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Twenty-Five Years of African  
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Women’s and Gendered Worlds
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This article explores the evolution of scholarly writing by Anglophone 
African born women scholars and theorists over the last twenty-five 
years. It asks and answers questions about the geographic and thematic 
spread of these women’s writing; the relationship between African and 
non-African born women scholars of the African world; and the con-
versation that their published narratives have had with one another. It 
considers the following questions: are African women scholars and their 
non-African counterparts working on similar themes? Does scholarship 
written by African women complicate, affirm, or otherwise offer up a dif-
ferent narrative from that written by non-African born scholars? What, 
if any, tensions have arisen between these scholars over the reading, writ-
ing, and interpretation of historical evidence? What about similarities, 
differences, and evolutions in the writing of African women’s worlds 
by African born scholars? Last, but not least, this short article ponders 
the question, where does gender fit into African women’s narratives?

In keeping with the Journal of Women’s History’s anniversary,  “Twenty-
Five Years of African Women Writing African Women’s and Gendered 

Worlds” is a short thought piece in which I explore the range, method, sen-
sibilities, and evolution of writing by women scholars and theorists of the 
English speaking African world in the last quarter of a century.1 What is 
the geographic and thematic spread of African women’s writing? How do 
African women’s narratives converse with, challenge, complicate, or affirm 
the narratives of non-African born scholars working in the same areas and 
on similar themes? Are there any tensions that have arisen as a result of 
these African women’s unarticulated, and in some instances, articulated, 
positionalities or situatedness on the inside or relative inside of their subject 
matter? Where does gender fit into African women’s narratives?

Ever since the anthropologist Ifi Amadiume published her seminal 
study, Male Daughters, Female Husbands: Gender and Sex in an African Society 
in 1987, the landscape of writing by African women on African women’s 
worlds has markedly expanded.2 In fact, one can argue that a unique genre of 
scholarship has evolved. African women scholars emerged out of the wood-
work empowered to tell their histories on their own terms.  But for the most 
part, African women writing African worlds focused almost exclusively on 
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retelling, reconstructing, recasting, and, in some instances, theorizing Afri-
can women’s worlds from an insider or relative insider perspective.3 That 
is to say that African women have written, and continue to write, almost 
exclusively about the histories and realities of women in their own societies. 
Their interpretations for the most part are referent to, and situated within, 
localized African knowledge systems. African woman scholars, however, 
have overwhelmingly written histories of women economically, politically, 
and socially less powerful than themselves, an intervention that the women 
studies and feminist scholar Daphne Patai describes as interviewing down, 
or, put differently, researching down.4 A few scholars have made a commit-
ment to researching up, and documenting the lives and times of elite women 
whose economic, social, and political power and clout is equal or superior 
to their own. The body of writing that emerged from this perspective was 
based on histories or realities that these African women scholars themselves 
had borne witness to in one way or another—the histories of their fictive 
mothers and grandmothers; their queens and leaders.5  

African women scholars of European descent, however, do not fit 
neatly into this categorization. They have, for the most part, produced a 
scholarship that has either served up an entirely different narrative or com-
plicated it. These scholars have, as represented by the South African born 
historian Shula Marks and sociologist Jacklyn Cock, focused on the complex 
and oftentimes charged gray area of relationships and interrelationships 
between the female South African white privileged class and black servant 
class.6 The sociologist Belinda Bozzoli’s focus has been different.7 She has, 
like her non-South African black women scholar counterparts, primarily 
researched down in her documentation of the lives of black South African 
women; women whose realities are far removed from her own lived experi-
ence of white privilege.

