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“Norms are critical. It all comes down to beliefs and practices. So I am very 
glad that this issue of gender norms is finally being addressed. What people fail 
to realize is that it is often women who impose and perpetuate these harmful 
traditions and practices like genital cutting or child marriage, out of a desire to 
preserve beliefs, practices, and norms that come from patriarchy but that they 
have inherited. Women believe that if things change for the next generation of 
girls, that will be taking something away from them or make them incomplete. 
We often hear: “This was here before our time and it’s still the way things must be 
done today.” So we will never change these things as long as we assume women 
are implementing, and not agents of this system. We need to bring together the 
women’s groups doing this work; we need a high-level network and engagement 
of donors, advocates, and activists. We need an alliance. Because when we work 
as a movement, we get results.”

Abigail Burgesson, African Women’s Development Fund

WALK AS DRAGONS

In Cambodia, the Chbab are traditional prose poems that are passed from  
generation to generation and contain deeply ingrained gender norms and 
codes for each sex. 

The Chbab Proh teaches boys to “walk as dragons:”to be mindful of careless 
passion and weakness, to be knowledgeable, hard-working, and proactive. It 
promotes manhood as a site of agency, independence, toughness, and action, 
one in which each man is his own master.

The Chbab Srey teaches girls that females are subordinate, and exist solely to 
serve males (“Remember to serve your husband. Don’t make him unsatisfied—
you must serve him regularly.”) It teaches that a “good woman” is silent,  
submissive, deferential, subservient. And such attitudes are deeply internal-
ized; according to UNICEF, 42 percent of Cambodian girls believe that  
wife-beating is justified.

EXECUTIVE OVERVIEW
In the past decade, there has been a profound questioning of gender, gender 
identities, and related discourses in a range of disciplines including the interna-
tional space. In particular, there has been a clear documentation and challenging 
of rigid masculine norms. As a result, networks, model curricula, websites, con-
venings, data collection, and reports now support an array of efforts offering men 
new ways of being in the world. Yet in a cluster of related areas—such as child 
marriage, sex trafficking, genital cutting, ritual fattening, menstrual health, and 
education deprivation—beliefs and attitudes about femininity among mothers, 
aunts, and female elders can be as (or even more) important to understanding 
and creating lasting change. While a core of NGOs provide groundbreaking pro-
grams that challenge rigid feminine norms, such norms are still rarely discussed, 
and little in the way of a formal infrastructure has grown up to support this work. 
This paper, developed by TrueChild with The MATCH Fund, Global Fund for 
Women, and Prospera, grew out of three dozen interviews with NGOs, funders, 
and agencies in the global south. Inside you will find vignettes that capture what 
we heard in discussing this topic with them.  It is offered as an effort to re-center 
femininity in the dialog on women and girls, and as a possible guide to future  
collective action. (To receive further updates or future white papers please  
email girls@truechild.org) 

by Riki Wilchins, TrueChild



A Gender Dictionary
“Gender” is used in multiple
contexts and connected to many 
concepts . Here’s a quick guide.

Cisgender
Someone whose birth sex and  
inner gender identity are in  
agreement (i.e., someone who  
is not transgender). 

Gender Equality/Equity
Ensuring equal access to
resources, power, opportunity
for women, men, children
and families, LGBTQ (lesbian,  
gay, bisexual, transgender,  
questioning), etc.

Gender Identity
An inner sense of being male,
female, or neither; useful
when discussing transgender
individuals who feel a conflict
between their sex and gender
identification.

Gender Lens 
Being aware of the impact of
gender equity and/or gender
norms on a problem or issue.

Gender Non-Conforming
An umbrella term for the broad 
spectrum of who transcend the 
usual boundaries for femininity 
masculinity.

Gender Norms
Socially-constructed ideals,
scripts, expectations for how
to be a woman or a man.

Gender Roles
Social and behavioral norms
for how men and women
are expected to act: being a
doctor or nurse, being martial
or maternal.

Patriarchy
A socio-cultural system that  
unequally grants power to men, 
shaping gendered norms and cul-
tural narratives in order to privilege 
men and maleness, and generally  
valuing masculinity over femininity.

Sexual Orientation
Romantic attraction to
members of one or more sexes.

Transgender
Umbrella term for individuals whose 
inner gender identity does not fit  
with what is traditionally expected  
for their birth sex or who in other 
ways transcend traditional binary 
notions of man/woman and 
feminine/masculine.  

NOT ONLY AT THE HANDS OF MEN 

“We wanted to help girls break through harsh old taboos about  
menstruation, and one woman stood up and said: ‘This is not done to  
us by men— this is what we believe, this is our culture.’”

