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 1. 
Background to the Circle

The Circle of Concerned African Women Theologians (hereafter the Circle) was inaugurated in 1989. In 2007 the Circle registered over 611 members on the continent and abroad. The criterion to membership is the commitment to research, write and publish on issues affecting African Women and women of African descent in Religion and Culture.

The Circle is the space for women from Africa to do communal theology based on their religious, cultural and social experiences. It draws its membership from women of diverse backgrounds, nationalities, cultures and religions rooted in African Indigenous Religions, Christianity, Islam and Judaism. It encompasses indigenous African women and seeks to relate to African women of American, Asiatic and European origins. These concerned women are engaged in theological dialogue with cultures, religions, sacred writings and oral stories that shape the African context and define the women of this continent.

2.
Mission Statement

The mission of the Circle is to undertake research, writing and publishing on African issues from women’s perspective.

3.
Vision

The vision of the Circle is to empower African women to contribute their critical thinking and analysis to advance current knowledge. Theology, religion and culture are the three chosen foci, which must be used as the framework for Circle research and publications.

4      Circle Plan of Action 2002-2007:

 At the 2002 Addis Ababa Pan Africa Circle conference, the Executive Committee of the Circle, were mandated to concentrate in 6 areas which were: research and writing; Educational Programming and Curriculum; Religious and Cultural Traditions; communication; publishing;  institutionalization of the Circle and funding. This report will follow the action plan categories with the exception of research and writing, which I have combined with publishing as I see them as a unit. I will state what exactly we were mandated to do, how we implemented and I will add my analysis of each category. My report will be general and encompass the whole Circle as that is how I saw my role to be.

4. 1 Research, Writing and publishing

As noted from the Circle vision and mission, research, writing and publishing from an African women’s perspective forms the core of what the Circle is about. It is what distinguishes the Circle from other women’s organizations and movements in Africa. At the 2002 Addis Ababa Pan Africa Circle conference the core business of the Circle was reaffirmed. The then newly appointed  Executive Committee of the Circle were mandated to encourage Circle members to: a) continue research and writing about HIV and AIDS, including stories of those living with AIDS; b) explore the possibility of other publication forms, e.g. videos, oral histories.

Research and writing about HIV and AIDS was done in many ways. In this report I will only limit myself to four ways as follows:

4.1.1.
The Circle formed partnership Yale University Divinity School and Yale School of Public Health, together with Yale’s Center for Interdisciplinary Research on AIDS to offer fellowships for women theologians addressing HIV and AIDS in Africa. The agreement for the Circle partnership with YDS and CIRA was established during the leadership of Dr Musimbi Kanyoro (1996 to 2002).  It was implemented during our period of leadership. In total twelve Circle members have benefited from spending four to nine months at Yale University as Faith fellows on research that deals with Gender, Faith and HIV and AIDS. The list of the faith fellows include: Fulata Moyo (Malawi); Sylvia Amisi (Kenya); Vuadi Vibila (Democratic Republic of Congo); Anne Nasimiyu-Wasike (Kenya); Dorothy Ucheaga (Nigeria); Teresa Tinkasimiire (Uganda); Constance Shisanya (Kenya); Isabel Phiri (Malawi); Dorcas Ankitunde (Nigeria), Hazel Ayanga (Kenya), Lillian Siwila (Zambia) and Bongiwe Dumezweni (South Africa).  

Adverts for the faith fellows’ scholarship were placed in the Circle newsletters. The applications were sent to our partners at Yale University. Those who met the requirements were accepted into the programme. 

This partnership afforded Circle members to use public health and theological methodologies to conduct field research in the area of Gender Faith and HIV and AIDS. Most of all, the time spent at Yale University gave Circle members access to resources, which are not available in most African countries. Fortunately some of this research will be presented at this conference to give you an idea of the quality of work done. It is hoped that the research generated will result in quality articles to be published in international academic journals and chapters in academic books.  I am also glad to report that CIRA has sponsored three Faith fellows to participate at this conference. Three of our partners: Dr Shannon Clarkson, Prof Margaret Farley and Dr Kari Hartwig are present with us at this conference. I take this opportunity to thank you for helping the Circle to fulfill its mandate in the area of research and writing. 

Although this project has run out of funding, efforts are going on to seek for more funding. Some of our partners from Yale University who have moved to Duke University Public Heath have already indicated interest in partnering with the Circle in this research project. Based on experience on how much the Circle stands to gain from this type of partnership, the Circle should consider this project as a priority area in the future of the Circle work. It helps the Circle concretize its vision and mission to conduct research, write and publish. The Circle needs to work out on how to increase its own ability to monitor the funding and research projects. My suggestion is that while the partnership is with the Circle, specific theological institutions in Africa should be identified who would be centers where the projects are linked.  

