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Introduction

The purpose of this paper is to examine the conundrums that international women’s development agencies face when working with indigenous populations. It will establish the importance of cultural preservation efforts while addressing how certain traditional cultures threaten the rights of indigenous women.  While taking this threat under consideration, this paper will conclude by arguing that cultural preservation efforts should still be pursued, and how  women’s organizations such as UNIFEM might find this objective difficult.  

 At its inception, the reader is offered a clarification of key terms (development, culture and indigenous peoples) that will be used throughout the discussion. It will proceed by recognizing the overall negative effects of development from the perspective of indigenous peoples linking inadequate development attempts to the poverty currently plaguing indigenous peoples, women and their children. Then it will offer a review of the current conditions of indigenous peoples, how their culture and existence has been threatened by development policies and how the UN supports cultural preservation.  In contrast, the next section reviews the current conditions of women and how their culture has served as a threat to their existence. The section that follows discusses the UN’s role in the proliferation of a new development paradigm: sustainable development and examines the dilemmas in designing culturally sustainable programs. This is followed by a case study that supports the author’s proposition to combine two seemingly contradictory elements, cultural preservation with development that entails cultural change. The lessons learned from previous development experiences will then be applied to UNIFEM, one of the most well-known and respected international women’s organizations, which serves predominately poor indigenous women from all over the world.  The penultimate section of this paper offers an overview of UNIFEM followed by an examination of how UNIFEM addresses gender-based violence.  The author’s proposition of applying cultural preservation efforts is tested by applying its feasibility to UNIFEM. The discussion ends with the conceptual dilemmas that UNIFEM faces if it were to combine empowerment with cultural preservation followed by recommendations and a conclusion.
Clarifying Nebulous Terminology
What is Development?

“Development” in this paper refers to the process of economic development which NYU Economist Debraj Ray defines as the pursuit of raising the income, well-being and economic capabilities of people.
 Theories of development permit the classification of all countries into various development phases that run the gamut from “developed” to “underdeveloped.” Developed countries are generally characterized by high per capita income, a low death rate and birth rate and high industrialization. Underdeveloped countries tend to show low per capita income, low quality of health, a high death and birth rate and a large rural population of subsistence farmers. The basic path of economic development is described by the gradual exit of people from the agricultural sector and domestic production and entrance to the industrial sector and world market.
Defining “Culture”
Culture is ubiquitous and abstract with definitions ranging from the all-encompassing (“it is everything”) to the narrow (it is opera, art, and ballet).”
  In the 1982 World Conference on Cultural Policies, culture was broadly defined as “the whole complex of distinctive spiritual, material, intellectual and emotional features that characterize a society or social group” and noted that culture includes “not only arts and letters, but also modes of life, the fundamental rights of the human being, value systems, traditions and beliefs."
 When culture is referred to in this paper, it uses anthropologist Larry Samovar’s definition of culture, defined as the “deposit of knowledge, experience, beliefs, values, values, attitudes, meanings, social hierarchies, religion, notions of time, roles, spatial relationships, concepts of the universe, and material objects and possessions acquired by a group of people in the course of generations through individual and group striving.”
  According to Samovar, there are three cultural elements: verbal processes, non-verbal processes and perception. Verbal processes refer to anything involving language. Non-verbal processes refer to bodily movements, facial expressions, touch, concept of time and use of space.
The third cultural element, perception, the less obvious of the three, may be defined as the process “by which an individual selects, evaluates, and organizes stimuli from the external world.”
  The three major socio-cultural elements that directly influence perception and communication are cultural values, worldview and social organizations. Cultural values inform a member of a culture about what is good or bad, right or wrong, true or false, positive and negative. Values define what is worth dying for and what is worth protecting. The perceptual element, a culture’s worldview (religion), can influence a community at a very profound level and its effects on people are not always revealed in obvious ways. A worldview helps individuals “locate their place and rank in the universe” and “influences the social, economic, and political life of a nation.”
 And finally, the perceptual element, social organizations, influences and usually initiates individuals’ attitudes, values and behaviors. Social organizations are defined as the manner in which a culture organizes itself.
  In addition to the family, formal (i.e. political systems, tribal councils) and informal (i.e. social hierarchies) governments are also means by which members of a culture may choose to organize themselves.

