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Feminist Movement Building: Who Decides? 
 

 
 
The 11th International Forum on Women’s Rights and Development – The Power of Movements - 
will take place in Cape Town on the 14th – 17th of November 2008. The goals of the Forum are to: 

1. Contribute to a greater understanding of movement building. 
2. Take significant steps to overcome the fragmentation within women’s movements. 
3. Advance thinking on how to develop comprehensive political agendas addressing the multiple 
structural dimensions of women’s oppression. 
4. Contribute to the process of building strategic alliances with other social movements. 
5. Continue multi-generational dialogues from other AWID forums. 
6. Advance our knowledge of how to measure the impact of the work done by women’s 
organizations and movements. 
7. Contribute to the revitalization of women’s organizations and movements generally, with a 
particular emphasis on Africa.  
8. Create the most transformative space possible. 
9. Build the overall capacity of participants (For more information, see www.awid.org). 

Many South African women’s organisations, gender activists and feminists have been engaged in 
preparing to participate in this forum as we understand it to be a valuable opportunity to grapple 
with the issues raised above and learn from others’ experiences, as well as to energise our own 
movement. It became clear, however, that there are fundamental concerns with the AWID 
process in terms of hosting the event in Cape Town, South Africa. All these concerns have 
implications for Southern African women’s movements, and African women’s movements more 
broadly.  
 
AWID states that it “particularly welcomes women and men from the Global South, young women, 
and marginalized groups that have had difficulty getting their agenda heard on a global stage” 
(our emphasis). In contrast to AWID’s assertion that the marginalized are particularly welcome, 
the Forum registration fees (see detailed outline below) are completely out of reach of those 
whose voices are often not heard in the international arena because they cannot afford to attend 
these kinds of . Most women based in the global South will therefore not be able to attend this 
conference. This high registration fee has exclusionary consequences for women who should be at 
the forefront of determining the agenda, strategy and tactics of women’s movement building. This 
exclusion raises critical questions about which voices are heard and which voices are silenced on 
the global stage.  
 
While we acknowledge that AWID has made an effort to include women from South Africa by 
increasing the number of “free forum spaces” from 100 to 200, the process of applying for ‘free 
registration’ is questionable: In order for free access to be granted to the conference, applicants 
had to provide ‘justification’ for what seems to be vague (and unknown) selection criteria. On the 
other hand, those participants who have access to U$470 did not need to justify their 
participation, and the selection of these applicants was again not transparent. In other words, 
their access to resources ensures their relevance. In many ways, then, the free registration 
process remains exclusionary.  
 
 
In addition, the process does not facilitate access for those women who are part of movements, 
but have no access to the technology or the funds required to make these applications. 
Applications are designed around individuals - and not movements, organisations or groups - 
which makes it very difficult for women from grassroots organisations to apply. This contradicts 
the claim of the Forum as “a more diverse and inclusive space” (see section on information for 
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South African activists on AWID’s website). If this Forum is tackling issues of Movement Building, 
access is already denied to the very women who need to be present – those doing the organising 
within communities, who make up ‘the masses’ which ensure that ‘interest groups’ do indeed 
become movements. 
 
AWID states that the power of movements is located within collectiveness, i.e. “what people 
without access to power cannot accomplish alone, they can accomplish together through collective 
action.” We agree with this statement, but differ in terms of how collective action becomes 
possible. Collective action depends on collective consciousness and agreement on what that action 
should be. Who will decide what actions are necessary if only the voices of those who already 
have power are heard? 

Some of the key questions that AWID raises (cf. Call for Proposals on AWID website) are: 

• How do we build more inclusive movements? What mistakes have we made in the past, 
and how do avoid them going forward? What have been key lessons learnt in dealing with 
issues such as class, race, age, religion, ethnicity and other conditions in trying to build 
inclusive movements?  

• How do we create more sustainable models of activism? How do we renew and sustain our 
movements and ourselves (and each other)?  

• What have been some organizational experiences in local, national, regional and global 
joint work with members of other social movements your organization has had? Tell us 
about your challenges and achievements. 

• How does the way in which money is given by donors support or undermine movement 
building work? What changes are needed in donor policies and strategies to strengthen 
women's movements?  

• How do we know when we've achieved our goals? What constitutes "success"? And how do 
we measure our impact? 

• What new tools, processes, methodologies and innovations are available for movement 
building? What are their benefits as well as some of their pitfalls?  

• What new language, terminology and ideas around women's rights can we build that are 
accessible, make sense to and motivate larger numbers of women, and will increase our 
political impact? What are other innovative ways of reaching out to the broader public and 
having greater societal impact?  

• What are some innovative ways that movements can deal effectively with emerging 
challenges, such the rise of religious fundamentalisms, the emerging abuses of new 
technologies, the feminization of HIV and AIDS, the growing environmental crisis, etc.?  

