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4  Dialoguing Women

- Nwando Achebe and Bridget Teboh

What does it mean to be an African and ferale? What are the highlights, the
joys, and the tribulations of conducting research on our own people?' How do
we see and interpret the African world around us as well as the stories that have
been entrusted to us? Who owns African knowledge and, most important, how
have we as African gender historians navigated our various research environ-
ments?

On Being African
Nwando Achebe

When I think of my identity, a number of questions immediately come
to mind. First, what does it means to be African? Second, what does Africa (and
especially Nigeria) mean to me? And third, how do I choose to locate and name
myself?” The issue of how I choose to name myself informs my very identity, I
am first and foremost Igbo, then I am a woman, and third [ am African. Only
last do I name myself Nigerian. Being black does not even enter into the equa-
tion, since race has never been a distinguishing category in Africa.’ We are sim-
ply people, nations of different ethnicities, language groups, and cultures.

Therefore, Igbo is who I am, it is my culture, it is my worldview, it is the way
I think, the way | speak, the way I write, and the way I dream. But a big part of
my Igbo identity is also shaped by being a woman. For an Igbo woman’s world
is vastly different from an Igbo man’s—her mannerisms, the way she carries her-
self, the expectations society has of her and she of herself, the way in which she
is socialized—all make her uniquely female. Being African, on the other hand,
represents my connectedness with all African peoples, my rejection of the colo-
nial boundaries that divide us, my embracing of the various sisterhoods and
brotherhoods that I find so African and so very appealing (hence my conviction -
that even though my colleague Bridget Teboh is from Cameroon, she is truly my
sister). This African identity of mine is certainly more pronounced than my Ni-
gerian identity—a feeling that is reinforced every day as a somewhat displaced
person who has lived most of her life in the United States.?

Nigeria holds a sweet yet oftentimes bitter place in my heart. Nigerian na-
tionalism for me has thus evolved into an acquired taste—something like the
bittersweet taste of an udala fruit—initially overwhelming your taste buds with



a sweetness as pure as honey and then just as quickly slapping you with a bit-
terness that extends almost to the pit of your stomach. My relationship with
Nigeria has been much like that udala fruit. As many times as Nigeria has made
me proud, she has just as surely made me want to dig the ground and bury
myself in shame. But I have also come to appreciate something else—that each
time 1 overcome that incredible shock to my senses, that lingering assault in
my mouth occasioned by a second bite into the juicy flesh of the udala fruit—
the lasting taste in my mouth is almost always much sweeter than it is bitter.
Through thick and thin, Nigeria has remained a country that I identify with
and one that has most surely shaped my identity—the who and what I am.

So why are these reflections important? Certainly because my relationship
with Africa and Nigeria and the fact that I am Igbo shapes in a profound way
what I am willing to do or not do when it comes to research. It shapes, rightly
or wrongly, how I identify with my research collaborators—a fact that has a di-
rect effect on what I choose to write about and my interpretation of data—as
well as my notions of accountability. And as an Igbo woman conducting re-
search on Igbo women and gender, | feel accountable to my research collabora-
tors because not only do I identify myself with Igboland, my home community,
I also recognize that no matter what, I will return home!

Bridget Teboh

When I think of my Africanness as an identity, several questions come
up. For example, what is Africa? Is it merely a geographic location or also a con-
struct of varying images and impressions and contested meanings? What does
it mean to be African? What does Africa mean to me? Who am I, and how do
I position myself within this construct? Since the late 1880s, when those arbi-

trary boundaries were imposed on various ethnic, cultural, and language groups-

in Africa, Africa has witnessed a creation of new labels. These new labels and
forms of individual and shared selfhood triggered new identities, which have
been shaped by inter-, intra- and trans-African transformations of gender, class,
religion, language, ethnicity, culture, race, and country/nation. As a result, alter-
native ways of answering old questions such as “Who are Africans?” “Who am
I?” have emerged. Additionally, these transformations created a close bond, a
connection with all sons and daughters of Africa—a connection that is even
more binding for Africans living outside continental Africa as we become sisters
and brothers in struggle or in self-exile.

There is an assumption that all black people in and outside continental Africa
have accepted their Africanness and thus are happy to be called Africans, Most
of us indeed know that we are Africans and have acknowledged it as an identity.
Some have adopted African names and names of African countries as proof of
their Africanness, but others have not. “Africa is too chaotic” or “Africa has too
many problems,” they say. What region of the world has no problems? I suggest
that Africa should be seen not only as an identity but as a critical perspective,
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one that allows us to raise questions such as Whose Africa? Who named Africa
and why?®

_ Africa now exists in specific dlsadvantaged and nervous cond1t10ns within
a complex cultural blend and global context (Williams and Chrisman 1994). My
own Africanness is a huge part of who I am: one among many daughters and
sons of Mother Africa, When I stand in front of a mirror, I see firsta Moghamo,
second a woman, third an African, fourth an Anglophone, and, last but not least,
a Cameroonian, :

L.am first and foremost Moghamo. My belief system, my culture, my world-
view is Moghamo. It determines the way that I speak, write, eat, and dress. Simi-
larly, my Moghamo identity is shaped by the fact that I am a woman. My world
as a Moghamo woman is different from that of a Moghamo man—my expec-
tations and the expectations that Moghamoland has of me, my stance, my be-
havior and mannerisms as well as the way in which I am socialized all make me
especially female.

