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I- introduction

(a) Scope and purpose

The main purpose of this paper is to review the traditional

socio-economic functions of the African woman both in the family

and the community and the changes they have undergone in the

context of the socio-economic transition currently taking place in

the African continent. The current process of change into socio-

economic development will therefore be discussed only within the

broader framework in which the transition, if any, of the woman's

functions will be reviewed. In the course of the review, there will

also be an attempt to understand the qualitative implications of

the changes on the woman's life situations, particularly with

respect to her responsibilities in the family and the community.

Recommendations will then be suggested as to how planners, policy

makers and women themselves could facilitate more effective

implementation by the woman of her roles and functions, both in her

interest and that of society as a whole, given their far reaching

implications on the welfare of all.

(b) Definitions

It is perhaps appropriate at this juncture to briefly provide

working definitions of the key terms around which the review will

revolve:

status or position : these two terms will be used interchangeably

to mean rank in relation to others or in the hierarchy of

prestige.

roles : these will refer to the expectations and behaviour related

to the distribution of primary and secondary responsibilities for

tasks or functions carried out by society.



functions : these will include tasks and activities as well as

important roles and relationships that are attributed to

individuals or groups of individuals within society. They will

therefore be an expression of the relationship between society and

its members.

economic and social changes: this expression will be used

synonymously with the type of development that presumes enrichment

of life and more satisfactory ways of doing things, both from the

perspective of the outsider and those engaged in the development

process. Socio-economic changes, however, are a mixed blessing,

sometimes accentuating inequalities between men and women,

impoverishment of families, unequal access to resources etc. as

will be evident in the review.

family: although the concept of family is universal and all human

beings have experienced it one way or another, there are no pure,

immutable family types, according to sociologists and

anthropologists. For the purposes of this paper, the term will be

used in its broadest form, thus defining it •■ by reference to

relationships which pertain to or arise from reproductive processes

and which are regulated by law or custom"!/

community: the term will be used to mean " a social group of any

size, whose members reside in a specific locality ...and have a

cultural and historical heritage"2./

II. Status, role and functions of the woman in the traditional

African family and community

1/ Multilingual Demographic Dictionary, English Section ( United

Nations publication, Sales No. E.58.XIII.4), para. 115.

2/ C.L. Barnhart,(ed ), The American College Dictionary. (Random

House, New York, 1969)



Typically, the African traditional family has been

characterized by polygyny or simultaneous marriage to several

wives. Some of the reasons that have been offered to explain this

practice include a female population that is significantly larger

than the male counterpart; increase in resources which give the man

the capacity to support more than one wife and thereby enhance his

status; the need for additional labour on the farm; the need by the

first wife to safeguard her health by sharing household and

agricultural chores with another wife. In addition, the African

traditional family is typically extended, thus including 2 or more

polygynous families, most likely of brothers, in the same compound

or in very close proximity to each other. Members of the extended

family usually seek to meet most of their social and economic needs

collectively.

In traditional African society, the community within which an

individual interacted was determined by the practical question of

distance. Those people around whom one could interact with on a

daily basis in the course of carrying out ones chores and perhaps

on the day of leisure could be considered one's community. Thus, a

woman encountered her neighbour on her way to or from the river, in

the course of wood gathering, moving from one farm to another,

going to visit a neighbour or a close-by relative, on market days

etc. In times of leisure or social activities, one interacted

within one's community around very specific occasions.

We shall now turn our attention briefly to the woman to

examine her status, roles and functions in the traditional family

and community. In so doing, it is with full recognition that in as

much as families are not homogeneous in structure, they can hardly

be homogeneous in the way they distribute and discharge their

responsibilities and tasks. In most studies on role

differentiation, the sex basis seems to have received the most

attention, perhaps because through the socialization process,

people acquire tastes and/or capabilities that are considered



appropriate for their sex. What is clear, therefore, in traditional

African society is that allocation of roles and specializations

within the family and community is achieved informally based on

social and cultural traditions. To the extent that in the African

culture and tradition there are many similarities among its people,

it is possible to examine what is common in the status, roles and

functions of the woman in the family and community.