Identifying “Indigenous Peoples”
There is no universal definition of indigenous peoples and indigenous peoples generally reject external attempts at defining them. From an indigenous perspective, the right to self-identification is a fundamental right, which is the basis for a broader recognition, to include culture, language and religion. As a result, benchmarks created by the International Labour Organization (ILO) Convention 169 and the UN Special Rapporteur José Martinez Cobo,
 are used to help identify rather than define indigenous identities. Indigenous identities are usually characterized by:

· historical continuity with pre-colonial societies

· strong link to territories

· distinct social, economic or political systems

· distinct language, culture and beliefs

· form non-dominant sectors of society, and groups who
· identify themselves as different from national society.
UN estimate of indigenous people in the world is 350 million. The UN recognizes approximately 5,000 different peoples that fit their characteristics of indigenous. These groups live in over seventy countries and vary widely in their cultures, religions, social life and economic organization.
SECTION A

International Development and Marginalized Peoples: Remedy or Poison?

Unintended Consequences of Development for Indigenous Peoples
This section describes the harm that international organizations caused indigenous peoples by not pre-considering the effects of their development policies. After the debt crisis in the 1970’s, the World Bank (WB) and the IMF implemented structural adjustment policies in the 1980’s that researchers discovered only helped the upper class and harmed the poor (mainly indigenous people).  
In response to the debt crisis, the main policy response of International Financial Institutions (IFIs) was to offer new adjustment loans to debt-distressed countries that were conditional upon their adoption of liberal, market-oriented policies. Repeated loans were given (Argentina received up to 30) even when governments did not implement the prescribed policies. The implied rationale of the Structural Adjustment Loan (SAL) as the policy response rested on the assumption that excessive state intervention caused the economic crisis and that a free market economy would lead “to the best state of affairs for society, or at least that redistributive policies should be pursued separately, with minimal reliance on the market mechanism.”
  

The IMF and WB played different but complementary roles in the adjustment process.  IMF adjustment loans served as prerequisites for WB adjustment loans. The IMF was primarily responsible for macro level stabilization
  in the short-run, devaluing exchange rate and stopping hyperinflation. In contrast, the WB’s responsibility focused on longer-run policies of structural adjustment.             

The push for Third World countries to shift from a subsistence economy to a market economy, displaced indigenous peoples from their traditional farming livelihood. Also, instead of eliminating mass poverty, those policies destroyed their traditional way of life by destroying the very environment which their livelihood depended on.  Today, in most Third World countries, although the consumption of the upper class continues to grow, so is the increasing inequality between the rich and the poor. According to Ivan Illich, in his essay “Development as Planned Poverty,”  he points out how even when  per-capita consumption rates of development countries are on the rise, the majority of people have less food now, than in 1945, less health care, less meaningful work and less protection. Illich attributes this phenomenon to the break down of culture and traditional family caused by unsuccessful macro-level development policies. In addition, he finds evidence that currently more people (in absolute terms and in percentages of the world population) suffer from hunger and pain than they did at the end of World War II. 

(Under)Developing the Third World

Less Tradition, More Poverty
As a result of entering the formal labor market, indigenous communities now show increased poverty rates along with decreased traditional social mores.  For example, in Thailand, in the 1980’s, many women left their traditional role as farmers and are now either employed as factory workers where they produce goods for others or offer their bodies as commodities. A combination of high demand from the West, and high supply of sex workers (in response to an increased poverty rate) has made Bangkok a leading country in the sex trade industry.

Less Decision-making Power 
Market economy that sought to maximize capital accumulation and profits overpowered the decision-making strategy of indigenous peoples which would have prevented the over usage of their lands. As a result of the conversion from a subsistence economy to a market economy, locals lost decision-making power over the use of natural resources. Use of local resources previously determined by environmental and social needs by collective local decision-making mechanisms were displaced by elites who instead responded to the heavy demands of consumer goods that relied on raw goods.
 
More Environmental Degradation

The quick pace of markets inherent in new developed countries exceeded the regenerative capacity of the earth’s ecosystem.  As a result, energy intensive production processes have created severe environmental instabilities. Uncontrolled supply of raw materials has, at the very least, polluted the air, water and soil. As Juliet Schor argues, the technology and products countries choose to produce are key determinants of environmental degradation and it is difficult to deny the culpable role of growth/development. For examples, the production of steel and cars results to more air pollution and global warming; the daily provision of newspapers leads to the destruction of millions of acres of forest; more food generally implies more pesticides and the rise in toxic substances.