My Cameroonian identity is often challenged by existing Anglophone-
Francophone problems. Despite economic decline in recent years and extreme
dissatisfaction with the current Biya administration,” Cameroen still holds a
special place in my heart. Cameroon is home to me and is where the rest of my
family lives. Cameroon represents the one place I can always return to whenever
I want, no questions asked. She is an important place especially now for all of
us Cameroonians living abroad in times of such uncertainty and fast-changing
immigration policies in the United States and elsewhere. For instance, what if
U.S. Homeland Security agents decided to send away all “aliens”? Then at least
we will have a home to return to. : :

On Be,ing. an African Woman Researcher
Bridget Teboh

I feel both pride and anxiety as I ponder my. role as an African and as a
woman researcher. My anxiety stems from the following questions that nag
continuously at me: What am I supposed to do? What do people expect of me?
Do I have to “fix” all the (mis)representations that surround African women—
conceptualizations of them as victims, marginalized, oppressed, unimportant?
My pride, on the other hand, stems from the realization that I occupy a privi-
leged position and that I can do something to make possible change in the way
African women have been represented. This privileged position is enabled by
the hybridity of my circumstance (as an African woman scholar born and raised
in Africa and now living abroad). That hybridity connects me to Mother Africa
and yet sets me apart.

My interest in writing Moghamo® history developed out of a need to uncover
the other “truth” about women in Moghamoland, to tell the story that European
and North American scholars deliberately chose to leave out.” And more impor-

_ tant, to capture the reality of elite women's stories as 4 key factor in African
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history."” My research on the Moghamo suggests that while giant steps have

~ been made to bring women’s issues to the forefront in African historiography,
the precolonial and colonial period has remained neglected. Additionally, pre-
vious research on African women has almost all been carried out within the
“women and development” framework, thereby limiting the scope or full po-
tential of women’s contributions. Some exceptions are Musisi (2003), Kanogo
(1987), Hunt (1999), Thomas (2003), and Byfield (2002).

In my work, I set out to examine how women in Moghamoland reacted to
and coped with the radical changes that they and their community underwent
from around 1889 to 1960 (Teboh 2002). This period was characterized by sig-
nificant changes in the local economy and social life as a consequence of the
colonial regime. I argue that these changes not only affected women’s lives at
individual and collective levels but, more important, also shifted the tradi-
tional balance of power between genders and the complementarity upon which
Moghamo political, economical, and social life rested.

Nwando Achebe

Elsewhere [ have taken myself through an honest process of self-naming
(Achebe 2002). I described my positionality as one of a relative insider—relative
to the men and women who entrusted me with their stories. My village of origin
is situated in southern Igboland, while my research area is located in northern
Igboland, a fact that might not at first sight seem like much of a distinction.
However, Nigeria is made up of over 350 different ethnic groups whose mem-
bers speak different languages and have different cultures. Of those groups, the
Igbo, Yoriibd, and Hausa are the most populous. The Igbos number over 28 mil-
lion and are divided into eastern, northern, southern, and western geographical
and political enclaves, each speaking a distinct dialect. I would estimate that
there are over 50 different Igbo dialects in all.

Ogidi and Akwa—the natal towns of my father and mother, for instance—are
both important towns in southern Igboland that occupy a land mass that is
separated by thirty kilometers at best. The difference in dialects between people
who originate from these areas is, however, quite remarkable. For example, my
father’s people would say bia eba for “come here,” but my mother’s people would
say bia tka—a change in the second word from an eba to ika. For the word “no,”
Ogidi people would say mba, while Awka people would say waa, Here the dif-
ference in dialects between these two groups is more pronounced. However be-
cause these groups live in such close proximity to one another, comprehension
between both groups remains relatively easy.

The same is not true with regard to southern and northern Igbos, however.
For the universal greeting “welcome,” it is common to hear southern Igbos say
nno ot fidewo. Northern Igbos, on the other hand, repeat the phrase ala, deje . .
ala, deje . . . ala, deje numerous times to ensure that the fact that their visitor is
most welcome is not lost on the newcomer. For the phrase “that is not okay,”
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southern Igbos would say odiro mma, whereas northern Igbos would say odugu-
oyi. Now even an untrained eye can see quite clearly that these two Igbo dlalects
have little in common,

So why this mini exercise in linguistics? It was important to bolster my belief
that far from being a miere insider, my positionality in relation to my research
environment is'much more problematic. I'am certainly, linguistically speaking,
an outsider to some extent, but alas, dialect is not all that sets me apart from
my research collaborators. There has been a good share of resentment and dis-
trust among the two groups that dates back to the colonial times and continues
unabated today; a number of southern Igbos feel that they have been unjustly
forced out of their northern Igbo homes-by the “true” indigenes. My insider/
outsider positionality is further complicated by the fact that I was actually born
and raised in northern Igboland and have made an effort to learn and speak the
northern Igbo dialect—a gesture that was not left unnoticed by my Nsukka'?
collaborators, who were quick to proclaim me a Nsukka daughter on many oc-
casions during my fieldwork, Therefore, in many ways my relative insider status
has placed me in a rather precarious position of having to constantly negotiate
my positionality within the field setting.