4.1.2
The Circle formed partnership with World Council of Churches-Ecumenical HIV and AIDS Initiative in Africa (EHAIA). In 2006, the Circle signed an agreement to work in partnership with WCC-EHAIA in order to equip the Church in Africa to be HIV and AIDS competent. The agreement states that the special strengths and comparative advantages of each organization will be used to promote added value in order to fulfill values and purposes that bring them together. Therefore, the Circle and WCC-EHAIA agreed to intensify their cooperation concerning but not limited to the following issues:

a. The Circle and WCC-EHAIA will harmonize their annual work plans for synergies in publication projects, formation methods, exchange of resource persons, and the organization of conferences and workshops.

b. The Circle and WCC-EHAIA will exchange their organization’s annual reports and other information relating to HIV and gender, HIV and African traditions, HIV and theology, HIV and community/church life. 

c. The Circle and WCC-EHAIA will cooperatively promote the process of greater involvement of HIV positive women in the churches’ fight against HIV and AIDS.

From 2003 to 2007, which is before and after the signing of this agreement, the Circle and  WCC-EHAIA organised joint writing workshops and consultations  in Mozambique and Angola in 2003 and 2004; in  Benin and Rwanda in  2006 and 2007; Botswana, South Africa, Kenya and Nigeria. It is through this partnership that the Lusophone Circle has managed to write and publish its ever first book, which we are going to launch and celebrate together at this conference. The Anglophone and Francophone Circles will also show their publications, which they have managed to work jointly with WCC-EHAIA. This partnership also gave the Circle an opportunity to evaluate the quality of its research and writing. In 2006 WCC-EHAIA sponsored Prof Musa Dube to evaluate the work of the Circle on HIV and AIDS. The report was presented at the Circle – WCC-EHAIA 2006 consultation, which was held in Johannesburg. This report is a must read for all Circle members and partners who are seeking to improve their research and writing in the area of Gender, Faith and HIV and AIDS in Africa.

I also wish to report that the Circle’s association with WCC-EHAIA made it possible for me to hold Circle meetings in Swaziland, Lesotho, Mozambique, Zimbabwe, Bokina Faso and DRC. It is important to note that the Circle does not have a budget for the Circle coordinator to visit the chapters. However, wherever I went for either WCC-EHAIA Regional Reference meetings or International Reference group meetings, I also had an opportunity to visit the Circle chapter in that particular town or city. It is through WCC-EHAIA that I was able to make contact with the Circle in Angola. In the case of Mozambique, WCC-EHAIA sponsored the Circle to run workshops though the office of the General Secretary of the Christian Council of Churches in Mozambique. I am therefore convinced that as we plan for the future of the Circle, the Circle’s partnership with WCC-EHAIA will have to play a prominent role.

I also want to take this opportunity to acknowledge the presence of all WCC-EHAIA staff at this conference. The fact that WCC-EHAIA is now being headed by one of the founding members of the Circle, Dr Nyambura Njoroge can only strengthen the Circle – WCC-EHAIA partnership. WCC-EHAIA has been one of our major partners in funding Circle members to participate at this conference. Our joint passion on issues of Masculinity and HIV and AIDS made it possible for this conference to highlight the importance of gender as a tool of analysis in dealing with HIV and AIDS in Africa. I strongly believe that this is the direction that the Circle should take as we plan to continue research and writing in the area of HIV and AIDS. The Circle appreciates the leadership of Dr Ezra Chitando in this area.

4.1.3
Apart from working with our partners, the Circle decided to make 2002-2007 as a period in which we want to celebrate the work of Auntie Mercy Amba Oduyoye as the founder of the Circle. To mark this celebration, we chose to focus our research and writing and publication to the theme of African women, religion and health. A call for researched papers on this theme went out in 2004 in preparation for Circle regional conferences in 2005. The limitation of funds made it difficult for us to have three regional conferences on this theme. However, a small combined conference was held in July 2005 in Johannesburg to celebrate Auntie Mercy. It is at this conference that we shall cerebrate Aunty Mercy in a fuller way together with all the publications that have so far come out to honour her.

4.1.4
Research and writing on HIV and AIDS continued as Circle members prepared for this conference. In the tradition of the Circle, well research papers on the 2007 Pan African conference theme were submitted for peer review. Publishable articles were chosen to form chapters in four books. 

