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Feminism is not a foreign concept in Africa.  Feminism in its simplest terms
means al lowing women to enjoy the same equal opportunities as men. From
Algeria to Zimbabwe, historical  records provide f irst-hand accounts of how
women have mobil ized as freedom fighters against colonial  oppression and
intersectional  patriarchal  chal lenges.  At the Institute for African Women in
Law, we believe in building systems and programs that are anchored in the
historical  positionality of women as complementary actors in social ,
rel igious,  economic,  and polit ical  settings,  as evidenced by the pre-
colonial  leadership roles women occupied across Africa.  

While it  is  important to discuss the challenges women face in law, we
cannot discount the remarkable accomplishments that women have made
as Chief Justices,  Managing Partners in law firms,  Ministers of Justice,  and
as Judges in international  courts and tribunals.  These achievements signal
the existence of opportunity structures for women’s advancements and
upward mobil ity within the legal  profession.  We need to seize the
opportunity to keep advancing women in law and leadership.

When women rise,  society wins.  Gender equality is  not replacing men with
women, gender equality is  about creating systems where women can thrive
as men do.  Gender equality requires the convergence of actors who
understand, who are wil l ing,  and who take actionable steps to reach the
goal of  gender equality.

The Institute for African Women in Law’s Men Advocates in Law for
Equality (M.A.L.E)  Campaign is  poised to be a continent-wide campaign to
create a gender-responsive partnership between women and men in law.
We hope you enjoy this report and join our efforts in advancing gender
equality in law for al l !
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BACKGROUND

Since the birth of the feminist ideology
[1]  in 1848,  society has gone through
various modifications in an attempt to
eradicate gender bias,  particularly in the
workplace.  In 2018 for example,  the
African Union (AU) held a meeting in
Ethiopia to discuss practical  solutions
that would bridge the gender divide,  l ike
running digital  coding classes for young
girls and holding digital  entrepreneurship
classes for older women interested in
information technology and business.
While these efforts are acknowledged, the
fight for gender inclusivity is  sti l l
inhibited when male counterparts do not
collaborate with other women to source
solutions.  Achieving gender equality does
not solely rest on women’s shoulders —it
is more incumbent on men because they
uphold gender inequality through a
system built  on male authority,  as
described by Joan Acker [2] - the
patriarchy.  Some men are also
uneducated on gender bias and are
unaware that it  exists .  For these reasons,
the male al ly caters well  to this issue and
more of that is  discussed in this report.

On July 15,  2021,  the Institute for African
Women in Law (IAWL) held a webinar that
discussed how men can be al l ies in the
fight for gender equality.

The panelists explored recommendations
and solutions for el iminating workplace
gender-based discrimination,  discussed
how the African judiciary has tackled
gender equality,  and described certain
characteristics that define a male al ly.  Dr
J.  Jarpa Dawuni moderated the webinar and
was joined by the fol lowing panelists:  Ms
Isabel Boaten - a managing partner of AB
and David;  Mr Donald Deya - CEO of PALU;
and Mr David Sachar - an executive
director of the Arkansas Judicial  Discipl ine
& Disabil ity Commission.  

Fighting for gender
equality without
including male al l ies is
l ike driving a car on
two wheels;  you wil l
probably make the
journey,  but at a slower
pace,  and a heavier
burden to yourself .  I f
men are part of  the
problem, they should be
part of  the solution.

Prof. J. Jarpa Dawuni

https://www.pacificu.edu/magazine/four-waves-feminism
https://www.pacificu.edu/magazine/four-waves-feminism
https://journals-sagepub-com.ezproxyd.bham.ac.uk/doi/pdf/10.1177/0038038589023002005
https://journals-sagepub-com.ezproxyd.bham.ac.uk/doi/pdf/10.1177/0038038589023002005
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Figure 1 :
‘Have you faced any forms of gender-
based discrimination at work (off ice or
in court)? ’   

During a previous webinar held by
IAWL, a survey was conducted to
understand the experiences of women
in law across Africa.  The survey
received 78 responses from individuals
working in various occupations in law,
85.9% of whom were female.  The
questions asked in the survey covered
topics such as workplace gender-based
discrimination and support that
respondents would l ike to receive from
their workplaces.   