But that is not all. Being female also shapes my field experience in both en-
riching and not-so-enriching ways. One major issue women researchers face
and, indeed, I faced was the issue of how to establish my credibility as a woman
researcher in the field. This is especially important in an area where men for the
most part have been the “traditional” documenters of history in the written
form.” Interestingly enough during my own fieldwork I did not encounter the
“in your face” kind of sexual discrimination one might be inclined to believe
would exist in such research settings. In fact, the only times that I encountered
gender discrimination were not in the traditional setting of collecting oral his-
tories in the villages but in a formal research setting of the Nigerian National
Archives and a faculty seminar at the University of Nigeria, Nsukka. I will not
talk about the second instance in detail here because I have discussed this expe-
rience in an earlier article (Achebe 2002). When I first arrived at the National
Archives in Enugu to do my research, I noticed that the clerk was nowhere to
be found and therefore there was no one to collect documents on my behalf.
The next couple of days, I experienced much of the same, He would retrieve
one or two documents for me after I had badgered the receptionist and then

- would disappear. I would be informed at closing that “he [was] no longer on

seat.” What upset me most was the fact that all the other researchers, who were
male, had constant stacks of documents before them! I decided to take matters
into my own hands and up I went to the chief archivist’s office. Once there T
stated my case and my utter dissatisfaction with the way I was being treated. No
sooner had I finished then the chief archivist assured me that everything would
change. And change it did! From that day on, the clerk not only secured all the
documents that I requested but also would on occasion stop by my table to see
if I needed some more! In going over the clerk’s head, I had demonstrated in no
uncertain terms that I was no pushover.
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Another issue of concern is the dearth of viable sources of information for
researchers conducting work on women and gender in Igboland, Written sources
are practically nonexistent, and archival sources—both in Europe and Nigeria—
are few and far between. The Nigerian National Archives in Enugu, for in-
stance, suffered greatly from almost total destruction of its materials during the
Nigerian/Biafra Civil War {1967-1970). What is more,.the little that was sal-
vaged after the war has fallen into disrepair due to the undesirable conditions
under which these documents are housed. Conditions there have been exacer-
bated by a lack of funding for the general upkeep of the facility and for com-
puters and software and the fact that the electricity supply is sporadic. In addi-
tion, employees sometimes are not paid for months. The ongoing challenge for
male and female scholars conducting research in- Nigeria is to continue to pro-
duce good work under deplorable conditions.

Research on African Women and Gender
in Moghamo and Igbolands -

We have both found that as women/gender historians, sometimes the
only way to produce complete histories of women and gender in our various
regions is to use the oral resources that are available still in the rural and urban

areas. We will consider some of the challenges we have faced in our attempt to |

document the oral histories of women and gender in Moghamo and Igbolands,
respectively. Specifically, we will address issues of method, historical approach,
and writing—issues of accessibility and whether or not to theorize, whose writ-
ing to use and from whose point of view, and access to publishing.

Bridget Teboh

Research on African women and gender demands an interdisciplinary
methodology. Despite the expansion of the print and mass media, loyalty to the
spoken word has not diminished in African societies. Thus, during my 1998-
1999 fieldwork in Cameroon, I spent the bulk of my time in Moghamoland col-
lecting oral histories. The very first challenge I encountered was related to my
interview technigue. I was firmly told by an elderly woman that “We will not
allow you to interview us. Sorry” Confused at this turn of events, especially
given that we had become good friends, I asked around for explanations. And I
got an earful. In Moghamo, the expression used for this type of dialogue that I
wished to do is “to interview,” as in “to interrogate,” like the Germans and Brit-
ish did. It is ni muugh.'* That was a valuable lesson my research collaborators
taught me, and I took to heart. Accordingly, from then on I planned my oral
history collection around these conversations. These women and men were en-
trusting me with their personal narratives and life histories. I owed it to them
(as any good researcher of Africa/women should) to really listen to them and

represent themn and their histories as they represent themselves. For who is more
knowledgeable or who knows better what happened to them than the research
subjects (Appiah 1992; Ashcroft, Griffiths, and Tiffin 1989)%

As a Moghamo woman, my knowledge of the people, region, and language
provided me with invaluable preparation for historical research. I am proficient
in Pidgin English, fluent in French and three other Cameroon languages, ac-
quairnted intimately with Batibo Sub-Division, and had privileged access to el-
ders of Moghamo society. I am a native speaker of the language (Moghamo)
and therefore an insider. I thought I would encounter few problems with regard
to language use in the field: These qualifications were not, of course, by them-
selves sufficient to the task, and challenges of a different kind arose. I iad to use
common sense and adopt flexibility, as I wrote in my report of my éxperience
in 1996 (Teboh 1996). : : : .

As ani insider, I was expected to participate in and respect the customs of my
people and their “tradition.”'® All these activities took a lot of time, Yet these
were the best sources of information on Moghamo’s norms, gender relations,
belief system, and etiquette. I also became an unwitting and unauthorized U.S.
ambassador-to Camerocn and Cameroon ambassador to the U.S., answering all
kinds of questions from everyone on every U.S. topic imaginable!* This role:
helped with my interviews.

