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- Structural Changes and .the Role of Women, Wlth Spe01al

Regard to Effecte of Urbanlzatlon and Migration

Dr. Gabriele Wﬁlker; Bonn

During the last International Seminar for Women -in Ber-

'plln An 1967 stwo statements were made by . the delegatee from
- Upper Volta and Senegal which we should keep in mind. during
 our present discussions: "We have 1o preserve the African

soul," and "We do want modern women, but first of all they
have to be Afrloene " These statements convey the basic
truth that every country has its own hlstorloal cultural,.
and economic development. Conseguently, neither materlal

intellectual nor mental development can be 1ﬂdootr1nated

from outside. Internal or eﬁdogene growth is regquired.
Development has to grow in an organlc way, 1t has to be

- born, supported and desired by all Afrlcane,

_Mobilizatioﬂ for’Development

‘The reaotlons to thls process of development vary COlt~
s1derably according to reglon and social strata: The dig-

‘parities between the wealthy and the poocr, ‘between towns

and V1llages, between the unlverelty cities snd the hlgh
illiteracy ra‘te in the rural areas manlfest the wide gap
between highly developed and underdeveloped socleties. w1th1n'

'one and the same country.

Therefore, all of us aseembled here should reallze that

we don't speak and work on behalf of oureelves._The maJorlty‘

of the African populetlone do not yet prarticipate to the
full extent in nor are they beneflttlng from development
Yet hardly any group is so baokward as not to reallze more.
or less this contrast. They all ape seized by a certain

~dissatisfaction with the present situation. The youngsters

in partlcular consider v1llage life as dull and backward.




Ail couﬂfriéé"ﬁavewéréatéd de%éiopméﬁ%wpléns: Hbﬁéver,
no plan will be realized unless the total population is |
mobilized and prepared to accept the plan, to understand
1ts necessity and to respond to puﬁlio demands with activity
~and initiative. This cliange of mind and the mobilization
.for development, which is-a long-lasting and'time cohsuming
process, will be prlmarlly achleved by Afrlcans themselves.
It is a foremost educational task. Therefore, African women,
_1n_partlcu1ar, carry & high responsibility as mothers, as
'sociallworkers or teachers, or in whatever profession they
- aﬁe active; only so .can this process be fully successful.

Position of Women in Traditional Societies

The African Lawyer Olawéle Elias recently defined. the
~obligations and privileges within the family according to
the African tribal law: "On fait partie fntégrante de 1a
famille; tout se pagse par la famille; de ce faiﬁ,.tous
les droits sont conférés par la famille & 1'individu en

" tant gque membre pasgsif de la falele," 1) The extehded
family system and the clan systenm principallj dominate_
within the immobile ‘society, headed by the chief of family,
‘elected on the basis of authorlty and age. The extended
 family, which in general comprises the generatlonu in as-
. cending lines—in the case of poligamy the various wives
and their children, représents a unit of consunption and

' production.'The family members share the joint property.

A Nigefiaﬁ chief is reported to have made the statement:
"I conceive that land belongs %o a vast family of which
many'are dead, few‘are.living,.and-éountless members are

2)

‘share in the income of those who are weslthy is in

unborn." In urban families mutual support or & joint

general expected.
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‘is remarkably strong, despite all the duties they have to
“and social indevendence, not only in mairilineal societies.
- for culdtivation of Iand, for the home and family, for.

Crituals conocrned with fertlllty. No one can fail to adnire

the energy and initiative .of women traders in. West Africa

cat present changing. We have learned during the former

"dustrlallzcd and 1ndustr1allzlnbcountrlesn

5Iﬂ,thé'traditional‘gocietiés the,elders'of.fhe

families. have & strong influence on the contract of -
marriage, which under those circumstances is a contract

between two families. Theclﬂalv1dual interests. of. the
groom and the br de are formally recogniged, yet they
are subordinate to the interests of their families.
The ascertainment of the: marriage is done by material
transactions in cash or kindy' |

The status of women in traditional African societies

fuilfill. Apart from very consarvatlve groups,  there are
groups of women in West Africa who engoy'ﬂxten51ve sconomic

Women have their own. realm, with cbligations. and r600pn1tlon‘

who Wost eiflOleﬂtlj govern the trade of agricultural and
CONSUMETr ZO0AS.