(a) Status

In the African tradition, the status of the woman, both in the

family and the community at large rises or falls according to the

closeness of her relationship to men. When she becomes of age,

therefore, it is expected that she will marry in order to 'be fully

respected as a woman. The question of marriage thus is one of when,

and sometimes, to how many men consecutively. Damon and Djam 3/

found out in their study on the participation of women in economic

and social development in Cameroon, as in many other African

countries, that traditionally, one of the duties of a father was to

marry off his daughters, with or without their consent. It is not

unusual therefore to find a baby girl betrothed to a friend of the

father as confirmation of their special friendship. Subsequently,

once she is of age, around 12 or 13, she is taken to her husband's

home to start her duties as a wife.

The status of a woman is also determined by her capacity to

work hard and to give total obedience to her husband, physical

beauty or handicap are of little consequence without these two

fundamental requirements. Husbands are therefore addressed as

"master" in many African ethnic groups, and total respect to them

by their wives is demonstrated by gestures such as kneeling before

iLH\r,m°n ?nd A" D:?anl' proieet ^p Parti r.ipa* ir,n
deyeloppement economi '

f?N^d . 6t de 1'EBt du Camerounri98
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them, feeding them before children and other women, giving them the

choice parts of the meal, never looking at them in the eye while

talking to them or answering them back.

The woman is an important source of livelihood for the family

hence the assessment as to her capacity to work, ( an exception to

this is found among Moslems of means who do all the production work

during the day while the wives stay indoors to do housework and

produce handicrafts). The man therefore decides how many wives he

can afford to marry to provide him with the necessary labour. At

the time of marriage, her worth is determined by the brideprice

which is demanded and negotiated by her father and the male members

of her family. It is paid in kind or cash instalmentally. In the

context of the bride-price, girls are looked uoon with ambivalence

for although they could never attain or impart on the family the

high status of a boy, nonetheless, they compensate by bringing in

resources to the man of the home at the time of marriage. Once an

acceptable portion of the bride-price has been paid, the wife

belongs to the husband as all the children that come out of the

marriage.

One of the uneguivocal grounds for divorce is childlessness.

A sterile woman is a useless wife in most African societies. The

father returns the bride-price and the daughter comes back home in

humilation and despair. That childlessness could have been as a

result of a problem on the husband' s side is, of course,

inconceivable. Even if the woman were to conceive subsequently with

another man, it will have been the result of proper treatment or

mystical powers. Other grounds for divorce include opposition to

polygyny by the wife, disobedience towards the husband and

excessive physical abuse of the wife by the husband. ( It should be

noted here that in most African tribes and ethnic groups, husbands

have the right to "discipline" their wives as they do children).

Bride-price is usually reimbursed in case of divorce, partially or

fully depending on the conditions of divorce e.g. cases where the



brideprice was not given in full or where the wife is accused of

serious " misconduct".

Politically, women have little influence in the community.

Although they organize socially around activities of leisure and

religion ( e.g. secret societies), these groups have little clout

outside women circles. On the contrary, it is the men's groups,

social or religious, that women must treat with awe and respect as

they cater to them by cooking for and servicing them when they

meet as well as staying out of their way when tradition demands it.

(b) Roles

Traditionally, the woman has two major roles in her family and

the community: to bear and rear children ; and to be a farm hand in

order to provide sustenance to her fami ly. She is expected to

combine the two roles without a hitch.

As stated above, child bearing for an African woman is a

decisive booster to her status, both within her conjugal home, her

own family of origin and in the community at large. As a result,

women tend to continue bearing children during most of their

reproductive years which spans about 20 to 30 years, whether they

are happily married or not. This is an obligation to their kinsmen

in order to perpetuate their lineage. The extended family therefore

will put pressure on the wife to have as many children as possible.