In a family, one really becomes conversant with those intimate details of daily
life about which we cannot politely inquire. I made friendly visits to many
homes and families. Most women opened up to me and talked about everything
once they recognized me as one of theirs, Men also recognized and respected
my accomplishments and came to talk to me; a wornan, and be interviewed will-
ingly. In the reciprocal give and take of daily life, details emerged about family
life, education, poverty, and government that would have been impossible to
grasp if I had lived alone in the name of focusing on my research,

This research was not mine alone, it was that of the Moghameo people also,
thus making it our collaborative effort, our research. Flexibility on my part as
the researcher was a key technique I often nsed to accomplish my task, It became
important to care for and tend to the needs of informants, to work around their
schedules, and to nudge them into a better mood.

Nwando Achebe

I'write African history from within, on its own terms. To-this end, T have

‘consciously centered northern Igbo constructions of their own stories, so that

in the final analysis my own interpretation of the evidence gathered becomes
less important, I define myself as a people’s historian, an imagined term on my
part that elucidates the fact that I serve as the medium that transfers the spoken

-word entrusted me into the permanent medium of writing in as close a form

as possible as the original articulation. In this positioning, therefore, the very



interaction between collaborator and researcher—the words spoken, the songs
sung, the proverbs related—all combine to become the crust of the interpretive
text. What exactly is this interpretive text and how does it emerge? Through a
time-consuming interactive process in which I seek the advice and expertise of
a collaborator in the interpretation of events shared by asking pertinent ques-
tions such as: “What exactly does that mean?” and “Why did women react in
that way?” Their shared oral elaborations are then transcribed into a written
form that privileges the people’s interpretations of their own histories rather
than my own,

My collaborators were able to teach me and I was willing to listen, hear, and
absorb indigenous explanations of what it means to be a woman,"” what it
means to be female,"* and how northern Igbos conceptualize gender. By privi-
leging northern Igbo perceptions of their own history—this all-inclusive and
-accommodating history that celebrates the connection between the spiritual
and physical worlds—the above-enumerated interpretative categories assumed
new and added meaning. Take the term gender, for instance. In addition to its
conventional definition, which centers almost exclusively on its human quality
as a social construct—northern Igbo sensibilities ascribe nonhuman/spiritual
qualities to this concept as well. In my own writing, therefore, gender becomes
not merely a viable interpretative category for human phenomena but one that
I have also used to embrace and explain female manifestations of power in the
spiritual realm, especially the orientation of female forces such as medicines,
goddesses, and oracles.

In a related article (Achebe 2002), 1 consider the turbulent character of
northern Igboland during and after the Atlantic slave trade that led in part to
the creation and shaping of a new indigenous “slave” system of deity wives or
dedicatees.” During the last decade of the nineteenth century, the northern
Igbo village of Alor-Uno was sacked as a result of the slaving activities of the
Aro and Nike; as a result, it broke up and its people scattered in various direc-
tions. The people of Alor-Uno subsequently concocted a powerful protective
fernale medicine called Adoro to safeguard the remaining Alor-Uno citizens
from further devastation and appeal to the exiled Alor-Uno populace “to return
home”—ka fa we donata. 1 therefore explore the place and evolution of this
female protective medicine, Adoro, who at various times in the life of her com-
munity assumed the role of protector and warrior medicine, court, and, there-
after, a full-blown universally respected and worshipped female deity who mar-

ried wives (in a process called igo mma ogo) and thus fulfilled the birthing

responsibilities of mother goddess.

The evolution of this deifted female medicine becomes a viable and impor-
tant topic for African women's/gender history because the northern Igbo world
privileges as relevant the interconnections between spiritual forces and the hu-
man world as determinants of the course of major events. To ignore Adoro’s
story would therefore amount to telling only part of Alor-Uno (her)story. Herein
lies that which separates a history that has been visualized in African terms
from one that has not. For Western® sentiment does not allow medicines, which

are in essence gendered forces, a place in its history. It is only when research-
ers position themselves on the inside, ask the right questions, and then listen
and hear the stories shared with them that they begin to retell the history of
the African peoples that they study in its entirety. I have listened very closely
and heard the stories, the whispers, and the silences from within, and these
communications have shaped my own production of northern Igbo (her)stories
as well as the terminology and/or theory I have adopted in the writing of these
stories,