Figure 2:  
Types of gender-based discrimination
experienced by respondents 

0 10 20 30 40

Inappropriate touching  

Sexist language  

Not being recognized to speak 

Show of no confidence in your work 

Excessive workload 

Not given important briefs or assignments  

Other forms of discrimination/harassment 

N/A 

The data presented in Figures 1  and 2
shows that a majority of respondents
had experienced different forms of
workplace gender-based discrimination,
including sexist language and not being
shown any confidence in their work.
This supports the argument that gender
bias is  sti l l  a  problem within Africa,  and
prevails  in the male-dominated legal
profession.   



The session began with the participants
sharing their respective opinions on why
gender equality is  important to them. Ms
Isabel Boaten made a unique analogy of the
various types of men she has witnessed in
her workspace,  such as the ‘James Bonds’
and ‘knights in shining armour’ .  As a
managing partner,  gender equality for her
has always been about how men can both
support and empower women in the
workplace.  Research derived from Patrick
Brown’s article [3] stated that his position
in society as a heterosexual male gives him
an unfair advantage,  creating the challenge
of gender inequality.  Therefore,  his main
aim is to f ight off  these challenges created
by him (and men in general) .

Ms Isabel  Boaten mentioned that the
contributions of men towards achieving
gender equality should not cause an
‘empowerment-disempowerment situation’ ,
one that occurs i f  men are being
empowered to the point that they offer too
much assistance.  If  men take control  of  the
power that was meant for the women, this
could disempower the women. In other
words,  a man’s contribution towards
solving gender disparity should be equally
weighed against a woman’s contribution.  Mr
Deya viewed gender equality from a
different perspective.  He mentioned the
nature of the pre-colonial  system in Africa
where the system was built  on
complementary gender roles.  

IMPORTANCE OF EQUALITY

A man’s
contribution
towards solving
gender disparity
should be equally
weighed against a
woman’s
contribution.  

Isabel Boaten

https://scholarworks.uvm.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1227&context=tvc
https://scholarworks.uvm.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1227&context=tvc


A good example is  given in the account of
Thabani Nyoni,  who discussed gender roles[4]
in pre-colonial  Africa.  Zimbabwean women in
the pre-colonial  era were tasked with issues
involving family planning amongst women
which included determining the number of
children a family was to have.

Similarly,  Nigerian women [5] in the pre-
colonial  era engaged in economic activit ies
outside of the home, e.g.  craft-making to
provide appropriate resources for use in the
family home. These activit ies were regarded
as complementary roles to men.

Mr Deya believes that ‘going back to our
roots ’  would aid African society more,  as far
as gender equality is  concerned. The
importance of the legal  profession and
judiciary were stated as the key areas that
required a change in the narrative of gender
equality.  In a society where women constitute
50.1% of the average population in Africa [6],
Mr Deya deemed it  necessary to incorporate a
50-50 gender diversity ratio in leadership.

The journey of Mr Sachar in becoming a male
al ly was an educational  one,  and throughout
his experience he has always challenged
himself  on how he could do better and
become a part of  the solution towards gender
inequality.  He has witnessed a good deal  of
gender inequality in the United States and has
acknowledged the existence of a long-
standing bias against American women in the
commercial  industry.  These experiences gave
him a wil l ingness to learn more about gender
inconsistencies in the workplace and establish
an active approach towards tackling gender
inequality.

‘Going back to our
roots ’  would aid
African society
more,  as far as
gender equality is
concerned.

IMPORTANCE OF EQUALITY

Donald Deya

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/347510947_WOMEN_HELD_A_BASICALLY_COMPLEMENTARY_RATHER_THAN_SUBORDINATE_POSITION_TO_MEN_IN_PRE-COLONIAL_AFRICA_A_DELIBERATION/link/5fdf46d645851553a0d658b0/download
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/347510947_WOMEN_HELD_A_BASICALLY_COMPLEMENTARY_RATHER_THAN_SUBORDINATE_POSITION_TO_MEN_IN_PRE-COLONIAL_AFRICA_A_DELIBERATION/link/5fdf46d645851553a0d658b0/download
http://www.postcolonialweb.org/nigeria/precolwon.html
http://www.postcolonialweb.org/nigeria/precolwon.html
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.POP.TOTL.FE.ZS


Participants were tasked with
providing solutions that would solve
underlying issues that surround gender
inequality.  Ms Boaten questioned why
being a feminist equated to ideals that
directly opposed men’s ideals.  As she
looked further into this discussion,  she
realised that there is  some sort of
disconnect or lack of understanding
between the men’s ideals and feminist ’s
ideals which causes gender
insensitivity.  