Beverly Mademba, Public Health Specialist, formerly with WASH United

 The Chbab Srey is not only taught in schools, but has been passed down  
to girls by mothers, aunts, grandmothers, and female elders for over a  
thousand years. 

There are a myriad of factors that condone and sustain the subordination  
of Cambodian women and girls. Those often cited include officials who  
look the other way, a broken civil society, continued cycles of poverty, and  
an entrenched patriarchal culture, which keeps power and privilege in the 
hands of men.

While each of these is important, as the Chbab Srey shows, social inequality  
is not only propagated by men onto women in an uncomplicated,  
unidirectional flow.

There are many spaces in the fabric of social inequality where the flow is also 
from mother-to-daughter or from aunt-to-niece, and where inequality in its 
many forms is not always or only imposed at the hands of men.

For instance, as Beverly Mademba says, “We were talking with Maasai  
mothers and grandmothers to address all taboos around menstrual health  
with their girls. One woman stood and said. ‘This is not done to us by men,  
this is what we believe—this is our culture.’”

Explains Purity Kagwiria of Akila Dada, “These older women have power in 
areas where men do not. People tell us the men need to change—but in these 
areas, it’s the women who need to change—they are sitting in positions of 
power and maintaining these practices.”

ABOUT GENDER NORMS 

“Older women train girls in everything down to the smallest detail:  
how to be a woman and be feminine; how to dress, how to eat, and what 
to cook; their education; their language all the things a woman can and 
cannot say.”

Hope Chigidu, JASS

“These girls are disciplined by older women to be submissive, obedient, 
not ask questions, talk back, raise their eyes, or make decisions. Girls  
are watched, monitored, and corrected every moment. This is imposed 
mainly by women who enforce these traditional female norms. The  
responsibility of training girls to be “good women” lies on the older 
women of the family. We have a Hindi saying that literally translates  
to: ‘Women are the biggest enemy of women.’”

Gayatri Buragohain, Feminist Approach to Technology (FAT) 

 
Women have power in 

areas where men do not. 



Effectively challenging inequality in low- and lower-middle-income countries 
(LMIC) will mean taking into account the beliefs and attitudes about femininity 
and womanhood held by wives, mothers, and female elders—what are often 
called “gender norms.”

But “the issue of femininity and feminine norms is not talked about and not 
named,” explains Hope Chigidu of JASS. “People need to name it. People 
need to get that feminine norms don’t always support women.”
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In this context, “gender norms” refer not to the biological facts of being female 
or male, but to the communal beliefs, attitudes, and practices for womanhood 
and manhood, for how to be a “good woman” or a “good man.” 

Traditional masculine norms are usually understood as a combination of 
strength, aggression, emotional toughness, and sexual prowess. 

Traditional femininity is often understood as a combination of weakness and 
vulnerability, motherhood and nurturance, physical desirability and deference 
to males, and economic and psychological dependence. 

Learning to conform to social norms for womanhood or manhood is the central 
rite of passage for nearly every adolescent. 

In fact, because how one socially expresses being masculine or feminine is such 
a core aspect of emerging into and being recognized as a full, adult member of 
society, gender can be thought of as a basic human right.

These norms are passed from one generation to the next, “and in the ‘closed 
networks’ of many societies where girls have little agency or privacy,” explains 
UNFPA’s Satvika Chalasani, “there is no escape from the constant enforcement 
of these norms.” 

GATEWAY BELIEF SYSTEM

“Even after the girl has been educated and empowered economically, we 
are losing out by not doing the foundational work of changing women’s 
attitudes about womanhood. Foundations are funding programs, but not 
the attitude change that makes the programs effective.”

Dora C.K. Byamukama, Law and Advocacy for Women in Uganda 

 
Decades of research has found that when young women and men internalize 
narrow ideals for femininity and masculinity, they have markedly lower life 
outcomes in areas like basic wellness, reproductive health, educational 
achievement, and economic security.

Similarly, cultures which impose narrow, rigid ideals for what femininity or 
womanhood means often do so in a constellation of related attitudes, such as 
that girls’ main value is for male sexual pleasure, that girls are innately inferior 
when it comes to education, or that forcible body modification to amplify girls’ 
attractiveness to mates is right and proper.

BLAMING THE VICTIM?

Promoting more focus on feminine 
norms should not be perceived as 
“blaming the victim,” as if women 
are voluntarily contributing to their 
daughters’ oppression. On the  
contrary, as many contributors to 
this paper declared, women  
themselves are deeply victimized  
by the same patriarchal practices 
and norms.