As such, the traditional African woman has very little authority in

matters of child spacing.

The woman is, of course, responsible for rearing her children.

She is responsible for their welfare physically, psychologically,

and morally particularly before adolescence. The husband and other

male adults in the extended family generally share in the

socialization of the male adolescent just as other female adults

will socialize the young female into her roles. Nonetheless, the



status of the woman in the community is often linked to the general

welfare of her children, and in particular, her daughters after

puberty.

Unlike an unmarried woman who has little or no social role to

play in traditional African family and community, the married woman

falls under the authority of her husband and that of her father in

law if he is living in the same compound. In most ethnic groups in

Africa, women are responsible for planting, weeding, harvesting,

storing, and cooking the largest percentage of the food that is

eaten by their children, husbands and everyone else living with the

extended family. Men also have their separate farms for subsistence

and/or cash crops that women must maintain. It is only when they

are free from their husbands obligations that they can then attend

to their farms. At harvest time, husbands may give some of the crop

to their wives to sell or consume even though money obtained from

the cash crops belongs to the husbands exclusively. In an attempt

to ease their burden, women find having several children who are

potential help in the labour-intensive farm work a practical

solution.

The woman is therefore responsible for feeding the extended

family with the food that she grows, the food that she gathers and

the water that she draws. She is also responsible for child care,

the education and clothing of the children, care of the sick and

the aged as well as the day to day maintenance of the home. In case

of serious illness in the family, the man of the home may decide to

go to traditional medicine man to seek treatment. This is within

his domain of responsibility as is major repairs of his wives'

houses.

Despite all their responsibilities in the family, women cannot

own land or any other substantive property such as cash crops or

domestic animals in the family. Where land belongs to local chiefs,

husbands are allocated pieces for their families to exploit.
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Husbands then show each of their wives where they should farm. In

case of divorce, women leave with nothing. Similarly, women have no

inheritance rights. With the death of their husbands, the children

inherit them. Women may continue to exploit the land originally

allocated to them by their husbands on condition that they remain

within the family, in many ethnic groups, a window is inherited by

one of the men in the extended family: in some, it could be the

oldest brother of the husband, the youngest etc. all depending on

the rules of inheritance. Refusal to go along with such decisions

results in the expulsion of the wife from the extended family

without her children and, needless to say, any property.

<c) Functions

Even as the functions of the family change and vary over time,

so do those of the woman in the family. Yet, as is already evident

from the discussion on the status and roles of the woman in the

family and community, she assumes a disproportionate load of the

family functions at different stages of the family cycle.

Within the home, the woman provides sexual services to her

husband. She bears children to whom she provides care, love,

nurturing and discipline as well as a supportive environment.

Simultaneously, the woman assumes most of the production activities

including producing and processing food for home and outside

consumption; home-making activities; learning activities regarding

social and cultural norms and expectations in order to transmit

these to her children and become their effective guardian; social

activities including visits and exchanges with neighbours and

participation in social organizations; cultural activities etc.

Yet, it is also evident that she has little influence or power

socially, economically or politically. Although she is responsible

for the physical survival of her family, her personal needs and

those related to her activities and responsibilities are secondary.



Those of the men come first, including those of her husband, her

father, her brothers, and her sons. While her relationship with her

children is a close one especially in polygynous homes, her male

children grow up to take their prestigious places in society as men

while her strive to become her replica, at best, in order to be

fully integrated into society.

III. Transition into the socio-economic development: status, roles

and functions of women

As stated at the beginning of this paper, transition from the

traditional way of life into the modern sector is often interpreted

as being synonymous with development and is therefore assumed to be

positive. Thus, the pursuit of transition in-o development is so

central to political consciousness in Africa, as in other

developing regions, that one must be concerned about its

implications on women, family and society as a whole. The effects

of change are unpredictable with regard to intensity and spatial

distribution and the rate of its impact, of course, varies with the

individual, the family, the community, the region and the nation.