Section B
Women and Indigenous Peoples: Harsh Realities, Slow Progress
Dismal Status of Indigenous Peoples

This section considers how previous development policies contributed as a force to diminish the numbers of indigenous peoples and establishes the rationale that mobilized the UN to finally recognize the importance of cultural preservation efforts by multilateral organizations. Then it will present the complications of cultural preservation in situations where culture itself harms women.  
As a result of development, disease, disruption of their cultural life and open conflict, many indigenous groups have been destroyed. For example, ninety of Brazil's 270 indigenous groups have disappeared since 1900. Of the 350 million indigenous peoples in the world, over 40 million live in Latin America and constitute approximately 8 per cent of the population.
   More groups are bound to quietly continue disappearing if the rights of indigenous people are not protected. 
Poverty Threatens Survival of Indigenous Peoples
Indigenous peoples from all over the world appear to face the same problem – poverty According to various sources, such as the World Bank and Development Gateway Foundation, indigenous peoples have historically been among the poorest and most excluded populations in the world.
 World Bank research studies confirm that the incidence of poverty is high and “severe” among the indigenous in Latin American countries that are known for their high percentage of indigenous peoples: Bolivia (60%), Guatemala (50%) and Mexico (50%).
  Their standard living and health conditions are far below average.
For examples, in Vietnam, indigenous peoples make up 14% of the population and out of the 29% of people living in poverty; indigenous groups consist of over 60%. Last week, in Australia, (Wednesday, November 19, 2003) the increasing poverty rate of indigenous peoples was close to becoming declared a “national emergency” where indigenous people have a shorter life expectancy than the average Australian by twenty years. In Australia, 30% of indigenous households are living in poverty and 50% are reliant on some form of welfare.
 
Taste of Hope: UN and Sustainable Development
After the environmental consequences of harsh international and national fiscal policies became evident, the international community started to develop a new development paradigm: sustainable development. Sustainable development is concerned with the preservation of the environment, and as an indirect result, the preservation of indigenous livelihoods that depend on farming for survival. 

The concept of “sustainable development” entered the development discourse in 1983 and was popularized by Gro Harlem Brundtland, former Prime Minister of Norway, who chaired the World Commission on Environment and Development (formed in 1983). Sustainable Development is defined as the process of managing social demands without eroding the life support properties or mechanisms of social cohesion and resilience. There are many dimensions to sustainability; according to Brundtland
 it requires the following:
· First, the elimination of poverty and deprivation

· Secondly, the conservation and enhancement of resource base which alone can ensure that the elimination of poverty is permanent

· Third, the broadening of the concept of development so that it covers not only economic growth, but also social and cultural development

· And finally the unification of economics and ecology in decision-making at all levels.

In 1987 Prime Minister Brundtland released “Our Common Future,” better known as the Brundtland Report, and in addition to tying together the relationship between development and the environment, it gave some direction for comprehensive global solutions.
  Publications specifying global solutions were produced as a result of the UN’s 1992 Conference on Environment and Development held in Rio de Janeiro (later known as the Earth Summit), “the most highly attended global conference by member states and NGOs”
. The Earth Summit ended with Agenda 21 (Agenda for Change), the Convention on Biological Diversity, the Framework Convention on Climate Change, the Rio Declaration and a statement of non-binding Forest Principles.
 Five years after the Rio Summit, two forums, the 1997 Earth Summit +5 and another five years later, the World Summit on Sustainable Development in Johannesburg, reaffirmed the importance of keeping sustainable development on the international agenda where participants discussed how to translate sustainable development from agenda to action.

The development paradigm shift toward sustainable development was important for the progress of indigenous communities. Development agencies, along with states, were forced to think about the consequences of their actions but unfortunately, they were not forced to act. In addition, the Brundtland report mentioned the importance of cultural and social development but most emphasis was on the environment and barely any reference was made to women.  Nevertheless, sustainable development marked a shift toward promising policies that emphasized the importance of pursuing development that did harm the earth nor its inhabitants.
UN Recognizes Importance of Cultural Preservation of Indigenous Peoples
In spite of the difficulties that outsiders face in trying to define them, indigenous peoples appear to have a clear sense of who they are and what they need. In 1985, indigenous leaders representing more than 300 indigenous communities campaigned for a UN declaration that would recognize their right to land and self-determination. The campaign called for the UN to expand on the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights to affirm that indigenous peoples are equal in dignity and rights to all other peoples and that they have the right to be different.  Their persistence succeeded in getting their issues onto the agenda of the UN and in getting the UN to form a key (albeit legally non-binding) document. The 1993 Draft UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples includes the following items:

1) Self determination within existing states

2) Protection against genocide

3) Protection against ethnocide

4) Protection of their own cultures  (emphasis added)

5) Protection of their own institutions of governance

6) Protection of their own special relationship to the land

7) Protection of their traditional economic activities, and

8) Representation on all bodies making decisions about them.

Although this Declaration is an important milestone for the struggles of indigenous peoples,  the requests in the Draft Declaration of Indigenous peoples, if granted, would entail a rethinking and reorganization of most states in the world, as well as a rethinking of the ways in which economic activities are organized within them.  It would be difficult to expect countries to abide by number six, in particular, if a country’s entire industries (that has already seized  control of indigenous land) is dependent on indigenous land. The indigenous charter thus poses a direct challenge to the current global system of states. Honoring such items as numbers five through seven may not be in line with the political and economic interests of states. As a result, the pressure then falls on international organizations to mitigate the social consequences of development that will protect indigenous cultures.
Section C
Dilemmas in Cultural Preservation Efforts
Cultural Preservation and its Threat to Indigenous Women

UN agencies and member states involved in development should include cultural preservation in their agenda to prevent the harm inflicted by development policies from previous decades. This section discusses the dilemma that unravels once the culture itself retains beliefs that harm women. It offers the reader examples of harmful traditional practices along with solutions through a case-study on how one can  address.
The Price Women Pay for their Gender -- Gender-based Violence Embedded in Culture
Women from all over the world face violence as a result of simply living life as women in a patriarchal society that practices customs that  (sometimes unintentionally) harm them.  There are harmful traditional practices, less extreme than customs such as female gential cutting (FGC), whose violence instead is a gradual and subtle process. Certain cultures deprive women and girl children of  adequate food, access to health care and education when compared to their male counterparts.   
Generally throughout the developing world, the average food intake of pregnant and lactating mothers is far below that of the average male. There is vast literature on nutritional taboos of certain cultures that ensure “women are deprived of essential nutrients, and as a result they tend to suffer from iron and protein deficiencies.” 
 In India,  research shows that lactating mothers of girl children are given less nutrition and girls are breast-fed for a shorter period of time.
  Another well-known statistic is that two-thirds of the world’s million children without basic schooling are females.

Son reverence, a trans-cultural phenomenon, is marked by various practices that illustrate a culture’s preference to the male-child over the female-child which results in the nutritional and psychological neglect of the girl-child.  Son-preference cultures usually welcome and celebrate the birth of a son as an asset, whereas that of a girl is seen as a liability illustrated by proverbs recited such as “bringing up girls is like watering the neighbor’s garden.”
  The neglect of daughters sometimes results in their death when illnesses during childhood and infancy are not taken seroously.
 The discrimination against daughters has also resulted in a new phenomenon, especially in South East Asian countries – the fall in the child sex ratio. Various researchers have shown that the shortfall of females (approximately 106 boys to 100 girls) in such countries is by no means a natural phenomenon.
   The number of “missing girls” may be explained by the neglect of girls and/or by families practicing female infanticide, such as in south India.

International organizations that pursue cultural preservation need to design development interventions that attempt to change the negative parts of the culture while  keeping the overall culture intact. This sometimes appears impossible, For example, the harm toward females is a result of  value system that has internalized that females are valued less than males. How does one go about changing an entire value system without changing the entire culture? How can communities and organizations collaborate in a way that does not disrupt the entire way of life? Above all, how does an outsider interfere with resistance from the local people?   
Cultural Preservation, Indigenous Peoples and Development Organizations: Two Choices

Development project coordinators debate about the appropriate policies towards indigenous peoples (IPs). The debate involves two sides – one side defends a policy to insulate IPs whose cultural and economic practices make it difficult for them to deal with outsider NGOs.
 This approach has its advantages; special protection is provided and preservation of cultural distinctiveness is achieved. The disadvantage to such an approach is that IPs are left out of the benefits that development can entail and indigenous women are not protected if they continue to live in cultures that practice traditions that harm them. 