These are important questions that require the input of women who have struggled without 
resources for decades to build social movements. These questions tackle the issues which lie at 
the heart of women’s oppression: access to adequate shelter, control over land, to health 
services, etc.; misogynistic violence in the townships and rural areas which women experience on 
a daily level. The majority of domestic workers in Cape Town earn less than R1000 per month, 
whilst those who toil on the farms that provide the food and drink for our moving parties earn 
even less. Many of these women are part of social movements. Will they have the opportunity to 
voice their opinions and proffer their solutions to the above questions when entrance to the party 
costs more than three months wages?  

    
 

AWID REGISTRATION FEES: 
Before 31 August 2008    After 31 August 2008 
Members  $300 USD (R2181.82)   $380 USD (R2763.64) 

  
 Non Members  $390 USD (R2836.36)   $470 USD (R3418.18) 
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 Student/Volunteer $100 USD (R727.27)   $180 USD (R1309.09) 
 
(Conversion rates as at 4 August 2008) 

 
• Social responsibility: Many international conferences have been held in Cape Town, with 

very little, or no benefit to South African women, particularly poor black South African 
women. These periodic international gatherings all too often resemble a moving party 
where the elite of the world contribute to the wealth and status of the elite of the host city. 
As AWID is a feminist movement with a commitment to facilitating the empowerment of 
the most marginalised, we are interested in what mechanisms have been put in place to 
ensure that these women - the backbone of the women’s movement – will benefit. And, 
more importantly: will the voices of the women cleaning up after the party be heard, and 
how will they benefit from, and after, the celebrations? 

 
• Post-conference: One of our key concerns is how resolutions taken at the conference will 

be used in strengthening women’s movements on the African continent. In our 
engagement with AWID, we therefore requested that part of this process include the 
setting up of a South African/African tent where we could discuss a way forward. This 
space would allow us to, for example, discuss and set up mechanisms to monitor (and 
intervene, where necessary) issues such as how resources are spent on either supporting 
or undermining movement building and “What changes are needed in donor policies and 
strategies to strengthen women's movements?”  

Furthermore, conferences are important spaces for forming links with organisations and 
people we might otherwise never meet, so a networking space for African women is very 
important, particularly in the context of scarce resources and neo-colonial infrastructural 
issues (e.g. it is easier and costs less to travel to Europe and North America than it does to 
some parts of Africa) so setting up mechanisms for continued engagement is absolutely 
essential. 

Engagement with AWID 

We have engaged in a discussion with AWID over a period of months around these issues. Initially 
the response was not very favourable, but we acknowledge some movement in AWID’s attempts 
to address our concerns. However, for us, the question of exclusion remains. On the issue of 
allowing free access to more participants living in South Africa (both citizens and those who either 
choose to live here or seek refuge here), the response we received was: 
 

How to expand space for South Africans at the Forum: Since our initial consultation 
with the CTICC, they later informed us that the field (where a tent could be raised) was 
already reserved by another group. We’re checking to see if that reservation is firm, but 
have also come up with another idea: Our space restriction (of 1500 people) is due to the 
size of the main plenary room, the amount of interpretation equipment that we can rent, 
and lunches. We are checking now with the CTICC, but we think it would be possible to 
allow free access to other interested South African activists – they would receive a different 
kind of name badge that means they would not receive interpretation equipment or lunch 
(though food is available for purchase on-site) [our emphasis]. 
 

This is unacceptable. We should not be treated differently. If the registration fees were more 
affordable, we would not have to engage in a process of negotiation, or be the recipients of 
‘charity’. 
 
While we understand the AWID Forum to be an international, and not a Cape Town or South 
African forum, we believe that there must be sufficient consideration for, and recognition of, the 
unique conditions faced by local women and women’s organisations, as well as the implications for 
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building our women’s movement. The organisers should recognise progressive post-apartheid 
movements, welcome their champions into the Forum free of charge, and further contribute to the 
most marginalised citizens of the city of Cape Town via development opportunities. 
 
It is the duty of those who are well-resourced to ensure that those who do not have access to 
resources are able to participate fully. There is no point in some of us being able to discuss the 
issues listed above because we work for organisations who can afford to send us, or because we 
have the access to the tools to enable us to raise funding. There is no point in having these 
discussions when those who have been excluded are also those with little or no resources.  
 
Way Forward: 
 
Because we believe that the issues to be raised at the Forum are important, and because we 
believe that we should use this opportunity to engage with those questions at the same time as 
the ‘global stage’ is engaging with them, but most importantly because we believe that ALL 
VOICES MATTER, we have decided to host a ‘parallel forum’ where those who cannot afford to 
attend the AWID Forum can engage with these, and other, issues.  
 