How was [ able to decenter myself, my agenda, and whatever interpretative
biases that I may have come into the field with while centering the actual stories
entrusted me? During my fieldwork, I had the privilege of interviewing and col-
lecting the life histories of mzmerous women in Nsukka Division, northern Ig-
boland. As a rather unseasoned historian conducting predissertation fieldwork
for the first time in September of 1996, I was privy to a situation that shaped
my research methods. I walked into the home of Lady Obayi to collect her life
history. During the interview she explained to me in painstaking detail the role
the Christian church played in shaping her very identity, her womanhood. She
also elaborated on the power she felt had accrued to her as a result of that rela-
tionship with the Catholic Church. I remember sitting there stunned and dazed,
stunned because her life history would certainly not fit into my neatly imagined
thesis of the total loss of female power that visited Igbo women.as a result of
their relationship with the Christian church. But just as [ was about to compart-
mentalize this information as being “unimportant,” Lady Obayi.drew me back
to the present by insisting that I explain to her what it was that she had just
shared with me. She maintained that this process of speaking back that which
had been spoken to me was particularly important to her because she “[did] not
trust all of fus] book people” Because Lady Obayi was not literate, she wanted
to make sure that I would represent her in my writings the way she represented
herself. This is the same understanding that King Agonglo, the eighth king of
Dahomey, had over 200 years earlier when he bemoaned the ability.and thus
power of the written word to either represent peoples fairly or-completely de-
stroy them!” Therefore as Lady Obayi held my hands in hers, I heard myself
repeating to her exactly what it was she had said—what I had only a few mo-
ments earlier dismissed as “untrue.” That meeting was the beginning of a learn-
ing and maturing journey—a journey that made me soon realize that there was
no one “truth,” no one thesis or analysis. Instead, there were multiple “truths,”
multiple analyses of those “truths,” and it was more important to represent
Nsukka women the way that they represented themselves and by so doing reap
the benefits of that representation—namely, a much richer history that chal-
lenged its readers to dare to imagine, to hear the whispers and shouts of the
rightful owners of knowledge. Lady Obayi had taught me that the relationship
between the researcher and “the researched” should be interactive and collabo-
rative rather than exclusively one-sided. She taught me that researchers owe it
to their collaborators to listen carefully, to leave preconceived ideas and agendas

out of the research environment, and represent “the researched” the way they



represent themselves. This lesson captures the unarticulated duty of any re-
searcher of Africa to present African lives the way Africans present themselves
so that those collaborators might in fact one day relish the thought of seeing
themselves in the histories that emerge.

Writing and Publishing
Nwando Achebe

As a student of history, I always balked at having to read yet another
boring history text. I found that I thoroughly enjoyed texts that were written
with very little jargon and remained accessible to its readers. This ideal has not
only influenced me but has in fact become the driving force in my own writing,
1 am a firm believer that a writer or historian must define and situate her audi-
ence because once it is defined, that audience does in fact influence the way the
scholar writes. This audience will also influence decisions about whether or not
to use theory and if so, what kind of theory one should use.

1write for two distinct audiences. My primary audience is African—specifically
the northern Igbo people who granted me entry into their lives and on whom
my study is based. My second audience is students of African thought and his-
tory the world over. As soon as I identified my intended readership {especially
the makeup of my primary audience), it became imperative that my writing be
accessible, When I talk about my writing being accessible, I speak not only about
the readability of the written word but also about the availability and afford-

ability of the published document. My choice of publisher was shaped primarily

by considerations about making my book accessible to my primary audience; I
reached the decision to publish with Heinemann for two main reasons: first,
because Heinemann has a long-standing history and reputation of publishing
and distribution in Africa, and second, because they understand the need to
keep books cheap, hence their commitment to reissuing Heinemann books
using cheaper materials for their African markets.

Because I have identified my primary audience as being African, one of my most
primary motivations is that my writing remain accessible and straightforward—
that it is almost entirely devoid of the jargon that many of my colleagues privi-
lege sometimes above comprehension in their writings and in so doing alienate
general audiences and encourage unnecessary dialogue with one another. If I, a
Ph.D., pick up a text and have to consult my dictionary over and over again,
then surely that writing is not accessible. | want my audience to be able to read
what [ have written, understand it, and see themselves in the emergent history.
When they do not, I want thein to critique it. It is this possibility of meaningful
back-and-forth dialogue between the researched and the researcher that I am
most interested in. And I am not merely paying lip service to this identified
ideal. During my Fulbright-Hays dissertation research I was privileged with the
opportunity to present my work to a knowledgeable group of Nsukka indigenes

and students of Igbo studies in a seminar co-sponsored by the History and Af-
rican Studies departments at the University of Nigeria, Nsukka, where I was
affiliated. The occasion allowed for this back-and-forth collaboration of in-
formed minds I have spoken of—an interaction that served variously to critique
and uphold my thesis. '

On the rare occasion when it may be necessary to use a theory to explain and
expand upon knowledge, I draw on interpretative categories determined by
northern Igbos—those concepts that allow indigenous peoples to explain so-
ciety to itself—to fashion insider theoretical models or explanations that have
everything to do with the thought processes of the people who evoke them.
Listen now to a theory I evolved out of indigenous explanations and have used
to elaborate northern Igbo (her)stories.

In my book Farmers, Traders, Warriors and Kings: Female Power and Authority
in Northern Igholand, 1900-1960 (Achebe 2005), I use the concept of a season-
ality of women’s power and authority to describe how women manipulated cer-
tain periods of time in their lives, otherwise referred to as seasons, to their
advantage. I suggest that over an Igbo woman’s lifetime, specific seasons can
be identified in which female power is elevated. I have categorized these into
chronological, positional/locational, and reproductive seasons, as well as plant-
ing and harvesting seasons of power.