When one examines the collective body of women’s and gender schol-
arship written by African women in the past quarter of a century, it seems 
clear that writing among this group of scholars has taken on a decidedly 
regional tone; that is to say that the vast concentration of serious published 
scholarship on and by African women has mostly been conducted by 
scholars originating from the West African country of Nigeria, the most 
populous nation on the continent. It may be important to note that the most 
accomplished of these women scholars are based outside Africa. This real-
ity can be explained by the human capital flight, or brain drain, of African 
scholars to universities in North America and Europe. This intellectual flight 
occurs primarily because the host country, in this instance, Nigeria, suffers 
an abject lack of resources, political instability, economic depression, and a 
lack of health facilities, in sharp contrast to the rich opportunities, political 
and economic stability, freedom and protection of intellectual property and 
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speech, good health facilities, and an overall higher standard of living that 
the host nations offer. What is Africa’s brain drain becomes the United States’ 
and Europe’s brain gain. The country has produced well-placed scholars 
like Bolanle Awe, the aforementioned Ifi Amadiume, Obioma Nnaemeka, 
Amina Mama, Oyeronke Oyewumi, and myself (all of whom, except Bolanle 
Awe and me, write outside the field of history) who have dedicated their 
writings to exploring women’s issues, the nature or non-existence of gender 
(see discussion of Oyewumi text below), sex, and sexuality in particular 
African contexts. They have all, in one way or another, challenged flawed 
Western derived theoretical impositions upon distinctly African societies. 

In Male Daughters, Female Husbands, Amadiume argues that sex and 
gender did not coincide in the eastern Nigerian town of Nnobi. She instead 
suggests that gender was flexible and fluid, encouraging the formation of 
uniquely Igbo categories of female husbands and male daughters.8 Ama-
diume also issues a challenge to Western feminists’ misinterpretations of 
ethnographic evidence to assume a universal subordination of women; the 
presence of a non-existent public-private dichotomy in African societies to 
explain female subordination; and a mistaken assignment of a homoerotic 
lens in the viewing of woman-to-woman marriage. Of the latter, Amadiume, 
in fact, insists that the Nnobi women on whom her study is based would 
find such an ascription insulting. Amadiume’s articulation of this belief has 
led to some real friction between the author and some new wave Africanist, 
mostly Western, scholars of sexuality.9 

In Reinventing Africa: Matriarchy, Religion, and Culture, Amadiume offers 
another scathing critique of the Eurocentric and patriarchal biases inherent 
in the discipline of anthropology. She instead argues for the centering of the 
ideology of a motherhood paradigm—as expressed in the African family, 
goddess based religions, and a moral principle rooted in love—as the ba-
sis, not only for a subversion of such jaundiced claims, but, upholding the 
principal of matriarchy in Africa.10 While her essentialist assumptions about 
Africa can be empirically and historically challenged, Reinventing Africa 
offers strategies for a reimagining or reinventing of the existing literature 
on gender in Africa through an African-centric lens.  

The directness of Amadiume’s challenge about the inappropriateness 
of fixating a Western gaze upon African realities has in some ways relieved 
other African born scholars from the responsibility of having to talk back 
to this Western interpretive canon on African women. In Nigerian Women in 
Historical Perspective, for instance, the historian Bolanle Awe is not interested 
in talking back to Western writers, or offering a corrective. She leads instead 
a cadre of eleven authors in presenting a sweeping range of biographies of 
women leaders in Nigeria starting with the fifteenth-century rule of Queen 
Amina of Zaria, and ending with biographies of women during the colo-
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nial period. The authors’ aim is to distinguish certain patterns of female 
leadership—for instance, most of the biographies are of elite women from 
the ruling class who were able, in varying degrees, to use male privilege 
to consolidate their power and authority—from early times to the present. 
They each do this with varying levels of success.11 

Writing many years after Amadiume and Awe, I document the lived 
experiences of the northern-most group of Igbo women in two monographs, 
Farmers, Traders, Warriors and Kings: Female Power and Authority in Northern 
Igboland and The Female King of Colonial Nigeria: Ahebi Ugbabe.12 In the first 
of the two monographs, I explore the politics of gender and evolution of 
female power over the first six decades of the twentieth century in the 
Old Nsukka Division. The monograph is a general text on northern Igbo 
women and the female principle in which I explore women’s gendered 
roles in the religious, economic, political, and social landscape of Nsukka 
society. In my second monograph, I painstakingly reconstruct the life and 
times of Nigeria’s only female king and warrant chief, Ahebi Ugbabe. In 
this book, I explore the life of an everywoman, a woman who is able to rise 
to unforeseen heights, from condemned slave girl to prostitute to trader 
extraordinaire to friend, companion, and workmate of Igala kings and the 
European colonialists. Hers is a biography that complicates, and at the same 
time challenges, the received canon of the collective nature of Igbo women’s 
response and resistance to British colonialism. Surprisingly, almost a quarter 
of a century after Amadiume’s challenge to Western feminist misinterpreta-
tion of recognized African institutions, my construction of the narrative of 
this female king’s life revealed a continued smoldering of tensions between 
Western born writers of African worlds and African scholars concerning the 
appropriateness or inappropriateness of ascribing homoerotic explanations 
to certain indigenous marriage forms.13  