- Those obligations enanating from cus tomarv law are

Seminars that in neariy all Afrloan countries.a new
famlly ilaw hags been adopted. However, 1egal pregcriptions
change faster than social and Soolological rules do, and
the thended.family and‘its primcip1eS“are still vélid
both in rural and urban areas, as will be‘shown later:

“hlb affbcto An partloular tae status and the p051t10n

of Women, In prlno;ple, all African cunstltutlons recently

promulgated concede equal‘rights and duties to men and”
women. The reality, however, deviztes from the primciple

of equalit? due to biological, sociolovicsl and ecbnomic

reasons., such as is the case in Doth the hlghly in-

-4 -



In African couniries the ma Jorﬂtv of women live in rural
areas as nmenbers of rural 5001etles,‘where_they have to ful-

- £il1l special taSks'and duties, in general the heavy work.

They are furthermore dependent on the authority of a man,
be it +the father, the brother, the uncle, or the husband.
Add td'this the high fertility rates emanating from religious
taboos. With the introduction of modern hygienic and medlcal

care, 1nfant and child mortality declines. The number of

children increases, which results in a high populaﬁlon in-
crense. Thlsagaln affects or burdens women.

Mobile Societies

The traditional institution of marriage is grédually
being replaced, particularly among middle-class Africans,

- by the vestern monogamous pattern; marriage changes towards
a more personal relationship between husband and wife. This

entails the change from a contractbetween families to & com-—
raniconship between individuals, such as Peter Omari conflrmed

among Ghanaian students in 1960. 3)

With the emancipation and adobtion of_Western patierns

-of 1life -.and'. behaviour, the African woman may be deprived

of her traditional duties and her honoured place. This may
occur particularly if she is living in a city or town far o
away from her vrespected place in village life. The transition
from village life, where security is based on land, to the

insecurity and hazards of a city life, means a profound change.

Women are more affected than men are, since women usually

are the more consecrvative elements in family aﬁd'sooiety.
Family life is no longer primarily embedded in the rigid
rules of kinship. The individualized nuclear family consists
of only two-generations, the parents and the children. The
father is primarily responsible for earning the family's

living. If he cannot earn enough or if the'mother7so desires,

she nay also contribute to the family income. Since the woman

-5 -
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enters 1ndependently into marrlage, she is equally res- .
pon51ble Wlth her husband for all aspects of married life,
1nclud1ng the prov1810ﬁ of mutual help angd understandlng.

In addltlon to-her ‘task as educator, the mother carries
full responsibility for ecoromic and praotlcal d60151ons
within the famlly._The woman in the nuclear family enjoys
a much greater degree of 1ndependenoe and a much, greater
freedon of declslon within the famlly than did the womin -
in the pre 1ndustr1al perlod These newlymwon personal .
rlghts brlng with them a much greater degree, of .responsi-
blllty towarde the modern small famlly, thus making it
necessary for the young glrl to. fulbrprepare herself for.
the task through adequate educatlon and tralnlng, Slnce,--
however, the modern small famlly is malnly founded on ties
of love and mutual respect and no 1onger flrmly rooted in -
rlgld tradltlons, the marrlage paritners must be properly .
prepared for marrlame and must work together to preserve
thelr marrlage, Thus the mother's duties are on the one
hand eﬂlarged and on the other more restricted, an ambival-
-ence Whlch 1mposes great demands- -n women. Therefore’ 8001ety
should see to it that the necessary advisory institutions
in the flelds of education, preparatlon for marrlage, ~and
homemaklng are made available to enable women, to- oope w1th
their new tasks ' ‘ '