This term describes a conscious or
unconscious bias that has manifested
between both parties (man and woman)
such that extremist positions l ie on
either side,  e.g.  a man that supports
the patriarchy and a radical  feminist
who believes in female superiority.
This issue,  as explained by Ms Boaten,
is caused by a few things:  men not
understanding the difference between
being a male al ly and being
patronizing,  and the kind of
stimulation that women give other men
that feed on their masculinity.
Research from Dave Burnham et.  al  [7]
supports this statement,  claiming that
men can be very overprotective of
women at t imes,  which undermines the
autonomy of women.  

.

They added that when men do not
feel  in charge of something,  they
exert their dominance over other
areas l ike the workplace.  In Ms
Boaten’s opinion,  the idea that a man
has to take the backseat and
contribute from there contradicts
their dominant personality.  

Mr Deya believes that the foundation
of these tensions l ies in the basic
things that occur in a society and it
is  for this reason that he mentioned
patriarchy as the cause of these
tensions.  He noted that i f  there are
tensions in the workplace,  there
should be a sense of overal l  equality
between men and women. In other
words,  there needs to be a spirit  of
partnership where the men do not
feel  l ike they have an obligation to
‘speak for women’  or take charge of
certain situations that can clearly be
handled by a woman. He f inished
tackling the question by establishing
the importance of writing down rules
that would contain solutions to
eradicating the patriarchal  society,
just as one would contextually do for
national  constitutions and
international  treaties.  When such
avenues are put in place,  a huge
social  conversation can f inal ly be
made, according to Mr Deya.

RECONCILING THE TENSIONS
BETWEEN MEN AND WOMEN TO
PROMOTE EQUALITY

https://heinonline.org/HOL/Page?collection=journals&handle=hein.journals/probj37&id=106&men_tab=srchresults
https://heinonline.org/HOL/Page?collection=journals&handle=hein.journals/probj37&id=106&men_tab=srchresults


There needs to be a spirit  of
partnership where the men do not
feel  l ike they have an obligation to
‘speak for women’ .  Donald Deya 

Male al l ies are to approach
women with humility and always
look out for opportunities in
which women can serve in
leadership.

David Sachar

Men misunderstanding the difference
between being a male al ly and being
patronizing was a scenario that Mr
Sachar agreed happens.  Mr Sachar stated
that the responsibi l ity rests on male
al l ies to shepherd these men and make
them understand the differences— to
remove any conscious/unconscious bias
they may have.  He wants men to be
taught to ‘do justly,  love mercy and walk
humbly’  as it  can change the mindset of
men when they approach scenarios that
involve gender inequality.  He believes
that male al l ies are to approach women
with humility and always look out for
opportunities in which women can serve
in leadership.  Mr Sachar was also
adamant that there should be no pass for
gender bias in the judiciary just because
the judges are old.  He also noted that it  is
incumbent for the judges to learn about
issues regarding sexism in the court i f
they haven’t  learnt about them already.

RECONCILING THE TENSIONS
BETWEEN MEN AND WOMEN TO
PROMOTE EQUALITY



PROMOTING GENDER 
EQUALITY IN LAW FIRMS

The next discussion required
participants to offer solutions that
would promote gender equality in the
legal  workplace.  Ms Boaten offered two
key solutions to make the workplace
more inclusive:  ‘ looking at the
dancefloor from the balcony’ ,  and
questioning the assumption that people
always resist  change.  The f irst solution
is an impressive analogy that translates
to understanding the type of men that
are present in the workplace.  The
second solution is  more implicit  as it
requires one to understand what
exactly men are going to lose/sacrif ice
should they succumb to change and
become a male al ly.  Ms Boaten stated
that they are probably expected to lose
characteristics that define their status
in society,  e.g.  economic power,  sense
of authority,  and masculinity.  While she
acknowledged that it  would take some
time for a rigid man’s mindset to
change overnight,  she believed that
these types of men should also be
considered a male al ly because creating
an inclusive environment requires
every type of man to be involved.  