Writing also about Nigeria, the sociologist Oyeronke Oyewumi’s take 
on gender is at odds with my own scholarship, as well as with Amadiume’s. 
She argues, in her 1997 book The Invention of Women: Making an African Sense 
of Western Gender Discourses, that gender as a category of distinction did not 
exist in pre-colonial Yorubaland. Her evidence for this includes linguistic 
sources which she mines first, to suggest that the Yoruba language is gen-
derless; and second, to reimagine social relationships, societal organization, 
and hierarchy in Yorubaland along the lines of chronological seniority. 
Oyewumi’s argument of a genderless Yoruba world, although plausible, 
has earned her detractors. Central also to Oyewumi’s overall thesis is that 
Yoruba women were not differentiated or subordinate to men in precolonial 
society. In extending this argument, Oyewumi, like Amadiume before her, 
condemns the distortion of some Western scholars who have insisted on 
viewing Yorubaland through a Western lens.14 The feminist psychologist 
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Amina Mama, another Nigerian scholar writing variously out of South 
Africa and the United States, has published extensively, from a sociological 
perspective, on issues of gender, race, and identities, women’s studies in 
Africa, and violence against women.15 

Last but not least is the women and African studies scholar Obioma 
Nnaemeka, who has contributed much to our understanding and interpre-
tation of literary texts written by African male and female writers.16 More 
recently she has branched out from literature to edit two books on African 
women, namely, Female Circumcision and the Politics of Knowledge: African 
Women in Imperialist Discourses and Shaping Our Struggles: Nigerian Women 
in History, Culture and Social Change.17 The first of the two books represents 
a much overdue intervention into the discourse on circumcision in Africa. 
In her introduction, Obioma Nnaemeka argues that discussions of female 
circumcision have overwhelmingly been analyzed and named from a West-
ern standpoint—evidenced in the use of the terms female genital mutilation 
and female genital cutting, for instance—so that Western forms of knowl-
edge production, which have little to do with how African women view 
the practice, have formed the dominant discourse. Shaping Our Struggles is 
a fourteen-chapter collection of essays from leading Nigerianist scholars, 
highlighting recent scholarship that has sought to consider the evolution 
of Nigerian women’s historical, political, and cultural roles.

Nigeria’s neighbor Ghana has also produced scholars of repute. The 
legal and African studies scholar Takyiwaa Manuh has written variously 
and powerfully on women and law in Ghana.18 Another Ghanaian born 
poet and scholar, Abena Busia, is co-editor of the groundbreaking Women 
Writing Africa project, a multi-volume anthology published by the Feminist 
Press at CUNY. The project has produced four important volumes: Women 
Writing Africa: The Southern Region, Women Writing Africa: West Africa and 
the Sahel, Women Writing Africa: The Eastern Region, and Women Writing 
Africa: The Northern Region. Taken collectively, these volumes document 
and map both little known and well known oral (songs, oral histories, 
and folktales) and written (letters, diaries, court records, poems, essays, 
and fiction) literature by women from all parts of Africa, from 3000 BCE 
to the present. The writings speak to themes relating to marriage, family, 
law, the cruelty of colonialism and war, the struggle for civil rights, as well 
as women’s contributions to the resistance struggles and development of 
their nations.19 Busia is also the co-editor of Theorizing Black Feminisms: 
The Visionary Pragmatism of Black Women.20 A celebration of black women’s 
agency and activism, it contributes to the processes through which African 
American and African experiences are theorized and gendered; validates 
the symbiotic relationship between theory and action; and explores the 
ways in which black women confront issues of control.
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As articulated above, the writing coming out of South Africa has, for 
the most part, concerned itself with theorizing the worlds of the haves and 
have-nots. The aforementioned Shula Marks, Jacklyn Cock, and Belinda 
Bozzoli represent a distinguished cohort of South African women writers 
of European descent who have documented the life histories of both white 
and black South African women. In Not Either an Experimental Doll, a title 
taken from one of the letters written by a fifteen-year-old Transkeian girl, Lily 
Moya (pseudonym), to an elderly white Durban educator, Mable Palmer, 
Marks explores the separate and different worlds of these women, whose 
lives intersect between the years 1949 and 1951. A third woman, Sibusisiwe 
Makhanya, a second generation Christian deeply involved in community 
work in the rural areas south of Durban, serves as a bridge between the two. 
The letters, while highlighting the separateness of these women’s lives, also 
reveal that which binds them—discontent in their private lives (Palmer’s 
failed marriage, Makhanya choosing not to marry, and Lily resisting an 
arranged marriage); an attainment of prominence as public figures, not as 
wives of prominent men, but in their own right (Palmer and Makhanya); 
and a desire by Moya to lift herself out of unhappy circumstances. All three 
women are perceived in one way or another as “difficult” by society at 
large, a theme that emerges time and time again in African women’s histo-
riography—confirming that even the most progressive of African societies 
wrestle with contradictory expectations about “proper” female behavior 
and the rightful place of women in society.21  

