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Background
and Context

T

he story of Burkina Faso’s
women is complex, including
both immense progress over the
past several decades and remaining
societal and economic obstacles
to equality and quality of life. A
landlocked country in Sub-Saharan
Africa, Burkina Faso
is particularly economically disadvantaged, consistently
ranking towards the
bottom of global
indexes. Women have
historically shouldered a disproportionate burden under
these circumstances,
taking on the majority of child-care and
home-based responsibilities in addition
to income-earning
activities. Compounding the problem is a lack of literacy among the
female adult population as compared
to men. Given that literacy can be
key to success in small business and
other economic ventures, improving
this situation is an important factor
in the empowerment of Burkinabé
women. To address this disparity,
UNESCO/The United Nations
Development Programme in partnership with the Government of
Burkina (then Upper Volta) launched
the Project for Equal Access of
Women and Girls to Education in

1972. This project aimed to improve
female access to education by lightening workloads, thus freeing up
enough time for women to attend
trainings while still fulfilling their roles
within the household. The project has
shown marked success – currently,
the adult female literacy rate is 22%,
as compared to 8% from 1985-94.
Furthermore, girls have made strides
towards closing the educational gap
between the genders. Perhaps as a
reflection of their increasing levels of
education and resulting voice within
their communities, females have also
made gains in the political arena – in
2013, they held 15.7% of the seats in
national parliament. These encouraging facts point towards a brighter
future for Burkinabé women, as domestic and international forces push
for the education and representation
of women, and thus the betterment
of whole communities.
(Data courtesy of UNESCO, BBC,
the UNDP, and The Guardian)
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Our surveys in Burkina in the
70s showed that girls worked
an average of 8 hours a day,
as compared to 4 hours for
boys – thus, few girls
attended school.

Even older women were expected to play an important role in
household tasks. These pottery
jugs contain millet beer.

Women and girls undertook half
the agricultural production back
in the 70s…

…And over half the income-generating and household workloads combined.

Only unsafe water was
available in the 70s, and even
for that, women and their
daughters trudged for kilometers, for several hours a day.

The introduction of wells
brought amazing relief to
the women, and lightened
water-borne diseases in their
families.

The intense manual labor of
pounding and grinding millet
and other cereals fell solely on
the women.

The introduction in the 90s of
a Multi-Functional Platform,
operated and managed by the
women themselves, freed up
their time and energy.

The workload lightening
technologies enabled women
to allow their daughters to
study instead of helping with
agricultural and household
tasks.

Women too could attend
functional literacy classes,
thanks to simple technologies
that reduced their non-stop
workloads. The woman here
practices calculations.

A rural women’s group leader
expresses her views during an
interview in the 1970s.

Women celebrate a profitable
day’s work, thanks to their
workload lightening technologies, which allowed them
to use their time more
productively.

Scholastique Kompaoré,
National Coordinator of the
UNESCO Project for Equal
Access of Women and Girls
to Education, contributes to
the preservation of cultural
heritage through this traditional
Kassena dance.

Another result of the new
technologies—a woman
proudly and jokingly shows off
her smooth hands, as she no
longer grinds her grain with a
stone.

A member of the women’s group,
which managed the MultiFunctional Platform, was insistent
to show off some of their earnings!

Reflecting continued progress, this
modern-day woman has shattered
traditional stereotypes by taking
on the role of motorbike mechanic
– once an all-male domain.

Another example of modern-day success, this nowrenowned painter overcame
harsh gender-based adversity.
She currently conducts courses
to help along young aspiring
female artists.

In the early days, this woman
leader expressed her views to
Mrs. Kompaoré – but only in
the privacy of her courtyard.

This female Interim Mogho Naaba (Emperor) of
the Mossi Kingdom today
maintains many traditional
powers and also hosts a
solidarity group for women in
her village.

The next rare enthronement
of a woman as village chief
occurred only in this century.
The above woman proudly
carries this title of Traditional
Female Chief, and speaks
to visitors about the role of
women in her region.
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