'Urbanizatibn'and Migration

'The-fluctuatioh to.the'tOwhs'and cities has a great
'bearlng on the trend towards the: westernized nuclear”
famlly, Wlth all its pros and cons, in Africa South of

the Sahara Urban areas have been in evidénce for centuries,
Commer01a1 and cultural centres like Timbukto and Kano,_
iike the Yoruba towns in West Nigeria, the so- oalled grasg-—
land . towns of the Ibos with local and- reglonal tradlng
centres, came into ex1stence dn medleval times prlor to
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- any polmtlcal contact Wlth Western powers. They are-
genuine Afrlean towns Juet as are the Bast African har-
bour 01t1es Mogadiscio, Mombassa, Dar-es-Salsam. A number
of them later on assumed supra-reglonal functlons on the.
1n1t1at1ve of the colonlal powers. ‘

The modern citiee in general are colonial feundetlons
serving as administrative and tradlng oenﬁres° Thus they
were more orlented towards Europe than towards their
hinterland. Therefore, the modern urbanization of Africa
was started from the coasts. Important cities in the 1n—
terior came only recently into being. The middle towns of
~ the hinterland do not yet functlon as local promoters and
‘do not attract the migrant Jabour, who preferably tend to
seek the main cities., Thug an 1nte grated economic, social
and cultural aevelopment of the interior of the continent
is eerlously retarded.

This short survey.of the urbanlzatlon process of Afrlca
~was required to corrchorate the oplnlon that urbanlzatlon

Cis an. 1mportaﬂt preoondltlon of economic development

In Europe, as in Africa, too many voices have been raised
deploring urbanization ss a main cause of sociszl unreet and
disintegration. A rapid urbanization certalnly increases the
tensions and frictions of adguetment in value systens
different from Pre-urban ways of 11fe. However9 this negatlve,
attitude does not pay due tribute to the Positive aspects

of urbanlzatlon as a means of mobilization. for development

Let me mention'a few of them: The mlgratory movemenus
Vfrom rural to urban centres mainly occur during the dry
season when the labour force is lylng idle. The mlgrante
tend towards the cities or towards the eommer01al Crops
of the troploal rain forest areas to earn cash. Those
seasonal migrations may - turn out to last several years
or evemtually become permanent ones. In the majority,
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men of the mlddle—age groups, aumong them nore llterates
-than iil 1terates, ave thelr home Vlllages; 4) The

. agrarlan structure of 1anded propertf and the traditional
éile1SlOﬂ of rural 1abour petween men and womén facilitates
othe seaoonal migration. The close ties within the extended
Zfamzly, klnshlp, clan and trlbe corroborates the WlSh of

returnln even 1f only t0 dle there.

o Thé'urban experience, the cash money and consumer goods
brought back by the mlgrants oertalnly stimulate the rural
'.”and economlo SOClai iife. On prlnolple, the impulses and

N'stlmulatlons for the remo%e areas emaﬁatlng from the per-

- SOHal oontaot wish the 01tles mey carry an even fére con-

. ‘are mushrooming, centres with a2 great many inherent social,

siderable weight as compared w1th moral and soolal dlsturb—
5 / )

ances of the mlgratory labour.
A further aspect ieserves mentiony The 1arger the’
cities, the more they comprlse an ethhic le@fSlty, thus
.mltlgatln@ ethnic and racial cootrover ies. It is known
~ that even at present a oon51derable nuober of Ibos are
‘?employeo by the admlnlstraﬁlon of Lagos '

“Yet, the problems of the African cities result from. the
'dlsorepanoles between offer and demand of warking: places-
in admlnlstratlon,‘oommeroe and trade, and industrial
produoinﬂ{ | ' ' B '

The 1nsuf1101emt coonomlc devolopment of ufrloa and
the increasing popul@tlon figures cause the ?1nanola1
weskness of cities. Urban institutions and faollltles cannot
keep up w1th the populatlon increase. Reasonable 01ty
‘plannlﬁg"andrcmty sxtension bYecomes impossible. Conse-
" gquently: the urban population frequently assumes the ini-
“tiative. Contrary to any oity'planning-squattef sebtlements

s



_the famlly.
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“hygienic and politicel dangers. &~ iwmiber of emplrical

studies hive stressed that the loss of traditional values

.. and obligations of the. African extended family, Crl&lﬂallty

of youth, prostltutlon,-and mental diseasses increase within
the slums. However,. a certain sceptical view seems to be
justified"since o control research among the corresponding

, rural popul niOﬁs'so.far has not heen undertakén.