An Igbo woman's life can be divided into the following chronological seasons:
the nwata (childhood) season, the mwa agboho (adolescence) season, the okenye
(adult) season, and the agadi (postmenopausal) “season.” I suggest that with
each passing season of time, an Igbo girl (who possesses little or no power and
authority) journeys from childhood to adolescence and later becomes an adult
woman (a season in which her power is somewhat elevated). But it is only when
this woman becomes an elder or passes menopause that she is elevated to the
position of “honorary man”” and receives all the rights and honors that go with
that station. _

The season of time when a woman is either defined as nwada (daughter) or
omu-ala (wife) is what I have called a positional/locational season of time and
power, This category of power is solely contingent on a woman’s geographical
location or position. In-other words, every Igbo woman is at one time or season
a nwadz and at another an omu-ala. As a daughter, she assumes the supreme
position of power of chief arbitrator and high court as well-as “husband” to all
the women married into her natal village. During the season of time that a
daughter visits her mother’s lineage, she is accorded the special place of honor
as nwadiana® but will be forced into the diminished position as an omu-alg, or
wife, during the season of time that she lives in her husband’s village. Mar-
ried Igbo daughters have therefore learned how best to navigate their variable
locational/positional seasons of power to their advantage.

- Igbo women often manipulate the nine-month reproductive season of preg-
nancy to their advantage. This is typically a time when husbands make sure that
all their wives’ needs are met. The act of reproduction that advances a wife,



omu-ala, into a mother, nne, also ushers in a prolonged season of enhanced
power, for once a woman becomes a mother she remains forever more powerful
than a wife. Additionally, more power and prestige is conferred on a mother of
a son than on a mother of a daughter. This elevation of power is manifest in
the reproductive imperative of bearing a male child and has its origins in the
patrilineal nature of Igbo society, where inheritance is passed down from the
male line. :

Finally, let us turn to the gendered division of crops and cropping. In north-
ern Igboland, as elsewhere in Igboland, crops are gendered; they are considered
cither “male” or “female” Men principally farmed the “male” yam crop® while
women cultivated “female” crops such as cocoyam, beans, vegetables, maize,
and cassava. These “female” crops, incidentally, made up the staple diet and
supported the subsistence needs of families. It is my contention that the plant-
ing and harvesting season of women’s crops was a more advantageous season
for women’s power and authority than the two-month reign of the so-called
king of crops, the yam. What was more, yam was only eaten once a day, in the
afternoon, while women’s crops were eaten in the morning and evenings. In my
writings I have incorporated some of these theories to explain happenings in
society,

A word on writing African worlds and ownership of knowledge: not too long
ago a piece that 1 had worked extremely hard on emerged in published form.
However, my excitement at seeing my effort in print was squashed almost im-
mediately as I began to read what supposedly were my own words. Before me,
I read word after word “reworked” in vital places to promote an argument that
T had in fact not made. The chapter that stared back at me, in many places, did
not read as mine. Could I, Nwando Achebe, Igbo woman, Nigerian woman, be
the one writing that Nigerian women earned 40 percent of what Nigerian men
did, when women earned exactly what men did? Was I also the one evoking
“female genital cutting” as an interpretive model when I had explicitly stated
in e-mail correspondence to the editors that it was my belief that that term

was politically loaded and did not in fact describe the reality in Nigeria? In my -

version of the chapter—the version that they assured me would stand as was
written—I had used the term clitoridectomy, which is what is practiced in areas
of Nigeria where women are circumcised. Women in Nigeria do not cut any-
thing off; the foreskin on the clitoris is merely scraped, much like the fore-
skin on the penis would be during male circumcision. And these are but a few
examples of the problematic “rewrites” that assaulted my senses as | read my
so-called chapter. I mention this situation hére not because I am looking for
an opportunity to rant and rave but because it does speak to the power of cer-
tain individuals who own knowledge about Africa and women and who have
the ability to squash opposing points of view when they do not neatly fit into
their perceived worldviews. And unfortunately these owners of knowledge—the
owners of publishing houses, the editors of compilations and journals—are for
the most part not African (Achebe 2003).
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Who are the authors, painters, filmmakers, or owners of publishing
companies? How is their knowledge of Africa and women distributed (Edwards
1993; Lutz and Collins 1993)? Additionally, who are the “experts” on Africa who
have claimed “authorship” on Africa and continue to perpetuate these un-
changing negative images of Africa? For a long time, “experts” have been white
men and women from western Europe and North America. What this means
for me as an African woman researcher is that I can go to the heart of issues of
race, class; and gender by critiquing the mental processes we all go through and
the assumptions we make about the subject, Africa(n) woman.

One of the impediments in attempting to provide answers for Africa is a
tendency toward generalizations, for one can never hope to fully analyze the
realities of Africans and women from over fifty different countries and numer-
ous cultures. How do we avoid emphasizing existing divides and dichotomies
(Carby 1987; Woodhull 1993)? Any cultural feminist vision of a unified female
sphere would not come close to describing the complex relations among African
women and between women, men and the state, or African women researchers
and men. Such an attempt would obscure the important ways in which women
have constituted themselves in arenas of power. One option is to resort to the
politics of difference to create a legitimate public persona for African women
researchers and African women “subjects,” thereby generating new possibili-
ties for women in a rapidly changing (sociocultural, economical, political, and
global) landscape.

Who has the authority to speak for the other? Who is other? To go beyond
superficial answers, it became necessary for me to use unconventional research
methods and tools, especially those that enabled women to tell their stories in

. their own words. What Edward Said pointed out-years ago still holds true today:

“The act of representing {and hence reducing) others almost always involves
violence of some sort to the subject of the representation.””