In considering it, three aspects have been singled out as being

characteristic of that change, namely modernization,

industrialization and urbanization.

From a positive perspective, development is seen as "

improving health, sanitation and nutrition; diminishing morbidity

and mortality; increasing income, the standard of living and levels

of education, employment; and improving the quality of housing and

transportation. In addition, easier and faster communication has

also provided greater access to beliefs, values, technology and

ideas from other parts of the world"!/. On the other hand,

4./ United Nations Department of International Economic and Social

Affairs, The Role of the Family in the Development Process. New
York , 19860, p. 29
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development has also meant " impoverishment of families, the

creation of inequalities between men and women and the effort to

push innovations with no consideration for the effects on family

life.Unequal access to resources including land, credit, new

technology has frequently resulted in the improvement of the

economic situation of some people, usually those who are already

more affluent " 5/.

The transition process in Africa, however, has been slow in

transforming society into a modern one. Production, both

agricultural and artisan, has remained at the subsistence level

even though a greater proportion has to be exchanged for hard cash

in order to purchase relatively new necessities in goods and

services. The industrial sector remains insignificant in terms of

production and labour absorption. For the most part, therefore,

service delivery constitutes the modern sector, primarily executed

by the civil service, which is the largest employer in Africa and

which nonetheless cannot absorb more than 8% to 10% of the

population on the average. Likewise, transition in Africa has

includes movement into the urban areas, particularly by youth and

men, in search of employment or other economic opportunities that

are not available in the rural areas. Unfortunately, urban

migration has been faster than the expansion of facilities in towns

such as infrastructure and jobs. Life in the cities for the average

African is therefore characterized by unsanitary living conditions

in overcrowded ghettoes, poverty, hust1ing, petty trading, the

weakening of extended family ties and traditional social controls,

acquisition of new values that are deemed more practical in the

context of the realities of urban life etc. Still, the urban areas,

on the whole, have not absorbed more than 10% of the African

population. The bulk continues to live in the rural areas,

subsisting very much by the traditional methods of organizing their

socio-economic activities.

Ibid.
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In the context of the characteristics of the transition

process briefly outlined above, we shall now turn to examine how it

has affected the situation of women in their families and

community.

(a) Status

With the acquisition of independence, most African countries

adopted the legal system of their former colonial masters. Any

reforms of these laws, so far, have been gradual and incremental.

Thus, most of the provisions of the Legal and Civil Codes in the

British, French, Portuguese, Spanish and to a certain extent German

laws are likely to be found in the equivalent laws of their former

colonies. Men and women are therefore guaranteed equality under the

law in such matters as marriage, property ownership, divorce

child custody etc. and accordingly, when the intervention of the

courts is invoked, the parties concerned should expect justice

irrespective of their sex.

The reality, however, is that, in civil matters the former

colonial laws are heavily based on their customary law and

therefore do not take into consideration the customs, traditions

and values of the African people. In the attempt to apply the laws,

contradictions and discrepancies are often encountered which

sometimes lead to the rejection of its application. What most

African Governments have done to get around that problem is to set

up Customary Law Courts in which civil cases could be judged. The

judges in these courts are advised by a council of experts in

customary laws of various tribes and ethnic groups. People thus

have a choice to use either the modern law courts or the customary

ones to have their problems resolved.