In Maids and Madams, Jackyn Cock presents a challenge to the use and 
oversimplification of the Western feminist notion of sisterhood as an analyti-
cal construct in describing the lived experience of black and white women 
in the Eastern Cape of apartheid South Africa. Far from being sisters, Cock 
maintains that black domestic workers described themselves as slaves who 
were forced to neglect their own families in order to migrate to, and work 
in, white-only areas. They would become “mothers” to white children, who 
in their adult years could be expected to suffer amnesia—forgetting the 
nurture of their black maids—that would allow them to succumb to and 
uphold the racist ideologies of the apartheid South African state.22

Belinda Bozzoli’s challenge in Women of Phokeng is different. She tells 
the life stories of a single cohort of Tswana Christian peasant women and 
seamlessly choreographs their narratives to convey the women’s lived 
experience of childhood, work, marriage, family life, and change in South 
Africa’s political economy. We do not hear the voices of white South Africa 
here. Bozzoli’s focus is on black Tswana women, and, between 1981 and 
1984, she collected a series of oral interviews of them, from which she quotes 
liberally in chapters that follow in chronological order, the important epochs 
in these women’s lives. From birth to schooling, courtship to marriage, mi-
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gration out of the city to becoming grandmothers—we hear these relatively 
well-off Tswana women frame their own lives on their own terms.23 

In East Africa, the historian Nakanyike Musisi has written extensively 
on the political lives of elite Ugandan women, gender, domesticity, and re-
ligion.24 Like my Female King of Colonial Nigeria and Awe’s Nigerian Women 
in Historical Perspective, Musisi’s body of scholarship pays homage to the 
lives and times of the elite.25 In “Women, ‘Elite Polygyny,’ and Buganda 
State Formation,” Musisi examines the origin and transformation of elite 
polygyny in Buganda from the earliest times to 1900. She argues that in 
the highly stratified Buganda state, elite polygyny evolved and became 
an integral part of the process of class and state formation.26 In Musisi’s 
contribution to Women in African Colonial Histories, “The Politics of Percep-
tion or Perception as Politics? Colonial and Missionary Representation of 
Baganda Women, 1900–1945,” she centers the lives of everyday Baganda 
women and offers a nuanced view of British colonial ideas about them and 
their bodies. She discusses, specifically, colonial efforts to define and rede-
fine the nature of Baganda women’s fertility. Musisi’s argument is pointed: 
missionary and colonial sources are ideologically and culturally biased and 
have created sites of knowledge production which have been used to create 
and historicize flawed perceptions and representations of African women 
and their bodies. The result is a canon of male colonial ideas about African 
female bodies, which were used to dominate and control.27 