As Africans we should and must speak in order to get cut of the web of co-
lonial subjugation and subjectivity that is evident everywhere, especially in aca-
demia. How can Africans speak? So far, there seems to be a secret or unwritten
consensus among Westerners and Western publishing houses that Africans can
only speak in certain situations, in certain privileged languages and given cer-
tain conditions approved by Western standards. The assumption is that Africans
do not have the necessary conditions and resources to enable them to speak.
When will Africa/ns rise up and take control? When will African governments
recognize the importance of publishing companies and actually set funds aside
to improve existing publishing houses and start new ones that will take care of
their specific interests?*

In case African governments need reminding, language is power. That is why
we talk of the imperial language when discussing all those foreign languages—
now official languages—brought to and imposed on Africans by colonialists.”
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Every author is aware of his/her audience, and to effectively communicate with
¢hat audience, the author must usea language that the audience can understand.
The fact that the imperial language is seen as literary in Africa creates problems
for Africans and for women in particular because it implies that anyone who
does not have access to or Bse the imperial language is left out, is powerless, and
is considered the other (Césaire 1946, 1972). Consequently, they cannot control
the distribution of knowledge via books, journals, art, and films. The exclusive
use of techniques and languages ¢hat are borrowed from the West limit the
writer or rescarcher who uses them. Little wonder, therefore, that years ago
Frantz Fanon (1967} called for the “community’s engagement in combative so-
cial action,” a new theory about the use of foreign languages by Africans.

In my research, 1 used Pidgin English, paid attention to idioms and proverbs
that shed more light on the role of Moghamo women, and allowed them to rep-
resent themselves. Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak (1990} once asked, “Can a Sub-
altern speak?” Like Spivak, I.ask, Can Africans speak? And add, When they
speak, is anyone listening to what they have to say? Let us examine for a moment
this telling passage in Pidgin English:

Mami tok say meeting dey here tomorrow. E say all woman dem go first waka

for group go for chief E tong, wey der g0 sing then dance make chief know sey
woman dem get tory for tolc Afta na im wey meeting proper g0 start for mami
house. Dat ting wey man dem di shidong do all time wey dem di decide palava

for market place, plus how much we go pay for new shade, wey dem no even ask
we sef must to end. All gitl pikin, nyong girl, woman witi big marmi wey im get
bisnez for market must {0 forget tomorrow wok for sika sey dem must joon witi

we for tok dat big big tory ana for see wetin next we go do. No bi $0? Na so} Wana .
gree? Yes! We gree! s

This passage contains important information regarding a protest movement
in the making. Mami normally means mother, but here Mami means mote than
mother. She has another role: Mami emerges as a Jeader of her community as
well as a powerful articulate figure to be reckoned with as she mobilizes women
to go make their grievances known to the local and government authorities
(before taking action if need be!).

Pidgin English is the most popular, most understood, and most spoken lan-
guage in all of English-speaking West Africa. Yet because this language is un-
known and therefore unacceptable in academia and to the West, users of Pid-
gin English, no mattet how brilliant their ideas are, seetn doomed to remain
unheard, to be (re)presented wrongly, or to have their voices muted. Such vio-
lence should be unacceptable. Speakers tack the publishing houses and tech-
nology to produce and publish their own works. As African women researchers,
we can deconstruct the imperial language by subverting authority of language,
ownership, and the subject and making it ours, at least within Africa. Let others
try for a change 0 figure out what we are saying when we speak in Pidgin En-
glish! Pidgin can thus be seen as a form of resistance, way to free us from the
imperial language and critique traditional ways of writing, Moreover, incorpo-

rating Pidgin English in our research gives those who speak it more access t0
oral sources, since most Anglophone West Africans and women speak it.

Final Thoughts

Our contribution to this volume is a dialogue in which we confront is-
sues of method, epistemology, interpretative categories, and theory. The prem-
ise of our chapter has been that as African female researchers, our location in
celation to our work does in fact shape and inform the quality of research/
analysis that emerges. During our respective fieldwork in Cameroon and Nige-

- ria, we collaborated with indigenous historians and consciously placed ourselves

on the inside. This assumed positionality allowed us to privilege Moghamo and
northern Igbo constructions of their own histories. In our role as documentérs,
we have become intermediaries through which Moghamo and northern Igbo
{her)stories are realized in written form, and the ensuing narrative has been
consciously shaped and structured from within. The end product of this pro-
cess, our books, will be firmly rooted in the realization of the representations
and conclusions about female power and authority that have been enabled by
Moghamo- and Igbo-inspired interpretative categories and analytical frame-
works. We began this dialogue with our lives, since our understanding of the
importance of gender politics in Africa and academia profoundly shaped our
own social and professional locations and identity. We are confident that we
have raised conscibusness and created awareness with regard to some of these
challenges. : ) :

Notes

1. Wewill problematize this term «our own people” within the body of this chapter.

2, TFor more on this process‘of self-naming and -locating, sec Achebe{2002).

3. The only departure from this rule in Africa would be Africans who have been

forced to confront their blackness as a result of living with Buropeans who have settled

in Africa.