Perhaps what is needed is to 
reframe how we think about the 
entire system of power that flows 
between women and girls. The goal 
of this reframing would be to better 
identify new points of agency that 
might contribute to solutions.  
This, in turn, would obviously  
include mothers, aunts, and  
grandmothers, who are integral to 
girls’ lives, and it would focus on 
tools, resources, and support— 
never assigning blame.  

As Gannon Gillespie of Tostan 
notes, “Often when someone 
focuses on how women contribute 
to a problem, they’re accused 
of ‘blaming the victim.’ But it’s 
important that our efforts around 
gender norms engage both men 
and women, and use a holistic 
frame that calls people to a  
common humanity.”

 
Feminine norms are not 
talked about or named. 

Dr. Jim Yong Kim,  

President, World Bank Group

“The good news is that social 

norms can and do change.”



A Gateway Belief System
Some experts have begun referring to gender norms as 
a “gateway belief system,” one which, once internalized, 
propagates disparities and inequalities in a constellation of 
related areas. 

Explains Ellen Travers, Head of Learning for Girls Not Brides, 
“We see the challenge as not just changing a single behav-
ior about marriage, but an entire set of attitudes and beliefs 
that limit girls’ lives and diminish their opportunities.”

The concept of a “gateway belief” can also help philan-
thropy connect what might seem like separate problems, 
and see them in a new light. While funders may be tempted 
to “silo” various issues into separate programs, longstand-
ing attitudes and beliefs about gender and girls is often an 
important part of what sustains them all.
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TRANSFORMING GENDER 

“It takes time, sometimes years, but attitudes about girls and gender  
do change.” 

Purity Kagwiria, Akili Dada

 Policies and programs that highlight, challenge, and ultimately try to change 
rigid gender norms and the inequities they cause are called “gender transfor-
mative,” a term coined by noted gender authority Geeta Rao Gupta. 

As Girls Not Brides Ellen Travers observes, “We’ve realized that success as a 
partnership is not only about delaying the age of marriage to 18 and beyond 
but transforming the gender norms and stereotypes about the role of women 
and girls in families and communities worldwide. So now we are putting much 
more emphasis on promoting gender transformative approaches.”

While many policies and programs address specific behaviors, gender trans-
formative approaches seek to address underlying and sometimes unacknowl-
edged belief systems and ingrained attitudes that drive and sustain harmful 
behaviors. 

For many major international donor institutions, gender transformative 
approaches are becoming the new model for “best practice.” 

For example, CARE, International Planned Parenthood, UNFPA, and WHO have 
all launched “gender transformative” programs that challenge rigid gender 
norms and the inequities they cause, and found them effective. 

USAID no longer funds new programs that lack a strong analysis of gender 
norms and inequalities, and PEPFAR—the President’s Emergency Plan  
For AIDS Relief —has made transforming masculinity one of its top  
three priorities worldwide.

INTERSECTIONAL  
APPROACH

Addressing different facets  

of oppression—race, class, 

gender, sexual orientation, 

disability, etc.—as interacting 

in people’s lives rather than 

compartmentalizing them and 

treating each as independent 

of the others.

 
“Success is also about transforming  

gender norms and stereotypes  
about women and girls. ”
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DORA C.K. BYAMUKAMA

Gendered attitudes about girls  
and womanhood are crucial, but 
funders and agencies are very  
focused on men and boys and not 
on the beliefs and attitudes about 
girls. Yet it’s these entrenched gen-
der norms that determine what girls 
can and cannot do, including their mobility— because is not 
considered appropriate for girls to go out alone—or work, 
because certain jobs like construction are considered  
unwomanly and only for men. 

This is especially true in the adolescent years, which are 
formative for a girl becoming what she wants to be. But girls 
have little agency, and a girl who wants to go into engineer-
ing, math, or politics still faces enormous pushback. So we 
lose out because we are not doing the foundational work of 
changing women’s attitudes about womanhood so these girls 
can reach their full potential. 

Even when a girl has been educated and empowered  
economically, she must still be more concerned with how the 
community will perceive her as a woman than with her own 
life. She will have to deal with great pressure to conform from 
parents, family, and peers. And much of this oppression  
happens woman-to-woman. 

For instance, to combat FGM we use what we call the Grand-
mother Approach. We help the grandmothers talk to their 
grandchildren to talk about the practice, how the cultural 
approach to womanhood has changed, and how FGM is no 
longer necessary. Through this kind of woman-to-woman 
interaction, the mothers and their daughters no longer feel 
they are being left out of age-old secrets or rites of passage. 
The grandmothers – who are the main female elders in this 
process– reframe the rite of passage to change attitudes 
around womanhood and feminine norms. 