In contrast, proponents of the other policy argue that indigenous peoples must be “acculturated to dominant society values and economic activities” so that they can participate in national development. 
 Here the benefits may include better economic and social opportunities but often bought at the price of the gradual loss of cultural differences.  This may be seen as a positive result if the loss of culture also includes the loss of harmful traditional customs.   
Combining Contradictory Elements: The Third Choice
Between the two extreme choices remains a third choice for international organizations that would like to protect indigenous women without harming their overall culture. This approach is a difficult and slow process that requires constant feedback from the community since changing entrenched attitudes within a culture involves gradually changing a culture’s particular perceptions and values. 
UN development agencies in the field have faced and will continue to face resistance from community members who cherish and choose to preserve their traditions, no matter how harmful. Traditional cultural practices reflect values and beliefs held by community members for periods spanning generations. Every social grouping in the world “has specific traditional cultural practices and beliefs, some of which are beneficial to all members, while others are harmful to a specific group, such as women.”
  But as Molly Melching, Executive Director of Tostan (an NGO dedicated to end female genital cutting [FGC] in Senegal) “a tradition that kills or harms, is not a tradition worth keeping”
 Development agencies need to pursue creative solutions that try to change harmful behavior while promoting and preserving positive aspects of a community’s culture. A case study will help illustrate the benefits of combining cultural preservation with development efforts that require social/cultural change.  
Tostan: A Case Study
The goal for international development agencies is to find a balance between the two polarized views, as Molly Melching, illustrates below. In Senegal, Mrs. Melching has worked for over 20 years, progressing quite slowly in ending FGC because of the difficulty of extracting a custom too embedded in the overall local culture. She has learned that in order to protect the lives and livelihoods of women from female-genital cutting, agencies must work on social change village by village, not by  individuals. For example, since in Senegal uncut girls are considered dirty and therefore unfit for marriage, no family would ever agree to not cut its daughter since that would harm the daughter’s chance of marriage. As result, Mrs. Melching and her organization, Tostan, have designed a creative approach to end FGC. Tostan mediates between villages, two at a time, until both villages agree to stop FGC practices and promise to allow their sons to marry uncut women from the other village. This example illustrates and commends the creativity and unlimited patience that such culturally sensitive campaigns require.

More importantly, Tostan persuades communities to end FGC without destroying the entire rites of passage ceremony related to FGC. For example, in some villages, FGC is performed in a hut as an intiation ceremony. In the circumcision hut, along with being cut, girls are usually taught sex education, hygiene, and other life lessons.
  When local NGOs tried to destroy circumcision hut, they faced immense resistance from the community. Tostan on the other hand, worked with the community and persuaded to maintain the hut and all its activities except for FGC. This shows how communities can successfully abandon one harmful aspect of their culture (FGC)  without abandoning the entire beneficial cultural context (the hut).  Fighting to eradicate harmful traditional practices, opponents must be careful “not to condemn the cultures, but rather to condemn the act itself”
 and to promote and preserve the positive aspects of the overall culture.  

SECTION D
Analyzing Unifem’s Role: Development and Indigenous Women

This section examines the feasibility of the recommendation mentioned in the end of the previous section by applying it to UNIFEM. After reviewing the main strategies and goals of UNIFEM, it then proceeds to explain the benefits of a human rights-based approach when dealing with traditions that harm. The author will then examine the conceptual difficulties that UNIFEM will face if trying to merge female empowerment and cultural preservation efforts.  

Overview of the United Nations Development Fund for Women (UNIFEM)

The creation of UNIFEM in 1976 was a direct result of the UN World Conference on Women in Mexico in 1975.  It provides financial and technical assistance to programs that work towards protecting women's human rights and increasing their political participation and economic security. UNIFEM's mission
 includes three major goals:
· To support innovative and experimental activities benefiting women in line with national and regional priorities.

· To serve as a catalyst, with the goal of ensuring the appropriate involvement of women in mainstream development activities, as often as possible at the pre-investment stage.

· To play an innovative and catalytic role in relation to the United Nations system of development cooperation.

Currently, UNIFEM’s work can be found in over 100 countries.

Key Documents for UNIFEM’s Work
There are four documents
 that serve as guides to UNIFEM’s efforts, each agreed to by UN member states:

· CEDAW (Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women), also known as the “women’s bill of rights.”