4.1.5
Between 2002 to 2007, these are the publications that were sponsored by the Circle:

Already published

Amoah, Elizabeth, Dorothy Akintunde and D. Akoto. 2005. Culture Practice and HIV and AIDS: African Women’s Voice. Accra-North: Sam-Woode 

Dube, Musa W. and Musimbi Kanyoro. eds. 2004. Grant Me Justice: HIV and AIDS and Gender Readings of the Bible.  Pietermaritzburg: Cluster.

Phiri, Isabel A. and Sarojini Nadar. eds. 2005. On Being Church: African Women’s Voices and Visions. Geneva: WCC.

Phiri, Isabel A. and Sarojini Nadar. eds. 2006. African Women Religion and health: Essays in Honour of Mercy Amba Oduyoye. Maryknoll: Orbis.

Phiri, Isabel A., Beverley Haddad and Madipoane Masenya. eds. 2003. African Women, HIV and AIDS and Faith Communities. Pietermaritzburg: Cluster.

Yinda Helene. et Mbuy Beya, M Bernadette 2007. Sexe, Stigma  et VIH- SIDA: Les larmes secretes des femmes africaines.  Sous la direction de (Yaoundé: Sherpa).

Yinda Helene  et Ngalula J. Changer la Theologie, Transformer la Societe. Programme d’education et formation theologique de genre et feminisme. Yaoundé-Bafoussam. Editions Cle et Cipcre. 2007

Kavira Julienne.,ed. 2007. La petite fille, la femme, la religion et le VIH-SIDA: les theologiennes a l’epreuve des realites africaines. Yaounde: Editions Sherpa

Pereira, M.V. and Cherinda, F. (eds) (2007) Tempo De Mudar, Tempo De Agir: Mulheres reflectem teológicamente sobre a problemática do HIV/SIDA. Pietermaritzburg: The Circle of Concerned African Women Theologians.

Hinga T., Kubai A., Mwaura P. and Ayanga H. (eds.) 2007 HIV and AIDS, Women and Religion in Africa. Pietermaritzburg: Cluster Publications.

Still in progress:

Phiri I. A. and Dube M. (eds.) The Engendering Theological Curriculum Handbook. (English) Pietermaritzburg: Cluster Publications.

Nadar S. and Phiri I.A. (ed)   2007 “Acts of God?” Religious and Cultural Perspectives On African Women’s Health. Pietermaritzburg: Cluster Publications.

Rakoczy S. and Getman  E. (ed)  2007 Circle dancing: Culture and Spirituality in conversation. Pietermaritzburg: Cluster Publications.

Haddad, B. (ed) African Women Doing Theology in a Context of HIV and AIDS. Pietermaritzburg: Cluster Publications.

Hadebe N. M. and Chitando E. (eds) (2007) Gender Perspectives On HIV and AIDS: The Girl Child, Women And Faith Institutions. Pietermaritzburg: Cluster Publications

Mombo, E. and Mwaura, F. (eds) Who Will Wipe Their Tears? Woman, Girl Child, Religion and HIV and AIDS in Africa. Limuru: Zapf Chancery Research Consultants and Publishers 

From the above numbers, our team had done extremely well in fulfilling the vision of the Circle to research, write and publish. I am aware that many more Circle members have published books, edited journals and published articles in books and journals that were not sponsored by the Circle.  This is captured in the comprehensive Circle bibliography, which will be discussed below.  

During our period of leadership there was debate on issues of quality of the Circle publications. We debated on issues of Circle theoretical framework and methodology. The central issue was on what is meant by a theological and religious reflection in the context of interdisciplinary approach to gender. The introductions of some of our publications and the work that Musa presented at the 2006 conference touched on this issue. It is hoped that the next Circle leadership will clarify further on these issues as we move away from quantity to quality in the Circle publications.

While the Circle has done very well to be faithful in research and writing for publication, exploration of the possibility of other publication forms, e.g. videos, oral histories as was mandated at the 2002 Circle Pan African conference, was not done. This is an area that the future team of leaders of the Circle may want to incorporate in the next Plan of Action.

Our team of leadership was also mandated to look into issues of a publishing policy. This was done and it has been included in the constitution for discussion and approval at this conference. We did not explore the issue of electronic publishing due to lack of volunteers who have expertise in this area.

On many occasions, some Circle members have suggested the possibility of establishing our own publishing house. This is something that we need to consider seriously as it would go a long way to solve the problem of: a) distribution of our books on the continent and abroad; b) control on the quality of the books that we produce and clear categorization of our audience for our books; c) control of sales for the books that are funded by the Circle. 