In other areas, even though I’ve been doing this work for 20 
years, I don’t think there’s been a lot of change for girls. For 
instance, if I walk by a construction site today, I still won’t see 
any women. Even though there are plenty of them nearby, 
and they really need good-paying jobs to supplement their 
income, attitudes about womanhood and what is appropriate 
and feminine still hold them back. And this is true in other 
areas like politics, marriage, and education. Women are  
held back in all of these because of what is expected of  
them as women – not only the men but what the women 
around them think. 

This is why funders just providing jobs and funding is not 
enough. They are funding programs but not the attitude 
change that would makes the programs effective. We have 
passed the laws, but the laws won’t work unless we change 
the attitudes of women and grandmothers, and the beliefs of 
young girls. We want to give girls all these rights, but to take 
advantage of them, we must first empower them as women. 
This is work that we are doing, that doesn’t involve men, but 
that shows the power of women-to-women approaches.

lawuganda.org

ABIGAIL BURGESSON

Norms are critical: it all comes down to beliefs and 
practices. We need to make this a priority, so I am very glad 
that this issue of norms is finally coming forward. 

People need to realize that it is often women who perpetu-
ate these harmful traditions and practices, as well as men. I 
don’t blame them. It’s patriarchy that put them in place. But 
now it is women who impose and maintain them. They are 
the ones who perpetuate child marriage; they are the ones 
who perpetuate genital cutting. They believe they inherited 
these traditions about femininity, and so this is what they 
must do to the next generation. 

These women think if things improve for the next genera-
tion of girls, that will be taking something away from them: 
They think, “This was here before our time and it’s still the 
way things must be done today.” So we will never change 
these things as long as we assume women are just acted 
upon, and not agents of this system themselves. 

Because this is how patriarchy operates in our part of the 
world. When it comes to culture and traditional norms,  
you have women who have been made to believe in  
these systems of power and their position within them.  
So they feel they have to enforce these practices. Also in 
many cases, oppressive norms and traditional practices  
that oppress women are supported by laws and public  
policies which enable and enforce legalized  
discrimination against girls. 

Today, a woman who does things that don’t fit with what 
is expected of a “good woman”—who is not submissive, 
who wants her rights to be recognized, who wants to let her 
daughter get educated and choose who she can marry—she 
is still going to get a lot of pushback. 

This is not about one tribe or one village: it is about all 
women in Ghana, about womanhood, and a woman’s 
human rights. It even cuts across income and education 
categories, and plays out at the highest level among the 
educated elites. They should be our leaders, but we are not 
getting people at the highest levels who understand wom-
en’s human rights. So as much as we think we are gaining 
ground, there are still very entrenched beliefs and practices 
and norms, and we need a strong movement to change this. 

We need to bring together the women’s groups doing this 
work; we need a high-level network and engagement. We 
need an alliance. Because when we work as a movement, 
we get results. 

awdf.org

Voices from the Ground



Even the venerable World Bank has begun a highly public multi-year effort to 
pull gender norms through almost every aspect of its gender equity work. 

“The good news,” as World Bank President Dr. Jim Yong Kim has declared, “is 
that social norms can and do change.” 

Cynthia Coredo of Boxgirls Kenya agrees: “Boxing is just an entry point to 
have a wider conversation about gender and gender roles. We are chang-
ing communities’ attitudes think about girlhood and femininity, and today we 
finally see these norms are changing.”

INVISIBLE GUARD RAILS

“We have found we have to build girls up by helping them break through 
these norms— then they are able to exercise their other rights.”

Satvika Chalasani, UNFPA

Rigid feminine norms not only help sustain specific problem behaviors like 
child marriage, sex and labor trafficking, or FGM.  Over time, the constant 
enforcement of narrow womanhood ideals and the constant threat of 
punishment for transgressing them can have global effects. 

Girls learn to do a lot of internalized self-censoring. Female norms become like 
invisible guardrails, that shape and narrow their every thought and behavior.

This is one reason doing gender transformative work with girls can have  
global effects on girls, ones that are inseparable from restoring and  
exercising all their other human rights. 

Because, as UNFPA’s Chalasani has found, “When we challenge rigid feminine 
norms, girls begin recovering all the things they have lost—they start making 
eye contact, standing up straight, speaking up, and recovering their mobility 
by getting out. 

“These may seem small things to Western eyes, but they enable them to exer-
cise all their other human rights. 
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PATRIARCHY, NORMS, AND 
WOMEN

A number of NGO leaders doing 
women’s rights or feminist work 
stressed how older women be-
come key elements in patriarchal 
systems that enforce rigid norms. 
Yet they also point out that 
women themselves are deeply 
victimized by patriarchal prac-
tices, and often at their mercy.