· The Beijing Platform for Action (PFA), adopted in 1995 by governments that attended the Fourth World Conference on Women, is a plan to empower women through removing obstacles that keep women from participating socially, culturally, economically and politcally in their community.
· UN Security Council Resolution 1325 on Women, Peace and Security recognizes the need to women’s role in decision making in conflict prevention and resolution discussions since war impacts women differently than it does men.

· Millenium Declaration and Millennium Development Goal to “Promote gender equality and empowerment of women” (one of many goals such as combatting poverty, hunger, disease, illiteracy and environmental degradation by 2015).
UNIFEM Addresses Gender-based Violence on a National and International Level 

UNIFEM efforts to change the development dialogue by including women and gender-based violence rooted in culture has succeeded in increasing international attention and resource allocations to gender issues. Some of UNIFEM’s campaign strategies to address gender-based violence embedded in culture are mentioned below:
 

· UNIFEM initiated global-interagency campaigns, bringing together nine UN agencies to address gender-based violence.

· The overall campaign goals aimed to change attitudes and behaviors that perpetuate violence; motivate governments to develop or change policies, legislation, and practices to prevent violence against women and girls; strengthen civil-society.

· In 1998 UNIFEM launched a global electronic dialogue called “End-violence’ which includes more than 1,600 participants (30 percent from developing world, representing more than 60 countries) who share advocacy strategies and tools.

In all regions where the campaign took place, significant results were recorded in response to the UN coalition that UNIFEM created. For example, many African governments pressured by UNIFEM had reviewed and adapted their national legislation to include CEDAW.
 Also, Senegal and the Ivory Coast passed laws banning harmful traditional practices such as female genital cutting.


UNIFEM’s campaign strategy is seen as successful when one measures the agreements signed and the laws passed by member states that promise to alter the culture of violence against women. On the other hand, the results would be disappointing if one were to measure the number of countries that actually implement what they have signed. More importantly, such laws and international agreements are not effective tools to change behaviors at the local-level. Communities will continue to practice its harmful cultural customs as long as they believe in them.  For example, in Senegal, although the government banned FGC, more than 80% of rural villages continue to practice this custom. In order to inspire change that will help indigenous women, organizations such as UNIFEM needs to advocate strategies that are more bottom-up (working with the community), like Tostan, rather than top-down (governments, laws).  
Using a Human Rights-based Approach

In the past, the international development communities remained weary about treating harmful traditional practices as a subject for international and national scrutiny and action. For a long time, even throughout that early 1990’s,  traditional harmful practices, such as female genital cutting were ignored  by the international community, considered “sensitive cultural issues falling within the spheres of women and the family.”

This is no longer the case and many human rights bodies are challenging harmful traditional customs (even though progress has been slow). As Secretary-General of the UN Kofi Annan has noted: “Violence against women is perhaps the most shameful human rights violation. . . It knows no boundaries of geography, culture or wealth. As long as it continues, we cannot claim to be making real progress towards equality, development and peace”.

Traditional practices have come under scrutiny and this is illustrated through various international legal documents that encourage organizations such as UNIFEM to alter cultures. In 1979, the UN General Assembly adopted Resolution 34/180, the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women, one of UNIFEM’s four key documents mentioned above, which encouraged member States to intervene and alter values and discourage traditions that harm. According to this Convention, “States Parties shall take all appropriate measures . . . to modify the social and cultural patterns of conduct. . . with a view to achieving the elimination of prejudices and customary and all other practices which are based on the idea of the inferiority or the superiority of either of the sexes or on stereotyped roles for men and women”  (emphasis added).
 In 1993, the World Conference on Human Rights in Vienna and the adoption of the Declaration on the Elimination of Violence against Women, each sought to increase dialogue between the international and local community members hoping to change the values that support harmful practices that usually affect women. In 1994, at the Forty-Seventh World Health Assembly, member States adopted Resolution WHA47.10, dealing specifically with eliminating harmful traditional practices. Resolution WHA47.10 urged member States to:

· assess the level of harm to health caused by traditional practice

· establish national policies, programs, legal instruments to abolish harmful practices.

· collaborate with national NGOs active in this field, draw upon their experience and experience and, where such groups do not exist, encourage their establishment.