With regard to the institution of marriage, many African

countries have made provisions to legitimize polygyny before the
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law. In Cameroon, 6/, for example, the couple must declare

whether it opts for a monogamous or a polygynous marriage. If

polygyny is preferred, the man is free to marry as many wives as he

wants without necessarily consulting his wife. It is at the time

that marriage is contracted that the couple has to indicate whether

property will be owned jointly or separately. When there is no

indication, automatically the marriage is considered to be

polygynous. Property is considered to be jointly owned unless it is

stated otherwise. In Tanzania, 7/ on the other hand, the 1971

Marriage Act while legitimizing polygyny insisted on the consent of

the first wife to the marriage of the second one. It also fixed the

minimum age for marriage, provided alimony payments, divided

custody for children between the two parents and allowed wives to

share their husbands' inheritance. In Ghana, 8/ polygyny is legal

in the sense that a man is free to bring any number of wives at

home, only the first wife is legally married, however, and

therefore the only one with the right to inheritance along with her

children. At the other extreme is Cote d'lvoir 1964 Code 9/

which declares illegal all polygyny. Simultaneously, it abolished

all brideprice and demanded that husband and wife share a certain
amount of property.

While it would appear then that the woman is well protected

under modern law, in practice, people still organize their civil

matters along traditional lines and when conflict arises, the

£/ Economic Commission for Africa, The Incidence of
Slavery in Africa: Sexual Abuse of Women in CafflPrnnn

(ECA/ATRCW/3.5/ii/(a){/88/l), January 1988 '

7/ UNESCO, Women and Development: -indicators of their nhanaina
£2le, Socio-economic studies 3, 1981, Mere Kisekka, "The role of
women in socio-economic development development: indicators as
instruments of social analysis", p. 40

8/ Ibid.

9/ Ibid.
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complainants will generally opt for the Customary Courts where

the cases are judged according to traditional. Besides, the status

of the unmarried woman continues to be a liability and as such,

most women will continue to do all that is within their power to

contract a marriage. Bride-price is still operational and in many

cases very commercialized.

In cases of widowhood and divorce, even when marriage was

contracted under the joint property option, or where the law

recognizes equal ownership, customary law will still be applied to

resolve the situation the traditional way. It will be recalled that

in most African groups, women have no right to property or to

inheritance. Today, the same ruling is maintained in Customary

Courts. Besides, in many African tribes, there is a tendency to

seem to blame a wife for her husband's death by subjecting her to

all kinds of cruel situations and prescribing the duration the

mourning period. In Cameroon, lj)/ for example, among most

tribes once the death of the husband is announced, the wife is

supposed to burst into some prescribed wail accompanied by certain

rhythmic dances that last for hours, if not days. She is also

isolated into a room where she does not leave for a minimum of 9

days, (or 2 months in some ethnic groups) without bathing, sleeping

on a proper bed, and in some cases, without eating. The in-laws

keep a close eye on her to ascertain that she is observing all the

required behaviour. In addition, the in-laws go into her house and

appropriate all that is in the house without discussion. When the

mourning period is over, the wife throws a big feast to entertain

the in-laws, pays certain sums of money prescribed by the in-laws,

as if to buy her absolution and then is informed about the male

relative who would inherit her. As in traditional days, refusal to

accept the decision results in her expulsion from her home without

any property including her children.

10/ Economic Commission for Africa, op. cit. p. 12
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With regard to socialization, most African

governments have encouraged their youth to take advantage of formal

education even though universal education by the State has been

considered too expensive to institute. Unfortunately, " not only

does the African region have the lowest educational enrolments in

the world but the gap in school attendance between girls and boys

is wide and the gap in female/male literacy is increasing... the

difference is particularly significant in higher education and at

older ages" 11/ - The lower educational expectations and

achievements of girls are a consequence as well as a correlate of

unequal socio-economic status that stems from traditional values

and practices, earlier marriage, and teen-age pregnancy and

abortion. When family resources are scarce, girls more often than

boys are kept at home to do domestic and agricultural work as well

as trade. Parents also often fear that girls will get pregnant when

they go to school and therefore spoil their chances of a good

marriage. In fact the rate of teen-age pregnancy and abortion has

reached alarming rates in the urban areas 12/.