The strong famlly tles indeed manlfest themselves Wlthln

- the cities, even w1th1n the so-called slums, since the
- number of the. dependents for example, relying on one income

inereases with i%s amount. This, corresponds to a redlstrl—

“pution of higher income 1nﬁfavour of the poorer. members of

1) 8) The intent of the urban African 1abour

to return.to the villages at the time of the harvest, in

case of need, or. in old age furthermoze clearly 1ndlcate
the strength ‘of famlly tles.

The numerous voluntary groups and associations among the
urban populatlon with 5001a1, ethn109 cultural and financial

_-purposes furthermore indicate the 1mtegratlon and accultura~
_:tlon of the urban migrants and of their adaptatlon to the
values of the new economic and social life, 9) fne reports
given bj the representatives during the Seﬂlnars in Berlin

on their numerous activities have conv1n01ng1y shown how

' _'efflclently African women partlolpate in the bulldlng of
- this new soc;ety

‘Bducation of Women for new Responsibilities

Africah women s%ress'theaneoedsity“that'fémale juveniles.
recelve an education in keeping with their -qualificatlions

and th01r aptltudes. In the first place the mothers are the
'educators of a people. Secondly, the women must be capable

of 1ntellectually understanding and comprehending their

- 9 -
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.husbande and their ohildren. And thirdly, the mother must
,_be enabied to meke a fruitful contrlbutlon to soclety in
:that beriod. of her- llfe, ueually beglnnlng in the middie
 for“t1es3 when her chlldren ‘have’ left home and her respon—'
Slblllty as-a mother has ended, This'is all the more. in-
'portant for.those women who have riot marrled and for those
mothers, who, for one Treason or anoiher must .support
“their children flnan01allyn No 8001al eecurlty eyetem can
| guarantée the absolute eecurlty of a famlly, Every mother
omust be capable of carrylng the complete flnan01al burden,
if the need arises. '

It is therefore eVident that with “the developing. ecoaomy,
education and training play an ever 1ncrea31ng role in the
famlly and socilety. The materlal and intellectual achieve-

‘ments of a society are a ref]eotlon of the average level
of education of the entire population, 1nclud1ng women.

An Afrlcan Ooncept of Development is Necessary

The question nmay arlse whether or not the experlenoe of |
the affluent 1nduetr1al societies can be transferred to
-*,Afrlca In my oplnlon the rath of African womén has to &
“foertalr extent been preecrlbod by the eman01patlon once

faohleved in Western countrles, The urbenlzatlon and gradual
._1ndustr1elwzatlon, the ratlondllzetlon of egrlculture w111
‘1mpoee 51m1lar demands on women in Afrlca as has been the
lcaee 1n ﬁhe ‘highly 1nduetr1allzod oountrles And. yet
f‘We have stressed 1n the beglnnlngg.thle process w111 be
"based on Afrlcan tradltlon, customs aﬁd re11g10n89 in
order to arrive' at an evolutlon and to avoid a révolution.,
Women who are more inclined to cling to tradltlons will be
the promcters of a synthesis between the past the present,

and the future. :
- 10 -




- ~have testlfled already durlng the Berlln Semlnarsknow J
;actlvely they are. contrlbutlng and Worklng for a better . §
: future of their respeotlve countrles They all have

"_"lO“-

African women gathered here at this Reﬂlonal Meeting

. s8tressed the necessity -of a partnershlp between ﬂen and,
. women in all spheres of 1ife "in order to aohlcve thls:
“better future for the generations to come

It ig our 81ncere hope that this Meetlng may comtrlbute

:to a oloser cooperatlon and a better. mutual understamdlng
_between our two continents and béetween all . countrles

represented here 1n the next and distant future.
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