Documents such as CEDAW imply that in order for women to progress, organizations and UN member states must encourage women to leave behind the cultures that oppress them. What the UN has not taken into account or at least not explicitly stated, is the possibility of compromise – or the “Third Choice” as illustrated in the previous section. Organizations that work with women also inevitably affect the entire community since women hold the social fabric of communities intact. If the UN wants to promote optimal programs that will ultimately benefit women, it needs to expand the development dialogue by explicitly encouraging member states and organizations to take cultural preservation into account when designing programs that seek to eradicate customs, beliefs or values harmful to women.  

UNIFEM Strategies: Dilemmas with Empowerment and Cultural Preservation
Empowerment: Defined within the Development Context
Before discussing the difficulties of pursuing both empowerment and cultural preservation, empowerment is defined and then the reader will be offered an examination of both its harmful and positive effects on poor indigenous women.  
A main theme that dominates UNIFEM’s work is female empowerment. Empowerment is defined  as the objective to promote gender equality in all spheres of life, including family and community life, and to encourage and enable men to take responsibility for their sexual and reproductive behavior and their social and family roles.
 UNIFEM believes that empowerment serves as a type of enabling environment which makes progress along the path of sustainable development a real possibility. The policy agenda for empowerment by UN agencies such as UNIFEM and member states consist largely of three interventions:

1. increasing girls’ access to education, 

2. increasing women’s access to economic resources (i.e. microcredit programs), and

3. increasing access to and the quality of reproductive health services.


If UNIFEM is to help women achieve progress, female empowerment is undeniably the most effective strategy. But if empowerment is included in the development agenda, this entails social change, and social change that benefits women will also have to change the culture.  The author will further explain the inextricable link between social change and cultural change. 


Social Change Requires Cultural Change

Of the three cultural elements, mentioned in the very beginning of this paper,  perception is the most complicated and has the power to ultimately influence the success or failure of international development efforts.  Perception can serve as an obstacle to international development agencies that try change the way local people think or operate even when  locals can see the harm they are causing to themselves or others. How can an  organization convince the community to allow girls to go to school if they believe a woman’s place is in the home? How does one stop women from performing female circumcision on their daughters if they believe uncircumcised women are dirty? How does one educate sexually active adolescents on condom usage and HIV when speaking about sex in public is considered indecent? Since culture gives the criterion of perception, in order to change one’s criteria of what is right or wrong, this automatically requires changing the culture in some major way.  
Female Empowerment as Harmful?


Negative Effect of Female Empowerment

Microcredit loans, a tool touted as most effective for female empowerment, in some cases have resulted to unintended consequences for women. Small loans are targeted to poor women in developing countries in hope of lifting them out of poverty by assisting them to  engage in self-sustaining income-generating activities.  Such programs may not be helpful to women if they are unable to control their income. An illustration  will be offered and such cases are not uncommon. In the village of Chittagong,
 one woman was actively encouraged by her husband to join the Grameen Bank, (a pioneer in the micro-credit loan revolution). Each time she received her loan, her husband would take the money and leave her with the responsibility of repaying them. When the woman decided to finally stop receiving loans, her husband beat her until she went to collect her new loan.

Empowerment mechanisms such as those mentioned above may actually harm women if organizations don’t address the gender relations in the culture that perpetuate the poverty levels of women in the first place. 


Positive Effects of Female Empowerment

Opponents to female empowement in both developed and developing countries fear of the possible negative impacts related to the changes in female status and parenting roles  One view is that a shift away from a traditional or patriarchal family structure (where mothers stay at home with the children, while fathers serve as breadwinners) toward a family strucutre where both parents work may be harmful to the well-being of children. Another extreme view is that empowerment of women is more important than concerns for childbearing and rearing  And in between these two views exists a wide range, such as one that expresses confidence in the resilience of children to all forms of parenting arrangements.


Researchers, such as John Hobcraft, have studied the effects of female empowerment on the well-being of children by researching the link between the educational level of women and child well-being. Evidence shows that the increased education of women is highly correlated with  lower infant mortality rates and increased health status of children.
  High level of maternal education is also associated with a wide range of health outcomes of children: higher levels of immunization, less stunting, better weight for age, better hygiene practices and more frequent access to health services for treatment of coughs, fevers and diarrhoea.

