
Gender equality in Sierra Leone 

Early February Kees and Marina Scheijgrond made their sixth trip to Sierra Leone since 
2005. Their purpose was twofold: a five-day MFD  (Moral Foundations for Democracy) 
course,  followed by a special training on motivated work behaviour for the (partly) new staff 
of Hope-Sierra Leone*. Alice Cardel, director training of the International Association of 
Initiatives of Change accompanied them as an observor. Financially the trip was made 
possible by the Irene Prestwich Trust, the Mustard seed Trust and a number of gifts from 

individual donors in the Netherlands.   

As usual, this MFD course had some 30 
participants from SLPolice, Armed Forces 
and various sectors of Civil Society, with 
almost equal numbers of men and women. 
That was good, because a new training item 
was added to the syllabus: gender equality, a 
sensitive subject, certainly in Africa. 
 
This time it was relatively simple for us, 
because most of the facilitation was carried 
out by Sierra Leonean trainers. They were 

trained in 2008. It was wonderful to see how they had grown in self-confidence and experience. 
 

The presence of Alice Cardel, who is coördinating IC training worldwide, was a great support. 
An experienced trainer herself, she has a sharp eye for the value of different elements of the 
course.  She was especially struck by R&D time (Reflection & D ecision) in the early 
morning. R&D starts with a song, prayers – christian and muslim – and an inspirational story. 
After that participants split up in small groups for silent reflection and sharing. If the start of 
the day is good, all the rest follows automatically, she 
remarked. 

On one of these early morning occasions Foday (teacher, 46, 
one of the SL Facilitators) shared the story about his 
relationship with his wife. This had changed greatly since he 
participated in the 2008 Train the Trainers course.  He was 
born as the son of a strict religious muslim father  with four 
wifes, who had no freedom outside the home. They were only 
allowed to go shopping at the market place.  Also Foday was 
educated in this strict religious environment. Apart from 
school and mosque he hardly went anywhere.  He became a 
teacher, got married and lived as he was used.     

During the 2008 Training the trainers Foday was present 
when Kadi Fakundo, the highest placed woman in the SLPolice, gave a talk on gender 
equality. She spoke forceful with authority and lots of humor. Foday was sitting in the front 
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row and followed attentively what Kadi said while she was walking around in the circle of her 
audience.  Suddenly she stopped in front of him. She had just stated that more women should 
go in politics. “Foday, what do you think about this?” she asked. Foday was taken a bit by 
surprise, but after a moment of hesitation he replied calmly: “Well, you see, I am a Muslim 
and I am of the opinion that women should not be in politics. They should stay at home and 
look after the house and the children. It is my responsibility to protect my wife from the evil 
of the outside world.” That was exactly the answer that Kadi had hoped for. She confronted 
Foday, “Have you ever sat down with your wife and talked about what she wants 
herself?”Foday looked a bit confused and uneasy. But he stayed calm and kept smiling gently, 
while looking her straight into her eyes. His answer was “no”. He had never thought of 
talking about these matters with his wife. 
Then there was a clear ladies voice from the audience: “And what will become of me in my 
small corner at home, when my husband dies unexpectedly?” Foday responded immediately 
and with conviction: “I have already arranged with my brother to pass her on to him, so that 
he can take care of her and the children.  
Kadi then got really agitated and challenged him head on: “Nobody is the property of 
someone else! Your wife is not a piece of furniture that you can shift around or get rid of as 
you like.” Her remarks were met with some applause. 
Kadi was still not satisfied with the conversation. She made Foday promise that, before the 
week was over, he would talk to his wife on an equal basis and ask her honestly what she 
thought about her life. Foday accepted her request generously, like a brave man. That same 
evening he called his wife to tell her that through this course he had been taught to give her 
more space and freedom and that he wanted to talk with her about it. 
 
That was in 2008. Now, in February, we met Foday again in Freetown. He told us 
enthusiastically how things had changed at home. He and his wife had talked honestly. She 

had made it quite clear to him that she was not 
too happy with the restrictions, he imposed on 
her. Now, two years later, this had changed 
completely. He had helped her finding a job, 
there relationship was much better now.  She 
came to the opening ceremony of the MFD 
course and followed with interest what 
happened and what was said.   

When Foday told his story, Alusine was in his 
audience. Like Foday, Alusine is a convinced 

muslim, studying to become an Imam. His opinion about gender equality seemed to stand  
firm. But later that morning he confided to us that he was going to call his wife that same 
evening. After hearing Foday’s story there were a couple of things he wanted to discuss with 
her and put right.  There is hope for Sierra Leone.     Kees & Marina Scheijgrond 

* Using SIMA®, the Systeem for the Identification of  Motivated Abilities (www.emergo.com) 
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