Mothers may teach daughters to 
be submissive because they fear 
otherwise they will be assaulted 
by young men, or become 
unmarriageable, or even be 
outcast. In many cases, religious 
traditions demand that older 
women teach subservience and 
submission to girls. Even when 
mothers, aunts, and grandmoth-
ers push back against patriarchal 
norms, it can be counter-produc-
tive: the communal response is 
often just to increase efforts to  
control the girls.

When mothers, grandmothers, 
and aunts do perpetuate 
patriarchal norms, they may not 
be fully aware, because they 
have internalized the same long-
standing communal practices 
that everyone else follows. This 
shows how whole communities 
can come to perpetuate harmful 
patriarchal traditions, even when 
it is males that reap almost all of 
their benefits.

In challenging patriarchal norms, 
it is important is avoiding trying 
to allocate fault and instead 
focus on possible points of 
agency that can contribute to 
progress. And engaging women 
continues to be an important, if 
sometimes overlooked, part of 
this search for solutions.

 
“We see that norms about girlhood are changing.” 

 
“We have to build girls up and 
then other rights come after.”

“This includes reproductive rights—so girls stop believing women exist just  
for male pleasure. And economic rights—so girls stop believing sex is their 
only asset and appreciate that their labor has value. And education rights—  
so they stop thinking girls are innately inferior, but can learn just like boys.” 

Her observations illustrate one more reason that gender transformative  
approaches can be so powerful.
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HOPE CHIGIDU

The issue of femininity and femi-
nine norms is not talked about and 
not named, but people need to 
name it. People to get that femi-
nine norms don’t always support women. I was talking with a 
group of young women about femininity and the things that 
women do for men, like spending money you don’t have, 
because they are told they must look good, or elongating the 
labia, because men want them to. 

And we were wondering why women do it. It’s because we 
are told by older women from the time we are little that you 
have to get a man. In Zimbabwe, if you aren’t married you are 
nothing. If you don’t conform you are told, “No man will want 
to marry you,” and then you feel like nothing. 

And it’s not just about you; it’s about your mother and the 
shame that you will bring her. For instance, if you are not a 
virgin bride, the person who bears that shame is your mother. 
She is shamed before her husband, her family, and her com-
munity. She is the Bad Mother who didn’t raise her children 
right. Her husband, her aunties, and her own mother will 
pester her: “What kind of mother are you?”

A girl can become unfeminine because of the work she does, 
or even because she speaks up. For instance, girls in Zimba-
bwe are told there are only two careers open to them: nursing 
and teaching. Aunties and mothers will tell them, “If you be-
come an engineer, who will marry you? You will have a strong 
voice, and this will be difficult for your husband.”

Part of this is enforcing femininity. Especially around men, girls 
are told, “If a man speaks twice you speak once;” and, “Keep 
water in your mouth, so when your husband speaks, you 
remain silent.”

Older women are constantly telling young girls how to be 
feminine and become a women, how to dress, what to eat, 
what to cook, their education, and what to say. There are 
things they can’t say as a woman. For instance, if you say 
something sexual around men, you are not seen as a woman. 
Women will say, “How can a woman use this kind of  
language?”  Most of the condemnation comes from women.   
So woman are constantly monitoring and policing the  
behavior and activities of the girls. 

It’s the auntie  —the husband’s sister—who assumes the role of 
enforcing patriarchy in the wife’s family and making its young 
girls into women. The power of aunties in enforcing femininity 
is much stronger than grandmothers. We have a saying: gran-
nies are soft, but aunties are harsh. Because the aunt stands 
in for the father, she is the representative of patriarchy. If the 
girl does something wrong in the marriage, the person they 
go to is the aunt. And this is enforced by policies and national 
frameworks so it becomes institutionalized and normalized. 

It’s about changing women, changing aunties, changing 
grandmothers —that’s where real change will come from. It’s 
woman-to-woman: this is where the conversation must start.

justassociates.org

PURITY KAGWIRIA

At Akili Dada we are very unapologetic about the need to 
focus directly on women and girls. Girls go to school and get 
an education, but at the end of the day, the question is still, 
“Who are these girls going to marry?” They hear from aunts 
and mothers that girls can only be three or four things. 

We work to challenge this. As part of our programs, we have 
them plan community projects, and they end up being very 
gendered: cleaning hospitals or taking care of older people. 
We have to ask them, “Wait a minute—why is this the work 
of women?” Because this part of the construction of gender 
is very powerful. We have to work with girls for many months, 
over several years to help them think through attitudes  
about womanhood and femininity. But then the girls end up 
designing and doing really cool things that girls would not 
normally do.