A workplace culture of empowerment
for both genders was recommended by
Ms Boaten to prevent men from feeling
that they may lose certain traits i f  they
become male al l ies.

However,  she emphasised the need to
strike a balance in empowerment so
that men do not feel  l ike they can
impose themselves in the workplace.
Policies against sexual  harassment and
bullying in workplaces must be
enforced, according to Ms Boaten.  In
situations where women would have the
burden of care,  i .e .  pregnancy,  Ms
Boaten recommended organisations
come up with specif ic arrangements
that would aid the woman to overcome
such challenges.  At the same time,
women are recommended not to be
passive recipients of al ly support,  so
that the situation does not appear l ike
women are self-entit led to receive
support from men. In terms of
empowering men to join the f ight for
gender equality,  men should the
privi lege that they have in society so
they understand that it  is  incumbent on
them to contribute effectively and help
enact change. 

Creating an inclusive
environment requires
every type of  man to
be involved.  

Isabel Boaten



PROMOTING GENDER
EQUALITY IN THE JUDICIARY

Mr Deya went on to discuss gender
equality from a judicial  standpoint.  He
practices a 3G diversity policy based
on: gender,  geographical  and
generational  terms. He mentioned
that the African Court on Human and
People ’s  Rights is  the only
international  court that has a 50-50
gender diversity ratio on its bench,
and that it  is  the best example of
diversity in the judiciary.  Mr Deya
stated that he delved into the
operations that made the African
Court on Human and People ’s  Rights
successful  in gender diversity,  and
found that this diversity was achieved
by incorporating appropriate levels of
rigidity where necessary.  For
example,  a rigid policy was
implemented towards the Pan-African
parl iament election process.  The
election process fol lows the 2017
protocol ][8] where Member States
are no longer al lowed to have just one
woman to make up the f ive members
of a Member State,  but at least two
women must be l isted.  In scenarios
where a country would default  and
not appoint at least two women
members,  their whole representation
of members would be discarded. 

By contrast,  Mr Deya noted that law
associations make it  very diff icult  for
women to serve as a president,  vice
president or secretary-general .  This
makes their cei l ings visible as some
women who were appointed as ski l led
treasurers in the past were rather
overqualif ied for their position.  He
believes that i f  r igid standards for
equality are set out for governance in
the law associations,  gender
inclusivity can be achieved in that
area.  In addition,  law societies that
have ad hoc committees should
incorporate leadership positions that
can be shared both by males and
females,  e.g.  a situation where there
is a co-chair or a chair and vice-chair
at the top level .  He concluded that it
is  important to have women lawyer
forums, women committees,  and
women lawyer sections to provide a
safe space for nurturing and
mentoring the younger generation of
young leaders and lawyers.  

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2017/570486/EXPO_BRI(2017)570486_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2017/570486/EXPO_BRI(2017)570486_EN.pdf


THE EMBODIMENT OF THE MALE ALLY

Mr Sachar was asked to thoroughly
explain what it  means to be a proper
male al ly.  Mr Sachar believes that men
should be mentored to be empathetic
because not enough men look at the
concept of sexism through the lens of a
woman. Therefore,  this makes them
misunderstand the concept of sexism.
In addition,  Mr Sachar pointed out that
an effective al ly is  one who does not
just speak but is  also active and wil l ing
to appreciate the efforts of  women in
the legal  industry.  A practical  example
was given where Mr Sachar nominated
two to three women that attended his
law school in Arkansas and gave their
awards for being exceptional  alumni.  

Another example applied where Mr
Sachar would hire a few qualif ied
women as interns from the law school
so that they had the opportunity to
work with high authorities l ike the
attorney general— an opportunity that
was denied to other women in the past.
He does this so that these interns make
a good connection with their superiors
at an early stage,  giving them an equal
chance to work ful l-time in the f irm.
The fact that the woman interns have
been handpicked and are present to
gain good connections with the law
firm’s authorities shows that the male
al ly has done well ,  according to Mr
Sachar.