4, As an Igbo worman living in the United States, oftentimes the most obvious and

therefore distinguishing part of my identity is the fact that [am African. This is because

Africa (the idea, the imagined, the land mass) is what most Americans can relate to.

( 5.) For more information on the subject, see Mudimbe (1988, 1994) and Mbembe
1992).

6. 1borrow this term from Tsitsi Dangarembga’s Nervous Conditions (1988), a novel

7. Paul Biya, the current president of the Republic of Camercon, took power in

1983, following the resignation of the former (now deceased} president, Ahmadou Ahidjo.

In the early 1980s, Biya was regarded as the educated president who would take the na-

‘tion to 2 higher level of prosperity and progress. Today, following failed dreams, he is
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critiqued for condoning corruption and inappropriate policies and for being a puppet
working for the French government instead of taking care of his people and country.

8. Moghamoland is made up of twenty-two villages. The people who inhabit the
Batibo and Momo divisions of the Northwest Pravince of Carneroon form the southeast
portion of the {Bamenda) Grassfields of Cameroon. ‘

9. Recent studies and novels on Africa have also sought to paint a different picture,
See Emecheta (1979) and Ogundipe-Leslie (1985) as well as studies edited by Allen
Isaacman and Jean Allman in the Heinemann Social History of Africa Series, for example
Penvenne (1995}, Byfield (2002}, Grier (2005), and Peterson (2004}, :

10. For an excellent overview, see Johnson-Odim and Mba (1997), Kuzwayo (1985),
and Personal Narratives Group (1989). See also Berger and White (1999). _

11. In fact, in certain northern Igbo village groups, I had to use a linguist to translate
some intricate words from my field tapes.

12. Nsukka is my research area and a town in northern Igboland.

13. We must make the distinction between those who have documented and repro-
duced histories in written form and those who embody these histories, for Igho women
have always been and continue to be the repositories of many of these histories.

14, Nimuugh in Moghamo means literally “to tell a story or to carry on a conversa-
tion.” It is also the terminology that I adopted and used for my previous interviews,

15. For example, birth celebrations (ibw'uh or “born-house™), death ceremonies/
funeral rites {ideik or “cry-die”), marriages/weddings (enami), church fund-raisers (re-
gardless of religious beliefs), the annual traditional dance (abin), social and financial net-
work groups (njanggis), and development plans.

16. The difficulty of getting information from women, especially about sectet socie-
ties, was greatly reduced once I decided to take questions that were not related to my
dissertation and tried to provide answers that helped many families in the management
of their and their children’s daily lives,

17. The category “woman” is used in the culture to describe the biological and physi-
cal characteristics that determine femaleness.

18. The word “female,” or “male,” for that matter, is used in this culture to describe
one’s gender—the beliefs, attitudes, behavior, and actions that differentiate women from
men.

19. 1 use the terms “deity wives” and “dedicatees” interchangeably to define a specific
category of ohu mma (literally, “spiritual ‘slaves’”) who came into being in northern Ig-
boland after the abolition of the Atlantic slave trade.

20, “Western” here is used specify the dominant Judeo-Christian point of view.

21. King Agonglo of Dahomey was said to have expressed his great upset at the ma-
ligning of his people in “books that never die” to Governor Abson of the African Com-
pany’s fort at Whydah. See Dalzel (1793). )

22. Tuse “man” here to describe a gendered reclassification that is not sexual, A simi-
lar point is made by Akyeampong and Obeng (1995} for Asante postmenopausal women.

23. The nwadiand’s role, like that of the nwada, is primarily one of peacemaker and
arbitrator. As nwadiang, the daughter, however, fulfills these services in her mother’s
lineage rather than in her own natal lineage. _

24, lIris important to note that in Igboland there were no absolutes; therefore, women
could also and often did farm and own yams as well.

25. For more discussion on this violence, see Said (1985), See also Chakrabarty
(1992).

26. There are a handful of publishing companies that publish works by African writ-
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ers and works on Africa: Heinemann, Africa World Press; and a few university presses
that publish books in African studies: Ohio University Press, University of Wisconsin
Press, University of Chicago Press, Indiana University Press, and Cambridge University
Press,

27. Almost all African nation-states now use the term “official languages” to mean
Burcpean or colonial languages such as English, French, German, Portuguese, Spanish,
which at independence became the language of instruction. in all schools and the lau-
guage of government and the workplace.

28. Mother said that there shall be 2 meeting here tomorrow. She said all women must first
march as a group to the for's [chief’s] palace, where they will sing and dance in protest/
demonstration to let the fon know that women have a grievance/cornplaint to make,

Only following that will the actual meeting start at the Women's House. That unaccept-
able behavior of men which allows them to always sit and make decisions regarding the
marketplace [women's domain/space] as well as how much we'women have to pay for
market stalls/sheds without even asking/consulting us must end! All girls, young women,
wives, mothers, and grandmothers who conduct business at the marketplace or have re-
lated business at the marketplace or are relatives of market women (and that means all
of us here today) must forget about all work tomorrow in order to join forces with us to
present 2 united front as we present our case and see where the debate takes us [or see
what next step we must take]. Isn’t it? It is! Do you all agree [with Mother]? Yes, we all
agree!

Excerpt from a Pidgin English call to rally, Batibo, Cameroon, 1998.
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