that constitutes my contribution to this workshop, is based on a system concept Social Impact Assessment (SIA) that allows looking at the social dimensions of impact with a holistic approach to dynamic processes of change as perceived by those involved. I integrate these qualitative methods with quantitative ones to monitor the actual changes in governance structures.

Strategies to address social justice have often overlooked gender injustice (Reeves and Baden 2000) and consequently reproduced if not aggravated existing inequalities. On the other hand, in cases where gender mainstreaming has been adopted it has rarely been implemented in programming practices resulting in little advancement towards gender equity. Gender-sensitive impact evaluations of development interventions can monitor the inclusion of gender concerns, increase the accountability of gender-mainstreaming mechanisms and also highlight their shortcomings for future improvement. 

Empowerment (Sen 1990; Kabeer 2003; Zueger 2005) is often considered key to self-determination and gender justice (Mukhopadhyay and Singh 2007). Empowerment is a process of inner and outer change in power relations that affect the individual as agent and subject of governance systems at different societal levels. The difficulty of assessing change towards gender justice rests in the technical aspect of measuring transformations in dynamic power relations, and in the elusive and political nature of the issues of gender and justice. Are there universally acceptable development paths? Are desires (Annas 2003) adequate parameters of self-determination? How can change as a process be captured? And whose point of view counts? How can the complexity of the system where change takes place be taken into account? Finally, how does change in practical circumstances relate to more strategic transformations of gender relations (Moser 1989)?  

The aim of my action-research is to assess the empowerment potential of the pro-active approach adopted by the PPB programme at ICARDA in the context of the Syrian countryside. Here, a complex overlapping of governance structures from the global to the local level, formal institutions, and socio-cultural norms hinder the achievement by women farmers of their right to self-determination. Women are not recognized as independent citizens, farmers and biodiversity managers; distribution of access to and control of natural resources is gender-biased in favour of men; and women farmers are excluded from equal participation and decision-making related to new opportunities. 

The overarching methodology I adopted at the analytical stage of my research is a system concept Social Impact Assessment (SIA). This will support my qualitative analysis of change at individual level and, at the same time, help me appreciate its interlocking with dynamic relationship at wider societal levels (Williams and Imam 2006). My selection of methods use context-relevant gender-sensitive indicators developed in collaboration with the women farmers during my previous diagnostic study (Galie’ 2007).

Rich pictures (Attenborough 2006) paralleled by Q-Methodology (Zueger 2005) will help explore women farmers’ worldviews in relation to the environment surrounding them, their desires, perceived impediments and solutions with a minimum involvement from externally imposed criteria. An adapted Multi-criteria mapping (Stagl 2007) can support an understanding of individual views on policy options. I will use a Sustainable Livelihoods (SL) framework (Mancini et al 2007) to learn about intra-household gender-differentiated needs and perceptions of access to basic assets. However, I will integrate the capital stocks usually included in the SL with an analysis of belief systems and perceptions of identity and status.    

These methods will be repeated cyclically in an ex-ante, in-itinere and ex-post SIA, to highlight inner and outer changes in worldviews and asset distribution affecting women farmers after their involvement in the PPB. Quantitative methods will be used to monitor changes in formal and informal governance frameworks and appreciate the potential of women pro-active programmes aimed at social and gender justice.

By March 2008, when the workshop will take place, I will have performed the ex-ante SIA and will have therefore tested the methods I selected and adapted to the local context with the women farmers.    
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