So it’s not just the attitudes of men that is important, it’s what 
other women are consistently telling girls about their value: 
“You’re not good enough” or “You’re only good for a man to 
have as his wife.” The women themselves are telling the girls, 
“You can’t do this or that” or “You are behaving in an improper 
manner for a woman,” when all these girls are doing is trying 
to be who they are and use their skills and brains. 

We have to shift attitudes about girls in their own families. We 
have to engage mothers and grandmothers. It takes many 
months, sometimes years, but attitudes about girls and gender 
do change. 

With FGM (Female Genital Mutilation), when we go into  
communities the underlying factor is always the women.   
They are the ones doing FGM, saying that it is traditional.  
And these older women have power in an area where men 
do not. People tell us that the men need to change—but in 
these areas, it’s the women who need to change. Women are 
the ones who are sitting in positions of power and maintaining 
these practices. 

I was raised by my grandmother, and she never told me there 
was anything I couldn’t do because I was a girl. It wasn’t until I 
was in college that I realized how valuable and important this 
was. The voices and beliefs of women are so critical in the lives 
of young girls. 

akilidada.org

Voices from the Ground
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GENDER NONCONFORMITY & LGBT

“I have been attacked very many times because of who and what I am.”

Jay Mulucha, Fem Alliance (FEMA) Uganda

Enforcing rigid or traditional feminine norms also takes a toll on girls who are 
gay or transgender.” In many cases, it is their gender nonconformity that brings 
gay or transgender people to the attention of their community. 

Says Jay Mulucha, Executive Director of Fem Alliance (FEMA) Uganda, “Trans-
gender and gender non-conforming people are the face of Uganda’s gay com-
munity. Sexual orientation is not always publicly identifiable, but gender non-
conformity is, so we are often attacked.”

Much of the homophobia and transphobia in Africa is the residue of colonization, 
when the European colonial powers imported intolerant attitudes around gender 
and sexuality, and forced local cultures to adopt them. 

Prior to colonization, in many parts of the continent, ethnicities, and communities 
had originally developed ways to peacefully integrate a variety of sexual orienta-
tions and gender identities.. 

But today, as Jay explains, “Lesbians and transmen are often forced into early 
marriage or even raped to force them to conform to traditional ideas  
of femininity. 

“This includes ‘corrective rape’ to correct’ their gender or sexual orientation and 
enforce submissive femininity. And ‘collective rape,’ where society believes that 
the more people do it, the more the girl will begin to ‘like’ it.”

It is important to point out that such attitudes and behaviors not only harm 
young women with differen sexual orientations or gender identities, but also 
those who are not gay or transgender. 

NO SIMPLE ‘VILLAINS’ 

“It’s so much simpler when 

there’s a victim and perpetra-

tor, but with gender norms, 

we’re all participating all the 

time. Gender norms affect 

everyone and are a product of 

communal participation. In the 

case of FGC, for example, it is 

patriarchal in origin but now 

aunts, mothers, and cous-

ins support the practice and 

participate in decisions about 

cutting girls.”

Gannon Gillespie, Tostan

 
“Homophobia and transphobia  

also harm girls who are not LGBT.”

Explains Jay, “This hate affects heteronormative women and girls too. 
In many parts of Uganda, the man is head of everything, the woman is 
supposed to be submissive and dependent. So when young women look 
for jobs, exercise power, or act independent, people say, ‘She must want 
to become a man’ or ‘She must be a lesbian.’ And they are ostracized and 
attacked. 

In this way, prejudice towards LGBT people becomes yet another weapon 
used to police and regulate the behavior of all girls, always a threat to be  
leveled if they step outside traditional gender roles.” 

“WHEN WE WORK AS A MOVEMENT, WE GET RESULTS”

“The change on the ground happens when women are able to stand up 
and shake up some of these gender norms.”

Diana Mao, Nomi Network 

FAT: Photo courtesy of The MATCH 
International Women’s Fund



CYNTHIA COREDO

Our founder started out coaching boys, and two girls asked 
him, “We wish we could box like the boys,” and he answered 
“You can … you can even be better than the boys.” That was 
the origin of Boxgirls.

Sometimes we have had really strong pushback from the 
families. 40–50% of the girls are from single parent families. 
Mothers (and some of the fathers, too) will tell our girls, “You 
must not learn how to box, that is not for girls” or “If you  
learn to box, you will lose your womanhood and be un-
feminine, and who will want you?” They ask, “You are being 
unwomanly, so who will you be able to marry, now that  
you’ve learned to box?”