4.2) Educational Programming and Curriculum

The second Plan of Action was in educational programming and curriculum. This is an area that the Circle worked in partnership with EHAIA as already mentioned above and with Ecumenical Theological Education of the World Council of Churches.  The Circle had planned to:

a. “Train counsellors for HIV and AIDS work

b. Incorporate HIVand AIDS training in Ministerial Formation courses in the Theological Institutions. Support and participate actively in the WCC plan of action in:

I.
training theological faculty;

II.
training both current seminarians and alumni to use AIDS curriculum;

III.
re-reading and re-interpreting the scriptures from an African woman’s 
perspective.

c.
Incorporate HIVand AIDS training in gender courses in colleges and universities.

d.
Promote safe sex practices through educational programs and workshops in the 
home, faith communities, and society.

e.
Promote good health and nutrition and regular medical checkups.”

Most of this work was done at individual Circle member level and therefore difficult to quantify. Nevertheless, a look at the bi-annual newsletter of the Circle of Concerned African Women Theologians shows what was done. four good examples are the programmes introduced at the St Paul’s University (former St Paul’s United Theological College) in Limuru, Kenya; the Post graduate Programme of Gender and Religion, School of Religion and Theology at the University of KwaZulu Natal, Pietermaritzburg, South Africa; The work being done at Institute of Women, Religion and Culture, Trinity College Accra, Ghana; and the work of Prof Musa Dube through WCC-EHAIA. 

Over the years, the Circle members who are at St Paul’s University, University of KwaZulu Natal and Institute of Women, Religion and Culture Trinity have developed strong libraries to sustain undergraduate and post graduate studies in Gender and Religion that streamline HIV and AIDS. As of now it is only University of KwaZulu Natal that offers degrees at honours, Masters and PhD level in Gender and Religion. It is therefore my request that this conference should consider making the three institutions to be the Circle centres for the study of Gender and Religion with a focus on HIV and AIDS. In support of my motivation for the recognition of the three institutions, the Circle newsletters also bear testimony that the three institutions have very strong and active Circle chapters which are a model to the other Circle chapters.

One particular project that deserves mention here is the Circle’s Engendering of the Theological Education Curriculum project, which was sponsored by the Ecumenical Theological Education of the World Council of Churches. Workshops were held in Johannesburg in 2004 and in Benini in 2005 to work on engendering the theological curriculum. This conference will provide a forum to celebrate that work, which resulted in the production of handbooks to be shared with theological institutions in Africa. 

4.3) Religious and Cultural Traditions

The third Plan of Action was in the area of Religious and Cultural Tradition. The aim was that Circle members would be involved in:

a.
Advocacy to counter harmful cultural and religious practices and retrieve positive ones.

b.
Honour women’s bodies and increase women’s self esteem.

These two issues also permeate through the research and writings of all Circle 
members.

4.4) Communication

The fourth Plan of Action was on communication.  Our team of Circle leaders was mandated with:

a.
Regularly updating the membership database.

I wish to acknowledge the voluntary work done by Dr Beverley Haddad, who took the responsibility of  updating the Circle directory from 2003 to 2007. Every year Dr Haddad invited the Circle Research Coordinators to submit updates of Circle members from their regions. It is through her work that we can confidently say that in 2007 the Circle has 660 registered Circle members divided as follows:  Anglophone members 522, Francophone members 83, and Lusophone members 55.

Our experience has shown that numbers do not translate to activity in fulfilling the vision and mission of the Circle. A look at the Circle bibliography and the content pages of Circle book indicate that there are a small number of Circle members who are actually writing with the intention to publish. 

While the aim is not to exclude but to include, with the new system of renewing membership annually as proposed in the Circle constitution, it will assist the Circle to know for sure who is an active Circle member.

Issues of membership are also linked to issues of mentoring new Circle members to write and publish. The original vision of the Circle was to use the chapters as mentoring forum for new members. The newsletters provided a good indication of spots where mentoring was taking place. In my opinion all those people who have been in the Circle for more than ten years must be able to show who they have mentored. If one remains the only possible Circle leader in a chapter or a region, it is a sign that you have failed to mentor a new generation of Circle leaders.

Suggestions have been made by some Circle members and partners that the entries should not be based on where a person is currently based but from the country of origin. The advantage of such an approach to the Circle directory will ensure an even distribution of Circle members and provide a true picture of the status of a Circle chapter.

b.
Encourage the use and maintenance of the Web Site

From 2002 to 2007, the Circle website was hosted by the Blue box Company in Pietermaritzburg, South Africa.  In 2002 the Circle website received a makeover.  The major criticism of the website I have received is that the home page does not reflect the three official languages of the Circle. This is an area that will need to be improved by the up coming group of leaders. Secondly, if they can afford it, they may consider updating the website more often than what was done during our time of Circle leadership.

c.
Maintain and circulating the Bibliography of Circle Member publications.