Uganda has also produced the legal scholar Sylvia Tamale, who is one of 
the few African women scholars to dedicate her research to same-sex desires 
in Africa. It should be noted that most of the writing in this somewhat new 
and contested field of African history has originated from outside Africa. 
These scholars have focused almost exclusively on reclaiming precolonial 
Africa as a site for homosexuality, through reading and reinterpreting ho-
moeroticism into perceived silences in the narratives of some precolonial 
indigenous African institutions. These misinterpretations of indigenous 
African institutions, such as likening woman-to-woman marriage as homo-
sexual, have led to a back and forth, oftentimes contentious, dialogue with 
certain African born scholars such as Ifi Amadiume, Oyeronke Oyewumi, 
and myself. While Amadiume and Oyewumi have hinted at a precolonial 
Igbo and Yorubaland devoid of homosexuality, my intervention is more nu-
anced. My concern is not to extend the fiction of a heterosexual Africa, but to 
challenge the charge of homophobia settled upon scholars who have refused 
to ascribe homoerotic descriptions to established indigenous institutions. 
Case in point, I have theorized, especially in the case of woman-to-woman 
marriage, that the institution, which is premised on the ability of a woman 
to perform social, political, and economic class and status, as well as the 
female masculinity of female husband, had absolutely nothing to do with 
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homosexuality or homoerotic love. It instead speaks to the flexibility and 
fluidity of the African gender construct that allowed women to become men 
and men, women. Sylvia Tamale’s chapter “Out of the Closet: Unveiling 
Sexuality Discourses in Uganda” in Africa After Gender, edited by Catherine 
M. Cole, Takyiwaa Manuh, and Stephan F. Miescher, thankfully moves the 
dialogue forward, rejecting the predictability of the existing discourse on 
homosexuality in precolonial Africa, and, instead, focusing on the postco-
lonial Ugandan state, dealing head on with the true discriminations and 
violations visited upon homosexual individuals in present day Uganda.28 
She specifically narrates the crises that her public defense of the rights of 
homosexual identified individuals engendered in Uganda. Tamale followed 
this effort with an ambitious edited volume entitled African Sexualities: A 
Reader.29 The importance of this remarkable collection lies in the diversity 
of sources that Tamale assembles—life histories, poetry, songs, fiction, 
interviews, and photography—in her examination of the construction of 
dominant and deviant sexualities in Africa.  

Uganda’s neighbor, Kenya, has also produced women’s history scholars 
of note. Tabitha Kanogo published two significant monographs—the 1987 
Squatters and the Roots of Mau Mau, 1905–1963, and, more recently, African 
Womanhood in Colonial Kenya, 1900–50. In African Womanhood in Colonial 
Kenya, Kanogo explores the multiplicity of ways in which Kenyan women 
responded to the forces of British colonialism—including the use of clitori-
dectomy, bride wealth, marriage, maternity, motherhood, and education.30 
Of all the changes engendered by colonial contact, Kanogo contends that 
education had the most transformative effect and became a site for con-
testation between domineering male family heads and their increasingly 
independent daughters. 

