Mná Sasa!—Women Now!

It was an early October Saturday evening in Dublin. The light was waning outside, and our two-day workshop was drawing to a close, when Maimuna suggested that the new solidarity movement of Irish and Tanzanian grassroots feminists should have a name and an identity. Voices went back and forth.  Ideas sparked off other ideas. Something that combined the Irish and Swahili languages? Something with Mná, the Irish word for women? “What is the Swahili word for now?” someone asked. The answer came back loud and clear: Sasa!  We had our name:  Mná Sasa! Women Now!
When Banúlacht asked me if I would facilitate this workshop  ‘Irish-Tanzanian ExChange: Building Feminist Movement and Solidarity through Local-Global Connections’ as part of the exchange between Irish and Tanzanian grassroots women, it felt like an invitation into something big. I knew about the exchange visits Banúlacht had organised in 2007 and 2008, where women from local organisations in Ireland went to Tanzania for two weeks to share experiences, hear about and experience first-hand the realities for women on the ground in Tanzania. Now, six activists from Tanzania were coming to Ireland. The challenge for the workshop was to harness the energy and learning from the exchange into collective understandings and a focused movement of feminist solidarity.   
There is of course a long history of global solidarity between women. The ability of the global women’s movement to organise around women’s human rights has given a new impetus to feminist solidarity work over the last twenty years or so.  Yet, it seemed to me that this Banúlacht Tanzania-Ireland exchange was drawing on the well of women’s activism at a whole other level of depth, reality and power. The uniqueness of the Banúlacht solidarity exchange has been in facilitating women to engage with each other, not at the “high-up” level of international conferences, but by moving into, listening, speaking and learning in each other’s local contexts. 
The emphasis on Sasa, or now,  highlights the urgency and opportunity of the current historical moment. At this time of global recession, cutbacks, and neoliberal attempts to undermine community activism, a core message from the workshop was that now is the time for new solutions, for action and for women’s global grassroots solidarity. It is a time to claim with confidence the knowledge and learning that has grown out of direct experiences, social analysis, and involvement in community development and women’s organisations. These are the alternative stories which our dominant culture tries to suppress. The workshop was based on narrative practices of sharing and writing these stories of activism, in order to thicken them and make them strong collective stories linking our pasts, our present and our futures.

The two key solidarity issues for Mná Sasa are poverty and gender-based violence. Frontline knowledge of the effects of these issues on women’s lives is raw and stark. Tanzanian women tell the story of how one woman had no money to hire a car to go to hospital when her labour started. Her baby boy was delivered at home by her mother, but she haemorrhaged and died. Her mother had no money to buy milk for feeding the baby so he has become malnourished. Now cutbacks will mean an increased mortality rate, increased malnutrition, and more children, particularly girls, dropping out of school. Irish women also tell of the devastating effects of poverty in Ireland, and the feelings of powerlessness, lack of hope, and not looking forward to the future. In describing the effects of gender-based violence, Tanzanian women tell about a woman who was eight months pregnant when her husband beat her to death, stripped her naked, and dumped her body outside their house. Irish women tell about a woman who, afraid a relative would see her, crawled along a ditch when she needed to leave the house because of her violent husband. 
Yet, the grassroots feminist activism of Mná Sasa is stirred by passionate dreams and possibilities of a different world with different values:  a world where women’s experiences, work, activities and lives are valued as much as men’s; where women will ”turn their wheel” through education; where women can fulfil their ambitions; where women are in frontline leadership; where domestic and sexual violence no longer exist and women are truly respected and valued; and where women’s rights are human rights.
These are not vague, whimsical dreams. They have rich personal and social histories built on questions and the activist search for answers. One woman describes the seed being sown for her as a nine-year-old child in school, wondering why no women were mentioned in history.  Another describes the Pope’s visit to Ireland in 1979 as a time of confusion and then a “personal revolution” in values, given his opposition to contraceptives and abortion, and the lack of equality and choice in Ireland. For another woman, the spark is lit when she witnesses her sister being beaten by her husband because she was late from the forest where she went to collect firewood. And a daughter asks herself “what is going on?” when her parents’ divorce leaves her mother with nothing apart from her three children. 
In the active search for alternatives, inspiration and encouragement have come from different sources—mothers, fathers, aunts, colleagues, and women’s human rights activists such as Mary Robinson. Inspiration has also come from women’s historical struggles against patriarchal society, such as the suffragette movement and the undocumented historical struggles of African feminists. It has come from the resistance of grassroots women’s groups everywhere. Now Tanzanian and Irish grassroots activists inspire each other: “Listening to Mary Rusimbi [former director of the Tanzania Gender Networking Programme] talking in Galway three years ago about how much women had achieved in Tanzania in such a short time sparked me to get pro-active in encouraging women to be more aware and to realise that change starts with ‘me’, not ‘them’ or ‘someone else’ but ‘ME’ and that getting all the ‘ME’s’ working in solidarity is a very powerful thing.” 
 In the sharing of knowledge and in listening and learning from local grassroots to global grassroots, Mná Sasa is about a bigger picture and a shared vision. Mná Sasa is about joining the efforts of feminist community activists in Tanzania and Ireland to have a stronger voice and to move a step ahead. It draws on skills learned over years of listening, information-sharing, communication, relationship-building and networking; of social analysis, advocacy, facilitative leadership, and openness to new ideas. The women of Mná Sasa have the passion, patience, persistence, courage and resilience to “tap the heart” and create movement. 
Mná Sasa is based on a refusal to be neoliberal “foot-soldiers,” plugging the holes left by neoliberal policies through service delivery. Feminism dares us to expect more. Mná Sasa refuses to allow feminist agendas to be weakened, or its movement to become disjointed. There is a determination to continue our solidarity efforts, and to hold our governments to account through collaborative efforts in pushing international agendas.
One outcome of the workshop will be the Manifesto of Mná Sasa! as an act of solidarity between feminists in community activism in Ireland and Tanzania. The purpose of the Manifesto is to challenge the perceptions and stereotypes of women who experience poverty and gender-based violence, to claim back feminist activism and direction, and to urgently hold our governments to account for the promises they have made to honour and protect our human rights in the Beijing Platform for Action and the Millennium Development Goals.
A core demand of the Manifesto is for Irish Aid to prioritise resources for grassroots women’s activism in Tanzania. This demand is linked to a broader demand for a fundamental shift in priorities and values away from neoliberal agendas. The Beijing Platform for Action commits governments to search for”people-centred sustainable development” and recognises that “The participation and leadership of the half of humanity that is female is essential to the success of that search.” Mná Sasa demands a voice for global grassroots feminists in shaping the future through alternative economic and development policies. 
As one of the women in the workshop said: “If we succeed, the women who come after us will find everything so good.”  
Mná Sasa!
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