The beliefs and actions of mothers and aunts are so impor-
tant. Mothers and aunts have these attitudes that to be a 
young woman, you must stay in the home, do cooking, do 
chores, take care of the younger children.

So we had to come up with a strategy with how to change 
the parents’ attitudes. Now an important part of our Parent 
Orientation is to engage them and the women of this 
community. We tell them they can share the work with girls 
and boys, and help free up girls. We change parents’ attitudes 
that girls should have the potential to be who they want to 
be, that girls should not be confined to just doing chores, 
that girls should be able to play and enjoy their childhoods. 
Because girls can become leaders and transform themselves 
and their communities.

Boxing is just an entry point to have a wider conversation 
about gender, gender roles, and harmful gender stereotypes 
about how girls and boys are brought up. So our curriculum 
helps girls understand gender norms and how they interacts 
with our cultural traditions about what a woman can be or do, 
and what is expected of them. We also try to puncture the 
terrible silence around the abuse of girls. And we also teach 
boys 9–12 years old about gender and gender roles. 

Boxgirls is challenging how communities think about woman-
hood and attitudes about girlhood and femininity. Today we 
finally see these norms about girls and womanhood changing. 
Today we finally see mothers and even fathers coming in and 
supporting their girls’ boxing. And now, some girls who have 
to care for siblings bringing them along, so we have younger 
girls seeing the boxing and wanting to get involved—and 
begin engaging the next generation. 

boxgirlskenya.com

GAYATRI BURAGOHAIN 

This is the root of the problem: in India education and careers 
for girls are not a priority—even if the family can afford it— 
because of feminine gender norms that dictate that ultimate 
goal of all girls is only marriage, cooking, cleaning, and  
being obedient wives and daughters-in-law, ones who do  
not ask questions, talk back, raise their eyes, or make their  
own decisions.

This is not imposed only by men, but also by women of all 
ages. They feel a communal duty to uphold traditional female 
practices and ensure every girl obeys these norms. Men’s 
interference is this role of women within a family often means 
that the women responsible are not doing a good job. And 
because women are responsible for disciplining these girls, 
they are often the most dominating and controlling,  
constantly pounding these norms into girls: be a good girl,  
be a good woman. When a woman does not perform her  
duties as a trainer for younger women, she often has to  
face the repercussions.

These norms are propagated by women as much as by men 
that the girls interact with. The family’s oldest woman expects 
her older daughters to make sure their younger siblings are 
trained to be obedient, submissive, and respectful. Girls get it 
on every side; parents, sisters, grandmothers, neighbors, even 
teachers. And because these villages or urban communities are 
very close-knit societies, these girls have no escape from being 
watched, monitored, and corrected all the time. 

If they do anything outside the lines, the neighbors start  
pushing back. And if a girl does not submit to these norms,  
her family is outcast. It can be worse if they are newly married. 
At one time, India had a very high rate of beating and killings 
of newly-married girls by the in-laws, quite often mother-in-
law or sister-in-law. Our domestic violence law takes this into 
account and includes women-to-women violence in families 
within its purview.  

This primary expectation that women are supposed to be 
child-bearers and caretakers is the main reason women are  
unable to break out of their subservience. And much of this 
takes place between women. We feel that this is also the  
root cause of women’s inability to grow in STEM fields. 

Traditionally, a woman’s identity has always been based  
entirely on the men in her life and how they treat her: mainly 
her husband and her son. We have a saying in Hindi that  
literally translates to: Women are the biggest enemy  
of women. 

fat-net.org
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While gender transformative work in LMICs today is well ahead of that in 
developed countries, most of it is devoted to men and masculinity. In deeply 
patriarchal cultures where girls cannot pick their own husband, expect to  
be his sole mate, or inherit property, transforming patriarchal notions of  
masculinity must be the top priority. 

Indeed, because of groundbreaking work by thought-leading groups like Pro-
mundo, Sonke Gender Justice, and EngenderHealth, a robust infrastructure 
of reports, data analysis, model curricula, NGO networks (like MenEngage), 
and regular convenings have grown up to support the work of transforming 
rigid masculine norms.

Yet, as this report has argued, transforming masculinity will not exhaust the 
structural forces oppressing young women, endangering their bodies, and 
deforming their lives. 

While individual NGOs are doing innovative and groundbreaking work chal-
lenging rigid feminine norms, their achievements are all the more remarkable 
because an infrastructure that might support such progress is almost totally 
absent, or fragmentary at best. 

For instance, when interviewing leading NGOs for this report, we asked each 
if they knew the others or were in contact. Almost inevitably they were not. 