Another Kenyan historian, Kenda Mutongi, in Worries of the Heart: 
Widows, Family, and Community in Kenya, presents a social history of Mara-
goli widows. Mutongi, like most African women scholars, writes about her 
own natal group. Having grown up in Maragoli as a daughter, she is able, 
like Amadiume, Oyewumi, and me before her, to establish new sensitivi-
ties in retelling that history. Reconstructed through the remembrances of 
the children of Maragoli widows who grew up during the colonial period, 
Worries of the Heart argues that these widows were able to ingeniously 
evolve indigenous ideas about gender roles and social hierarchy into local 
“worries of the heart” discourse to induce male relatives not only to pro-
vide for them, but to protect them.31 Kenya also boasts the distinguished 
poet, playwright, and novelist, Micere Mugo who has, in addition to her 
acclaimed poetry and plays, penned the history of a female Mau combatant. 
Entitled, “Muthoni wa Kirima, Mau Mau Field Marshal: Interrogation of 
Silencing, Erasure and Manipulation of Female Combatants,” the narrative, 
in thirty-one pages, explores the life of Muthoni wa Kirima, a Mau Mau 
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operative.32 In African women’s autobiography, we witness writing which 
highlights African women’s unarticulated positionality or situatedness on 
the inside or relative inside of their subject matter better than any other 
genre of writing. Three important autobiographies coming out of Kenya 
and South Africa stand out as reflective odysseys in which each author 
sets her personal agenda of what to include and not include. In Mau Mau’s 
Daughter, Wambui Otieno, like Kanogo and Mugo, adds to the land and 
freedom army movement narrative.33 She positions herself as one of the few 
female operatives working during Kenya’s liberation movement, intimately 
describing women’s roles as couriers, spies, and sexual agents. Otieno clearly 
has an agenda in telling her story, and it is to set the record straight—first 
about her great-grandfather, Waiyaki Wa Hinja, who had been abhorred in 
literature as a colonial collaborator; and second, about being legally silenced 
and vilified during the burial saga of her late husband, S. M. Otieno. In the 
final analysis, the success of the book is also its failure, that is, there is a large 
measure of self-serving in the accounting. In 2006, Nobel Peace Laureate 
Wangari Maathai, also of Kenya, penned her much-anticipated Unbowed: 
A Memoir. In a narrative style markedly different from Otieno’s, Maathai 
traces her life from childhood, growing up in Nakuru District, to her work 
as head of the anti-deforestation Green Belt Movement and as a politician 
in contemporary Kenya. Hers was a life informed by feminist and humanist 
struggles. She fought tirelessly for the rights of rural people, for democracy, 
and for women’s rights. She also speaks to the challenges of being married 
to, and subsequently divorced from, a man who was threatened by her 
achievements; of navigating, and subsequently being pushed out of, the 
male-dominated science field in her university employment; and her bitter 
struggles with the Kenyan government. In Unbowed, we are introduced to 
a woman who was able to channel and evolve her grassroots activism into 
a significant role for herself in the Kenyan state.34  

In a South Africa of great poverty, racial oppression, and cultural 
destruction, Mamphela Ramphele documents her struggle to resist the 
apartheid state in her autobiography Across Boundaries: The Journey of a 
South African Woman Leader.35 In more ways than one Ramphele’s agenda 
is similar to Otieno’s. She elevates the centrality of her role in the Black 
Consciousness movement, while also advancing the “legitimacy” of her 
adulterous relationship with Steven Biko. Making and creating agendas is 
the prerogative of individuals who write about themselves. In sum, African 
women’s biography documents the most intimate parts of extraordinary 
women’s lives; thereby offering a much needed addition and corrective 
to the received narrative of African women writing women’s and gender 
historiography, in which the lives of the majority—or put differently, “un-
remarkable”—are constructed.
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This article has explored the tone and tenure of writings to have come 
out of Africa in the last quarter of a century. Focusing exclusively on the Eng-
lish speaking world, and centering on indigenously born African scholars, a 
number of themes come to light. First, the vast majority of women writing 
African worlds document societies that they are most familiar with, that is to 
say that they write from an insider or relative insider perspective. Second, in 
this body of writing, we witness a progression from the overwhelming trend 
of African scholars writing or talking back to their Western counterparts and 
vocally challenging Western constructed and derived perspectives, to increas-
ingly moving away from this and, instead, evolving, adopting, and adapt-
ing uniquely African-centered ways of seeing, interpreting, and presenting 
African women and gendered worlds. Third, we also witness—in contrast 
to Western women writing African worlds—an overwhelmingly positive 
tenor in the writings of these African women arising from being positioned 
or located on the inside. Finally, it is clear that reproducing an African his-
tory of events in the traditional sense cannot be the goal of African women’s 
and gender history. This remains true even if women’s roles in society are 
interjected into the narrative. Instead, a new pedagogy that considers African 
history as a gendered and gendering process that maps out the actions and 
reactions of men and women, while also considering the interactions between 
them, must be adapted in place of the standard narrative.

Notes
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as Mozambican Berta Henriques Bras and Ana Mafalda Leite.
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about African women’s worlds. In Nigeria, Bolanle Awe was one of the first Nigerian 
women to receive a Ph.D. in 1964 and became a professor in 1978. She began her 
academic career as a social historian of the Yoruba. An avid oral historian, Bolanle 
Awe was at the forefront of legitimizing Nigerian oral historiography. By the early 
1970s, her attention had turned to documenting the lives of Nigerian women. She 
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