How Traditions can Enhance Empowerment Efforts

Many indigenous cultures exhibit communal reciprocity which may be beneficial for women who are participants of UNIFEM’s micro-credit programs. Poor indigenous mothers who are trying to lift themselves out of poverty are often times restricted to stay at home instead of pursuing work, since they need to care for their children. If women go to work, or to take their loans and husbands don’t treat women equally by sharing household and child care responsibilities, who will mind the children? (Needless to say, there is no strong trend of husbands, even in the U.S., accepting child care in place of wage labor).  Indigenous mothers living in tight-knit communities may be able to seize opportunities such as micro-credit loans and businesses by having extended family or neighbors care for their children. This can be a possible incentive for organizations like UNIFEM to actively acknowledge the contributions that culture can make as they try to empower women.  

Section E
Final Thoughts 
Recommendations

UNIFEM, in addition to using a gender lens when designing programs, should also use a “cultural lens” to a certain extent. The importance of the cultures of indigenous peoples on the earth is illustrated by the existence of UNESCO, a UN agency assigned the specific role to “protect cultural rights and to act as the custodian of the cultures of the past that have invaluable messages and lessons for all humankind to learn.”
  In 1966, UNESCO's General Conference adopted the Declaration of the Principles of International Cultural Co-operation, which states in Article I that "each culture has a dignity and value which must be respected and preserved."
 In particular, UNESCO undertakes action to ensure protection of the cultural rights of minorities and vulnerable indigenous peoples.  Protection of the religious and cultural heritage is even spelled out in the Hague regulations. 

As UN charters (such as UNESCO’s mentioned above) encourage governments to explicitly include the preservation of cultural heritage in national policies and programs, development agencies such as UNIFEM should be encouraged to do so as well. UNIFEM  should not only include it as a formail part of its mission, but incorporate it in its field programs as well.  If one of the main goals of development pracitioners in the field is to do no harm, its should always avoid explicitly distorting the local culture. In addition to respecting and understanding the local culture that existed before intervening, UNIFEM’s agenda should also include to actively try to maintain and preserve the local culture at every phase of the development program operation (except, of course, in cases where it is trying to help eliminate harmful traditional practices or systems as mentioned earlier).

UNIFEM programs must “sustain an emphasis on non-legal strategies and local struggles” to resist the temptation the law offers, namely the promise of a solution.
 UNIFEM pushes governments to be more accountable to women while it increases women’s access to power but as long women should not be mislead to rely on international law to protect them. International and domestic law may be written but never implemented by states. 
Conclusion
Cultural preservation efforts are necessary to maintain the dignity of indigenous peoples but at the same time may perpetuate belief systems that harm indigenous women.  International development organizations usually choose between leaving cultures intact or intervening by promoting the economic well-being of indigenous women.  This paper has established the importance and the possibility of aiming to do both.  Traditional customs that harm women need to be eliminated but not at the expense of the entire culture. Women need to be empowered but organizations like UNIFEM need to find ways that also aim to preserve the positive aspects of the local culture.  

Indigenous women are eternally caught in a double-bind – preserving their cultures can harm them and so might empowerment programs.  Regardless, as this discussion has established, cultural preservation brings up many dilemmas but its importance cannot be overstated. UNIFEM needs to expand the development dialogue in the international community to include cultural preservation while coming to terms with the conceptual dilemma it offers with its empowerment efforts.

No one-size-fits-all culturally sustainable development strategy is available. All cultures are different and so is the way in which cultures impact those who practice them. But although it is difficult to pursue both cultural preservation and development agendas, it is necessary for organizations such as UNIFEM to promote finding a balance. As UNFPA Executive Thoraya Ahmed Obaid stated in “The Role of Culture and Religion in Promoting Universal Principles of The Programme of Action on Population and Development,” what is needed is an  expanded space for dialogue, understanding, sharing of experiences and “how religion and culture can help improve the loves of the poorest of the poor . .. and work with communities to translate universal principles and development goals into program that respect people’s identity, beliefs and culture.”
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Practical Advice for Designing Culturally Sustainable Programs


. . .human behaviors and cultural values, however senseless or destructive they may look to us, may have meaning and fulfill a function for those who practice them. People will change their behavior only when they themselves perceive the new practice proposed as meaningful, functional and at least as effective as the old ones. Therefore, what we must aim for us to convince people, including women, that they can give up a specific practice without giving up meaningful aspects of their own cultures.
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