The use of social  media was another
point for him, where he would discuss
special  days in America ’s  women
history to further appreciate how far
society has come to establishing gender
equality and also celebrating women
pioneers in the legal  industry.  Mr
Sachar referenced Ms Boaten’s point of
going out of his way to encourage men
who are not as vocal  about gender
equality to at least try and become a
male al ly,  rather than not considering
these men at al l .  He added that male
al l ies should always ask women what
can be done to deconstruct gender bias
in the workplace.  He ended with a
strong point:  that male al l ies should
lead and give opportunities to young
women, then “get out of the way”.
Getting out of the way ensures that one
contributes effectively without
patronizing,  al lowing the young woman
to uti l ize her own ski l ls  and pave her
own way.  A woman’s ski l lset is
established and should not be dictated
by any man.

Male al l ies should lead
and give opportunities
to young women, then
get out of  the way.

David Sachar



IMPORTANCE OF MENTORING AND
PROVIDING TRAINING FOR WOMEN

Figure 3:  
‘What can your law firm/place of work do to support you? (choose al l  that apply) ’
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Data source:  Survey conducted by IAWL- ‘Women in Law Across Africa ’   

When IAWL conducted its survey on
women in law across Africa,  we asked
what respondents ’  law f irms or places
of work could do to support them. The
results are presented in Figure 3  below.
When presented with the four option
choices below, a majority of
respondents showed a preference for
workplaces providing training
opportunities for them. This data
supports the notion that women in law
would benefit  from training
opportunities provided within their
workplaces,  as most of our respondents
expressed an interest in this form of
workplace support.  

IAWL also conducted a separate survey
on law students and their views
towards mentorships.  The results,
presented in Figure 4  below, suggest
that law students are interested in
receiving career support in the form of
mentorships.  The results of  these two
surveys are highlighted here to support
Mr Sachar ’s  views on the importance of
mentoring and providing training for
women, especial ly young professionals.
Most professionals are always
interested in training and developing
their ski l ls ,  so a true male al ly would be
interested in providing these
opportunities for female professionals.
The important thing is  for them to
avoid overstepping.   



Data source:  Survey conducted by IAWL- ‘Survey of Law Student Experiences’
Institute for African Women in Law. (2020).  Mentoring & career development .  https://fad16571-c2e4-4e40-
a397-d2b33e3e4caf.f i lesusr.com/ugd/229dcd_6398acd4a890450d96d208c17cd00a11 .pdf 

IMPORTANCE OF MENTORING AND
PROVIDING TRAINING FOR WOMEN

Figure.  4:



RECOMMENDATIONS

Dr Dawuni concluded the session by
asking the three speakers to give
three brief  points on how men could
be effective male al l ies.  

Ms Boaten stated that being an al ly is
to recognise women for their capacity
—so no form of patronizing or
mansplaining should be seen from
men who aspire to be male al l ies.  She
also encouraged mentoring through
both men and women, more
importantly ensuring that both
parties are empowered equally.  

Mr Deya admonished men to lead by
example and for men to speak out 

CONCLUSION

The underlying tensions explained by
Ms Boaten cause a rift  between both
men and women on the true concept
of feminism. These tensions can be
deconstructed by the role of the male
al ly,  as Mr Sachar explained.  When
men are wil l ing to learn and to let go
of their need to dominate in order to
become more gender-sensitive,  they
wil l  begin to see gender inequality
through the same lens as a woman. As
men empower women in the battle for
equality,

against gender inequality when they
witness it .  He also added that male al l ies
should incorporate effective mentoring
and encourage the next generation to be
good male al l ies.  

David Sachar stated that men should
actively look out for how women can
better be supported and constantly look
out for possible gender issues in the
judiciary.  Lastly,  he noted that men are to
read books and articles on the basis of
gender equality to gain a better
understanding of the constructs that
harbour gender inequality in society.

Ms Boaten warned that a balance must be
struck in empowerment to ensure that
men do not become patronising.  In the
workplace,  corporate entit ies and
judiciaries need to strictly enforce the
idea of a 50-50 gender diversity ratio,  as
explained by Mr Deya.  According to him,
rules and regulations governing gender
equality practices can only be
administered effectively when they are
written down. This way,  the rules are
better enforced. 
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