Fulata Moyo and Lillian Siwila volunteered to take responsibility of compiling Circle profiles and publication. This was a very slow process due to lack of interest from Circle members to provide full details of their publications.  It could also be a confirmation that not everyone who is a member of the Circle actually understands the mission and vision of the Circle.  

Fulata and Lillian’s work of updating the Circle bibliography and profiles was further complicated when in 2006 the Circle computer crushed due to a computer virus attack. However, I must congratulate Fulata and Lillian for their spirit of perseverance which has lead to the production of the Circle bibliography and profiles that we have displayed. The next team of Circle leaders can only improve on what we started.

d.
Encourage the development of Circle newsletters.

I am glad to report that our team of Circle leadership sustained the production of a bi annual Circle newsletter from 2003 to 2006 in English, French and Portuguese. The newsletter gave the Circle an opportunity to maintain communication in between meetings. Many Circle members and partners have expressed appreciation for the newsletter.  I would like to thank all those Circle members who contributed items for the news. I also acknowledge the work done by the Circle Research coordinators in encouraging members from their region to send items for the newsletters. I appreciate Helene Yinda’s willingness in taking the responsibility of producing the November 2005 newsletter.

The production of a bi-annual Circle newsletter must continue. For the future, it would be good to have a theme for each newsletter and encourage Circle members to contribute one or two paragraphs on their thoughts on that particular theme.

Institutionalisation of the Circle 

In 2002 it was observed that “the Circle so far has been functioning as a movement. There is a need to institutionalise the movement. Exploration on a constitution as well as a permanent voice will be agreed on over the next five years.” 

Our team of Circle leadership drafted the first constitution for the Circle. This was discussed widely at different fora in order to encourage all Circle members to get involved and own the process and the end product. What we are presenting to you at this conference is a document that has been widely discussed and gone through many changes until we reached consensus in many areas. There are only a few areas that need further discussion at this conference before we make a final decision to adopt the document as the Constitution of the Circle. 

Not many Circle members understand the concept of volunteerism, which has been the dominant form of operation of the Circle work. I therefore want to thank very much the Pietermaritzburg Circle members for taking the responsibility to help me carry out the work of the Circle. I particularly want to acknowledge the contribution of the students who came to work in the Circle office. It is difficult for me to mention all names but a few stand out such as: Lillian Siwila, Fulata Moyo, Bridget Masaiti,  Esther Lubunga Kenge,  Lucy Chibambo and Tsvakai Zhou. I am also grateful to the School of Religion and Theology for giving us a Circle office within the school. The school also took seriously the ethos of the Circle and made gender and HIV and AIDS mainstreaming as its own ethos. I am grateful to Dr Haddad for the initial work of establishing the Circle office. I acknowledge Camilla Laban and Naresh Bangwandin for helping with the Circle finances. I acknowledge the work of Rev Gary Leonard for copy editing Circle work. Most of all I am Dr Sarojini Nadar for being my personal assistant throughout my term of office. Her constant encouragement and assistance made the Circle work look lighter. I acknowledge the assistance I received from my family, Maxwell, my husband and our children, Chisomo, Kuleza and Cynthia. They learnt very fast how to prepare conference files, packing conference boxes and taking me to the airport or the conference venue.

Funding

Fund raising was our biggest challenge. A fundraising team was set up, which included the following people: Isabel Apawo Phiri, Helene Yinda, Dorcas Akintunde, Felicidade Cherinda, Mercy Oduyoye, Pauline Muchina and Nyambura Njoroge.

The fact that we are having this conference is due to the hard working spirit of this team. The lessons, learnt through this process are: 

a)
It is very difficult to find donors who are willing to fund large conferences. 
This is not just the problem of the Circle but it is a global issue. Therefore 
in future serious thinking is required to overcome this problem

b)
This conference has shown that inviting our donors to be part of our 
conferences 
helps.

c)
There is potential in more Circle members raising their own funds to 

attend such 
conferences. In future Circle members should be 
encouraged to start early to raise 
their own funds. Let me take this 
opportunity to thank all those who partially and completely funded 
themselves.

d)
This is the first conference where Circle members have paid registration 
fees. The response has been good.

e)
If indeed focus will be on Circle members funding themselves, our focus 
should be holding Circle conferences in countries which are the cheapest.

The WCC desk “Justice Peace and Creation Unit" also contributed an amount towards the 2007 Pan African Conference in Cameroon.