In addition, none of them were aware of convenings, reports, model curricula, 
data collection, or NGO networks might support building such connections 
among them, or (hopefully) the growth of a broader movement to transform 
feminine gender norms. 

As LAW Uganda’s Dora Byamukama puts it, “Funders and agencies are very 
focused on the men and boys, not the girls’ beliefs and attitudes, but these 
are crucial too.”

This report is offered in the hope that it will help spark an overdue dialog 
among foundations, practitioners, researchers, and policymakers that  
re-centers feminine norms in women’s rights debate, while also serving as  
an entry point for the emerging dialog on gender non-conformity and 
LGBTQ rights. 

As African Women’s Development Fund’s Abigail Burgesson declares:  
“We need to bring together the women’s groups doing this work; we  
need a high-level network and engagement. We need an alliance.  
Because when we work as a movement, we get results.”

 
“Transforming masculinity will not exhaust 

the structural forces oppressing girls.” 

NOT A COMPETITION

Several funders interviewed 

for this paper pointed out the 

importance of avoiding the per-

ception of a “zero-sum game,” 

where for girls to gain some-

thing, boys must first lose it. We 

would rather promote a “gender 

synchronized” approach that 

honors the importance of ad-

dressing both boys and girls, and 

that recognizes the ways that 

femininity and masculinity are 

mutually reinforcing. This report 

is offered in an effort to extend, 

rebalance, and support the gen-

der discourse that has grown up 

in the Global South, not to imply 

or invite competition with it. 

Boxgirls: Photo courtesy of The 
MATCH International Women’s Fund
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RECOMMENDATIONS

There are a number of recommendations which might hold up and promote 
greater focus on and support of the work around women and feminine norms.  
They might include the following.

For NGOs

1.  Consider the impact that negative gender stereotypes and norms affect or have 
an impact on your programs, and adjust your goals and objectives accordingly.

2.  Document lessons learned, best practices, challenges, and opportunities while 
dealing with gender norms within programs that seek to achieve gender equality 
objectives.

3.  Seek the advice or consult with local, national, or regional feminist  
organizations or leaders, including women’s funds, in the design, monitoring  
and evaluation of programs. 

For Donors and Funders

1. Support an initial convening that brings together key stakeholders from the 
NGO, policy, and funding communities to share ideas, build consensus, and plan 
future action on eliminating negative gender stereotypes and feminine norms.  
This could be reinforced and extended through regular yearly convenings at  
different locations in the global south. 

2. Support the development of a series of white paper reports focused on key  
issue areas to build out the knowledge and thought leadership in this area, as  
well as stimulate dialog and build agreement on a common understanding of  
problem scope.

3. Fund an online research clearinghouse of key articles and studies, documenting 
the impact of feminine norms and providing a common space for stakeholders  
to share resources, results, and ideas.

4. Fund an online global network of NGOs doing transformative work on feminine  
norms so facilitate collating information, developing best practice, and  
coordinating joint action. 

AVOIDING WESTERNIZED  
DISCOURSE

Gender is more than an individual 
story. The South African philoso-
phy of “Ubuntu”—“I am because 
we are”—is central to addressing 
negative gender norms propagat-
ed by women against women. We 
want to highlight three concerns 
that frequently arise in our work 
with women and girls globally.

1.  The dominance of western 
feminist discourses limits women’s 
liberation to individual freedoms.

2.  Western issues like body  
image are disconnected from  
issues like genital mutilation  
and child marriage.

3.  Too little attention is paid to 
questions of power and privilege 
in how issues are framed and 
whose voice is heard. 

We know that gender is a social 
construct, so to make transforma-
tive change, we must focus on 
society and not just the individual. 
And today women from nonwest-
ern communities are providing 
new models that reflect this. Yet 
this is not always reflected in the 
westernized discourses commonly 
used to frame gender. In addi-
tion, in discussing women’s roles 
in propagating harmful gender 
norms, we must avoid focusing 
mainly on issues mostly familiar 
to nonwestern women. Finally, we 
must recognize that there is no 
universal solution to rigid gender 
systems: like women’s lives, femi-
nine norms are expansive, layered 
and complex. 

For the safety and dignity of all 
women, trans, and gender noncon-
forming people, we must work 
together to ensure that our efforts 
do not unintentionally create 
“blind spots,” where some experi-
ences marginalized, and some 
voices silenced. We need not  
one conversation, but many— 
and ones that stem from context-
specific approaches. 

Wariri Muhungi—The MATCH 
International Women’s Fund 
globalfundforwomen.org

Musimbi Kanyoro—Global Fund 
for Women 
matchinternational.org