The status of women therefore remains low as compared to their

male counterparts in spite of the protection of the modern law

because for the most part, they remain ignorant of this protection.

Besides, given their continued economic dependence on their

families, their low level of education as well as the heavy

reliance of African countries on customary law, the woman develops

an inferiority complex that confines her to her subordinate

position both in the family and in the community.

(b) Roles

IX/ Regional Institute for Population Studies, University of

Ghana, Development in Family Planning Policies and Programmes in
Africa. Legon, 1989, p. 146

12/ Ibid.
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i. Economic roles

The current transitional process into the modern sector in the

African region has had relatively insignificant effect on women's

roles in their families and the community. Their principle roles of

reproduction, child-care and production for their families'

survival remain very much in tact, and perhaps even heavier, as

this brief review will show.

In Africa, peasant agriculture is the mainstay of the economy.

Women contribute 60-80 % of the agricultural labour in their small-

scale farms. As has always been traditionally, men may help

initially or occasionally in the strenuous stages of clearing,

virgin land, cutting down trees etc. The remaining work of hoeing,

weeding, tilling the soil, and harvesting are women's

responsibility. The exception continues to be groups that follow

the Moslem faith such as the Yoruba and the Hausa of Nigeria and in

South-East Ghana, who believe that women should not do farm work.It

is not the case on Moslem women in Guinea, Gambia, Burkina Farso

and parts of Cameroon, however, where women are reported to do farm

work including sale of rice, guinea corn and groundnutsU/ The

question of economic capability may also influence the extent to

which such religious injunctions are observed.

Thus, as women continue to be responsible for feeding their

households and to tender their husbands' crops, cash crops or

otherwise, still using the hoe, cutlass and the axe to do her farm

work. The planners and extension workers have not taken them into

consideration as they elaborate their development programmes and

spread knowledge on more efficient, more modern methods of farming.

When women want to sell some of their crop for cash they have to

come to terms with the fact that a good percentage of it may be

lost on the way to the market, given the poor state or sometimes

11/ UNESCO op.cit. p. 33
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inexistance of farm to market roads and means of transport. Archaic

storage facilities and inefficient market system whereby the same

foods are available in the market at the same time thus forcing

the sellers to dispense with their goods at throw-away prices is

another serious constraint to the implementation of women's role of

food production. Little attention has been given to the

commercialization of the food that women grow, and with little or

no education and without appropriate technology, access to credit

that would enable them to expand their activities and perhaps

increase their efficiency by modernizing their methods, is an

unlikely possibility.

Housework for the peasant woman has not become any easier with

the transition into the modern sector. There is little change

between what she does today and what her grandmother used to do.

She still pounds her yams and corn on the same mortar that her

grandmother pounded, and grinds her groundnuts and pumpkin seeds on

the same stone , all doubled-up on the floor. The effects of

appropriate technology seem painfully slow in reaching the rural

woman. Without labour saving devices, food preparation is

exhausting and time consuming. And without food conservation

facilities, food has to be cooked at least twice a day because it

easily spoils, particularly in African climatic conditions. A woman

from Zaire 14/, for example, will spend as much as 6 to 7 hours

a day preparing and cooking meals; a Tanzanian woman will spend an

average of 3 hours a day .15/. These tasks, of course include

time spent gathering fire-wood and water for cooking. Finding fire

wood today has become an impossible task as more and more land is

cleared for cash crops or to accommodate the rapidly growing

population in Africa.

14/ UNESCO, op. cit. p. 34

15/ Ibid.
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The woman's responsibility to educate her children still

remains hers except that this time she pays for the school system

to carry out the task. She is considered unqualified for the job

requirements which further erodes her standing both in the family

and community especially because she is no longer conversant with

the contents and can therefore no longer be in charge of this

domain. Besides, the children who used to offer an extra hand in

production and household chores are no longer available because

they are in school. The woman's tasks and responsibilities have

therefore become much heavier by far, for not only does she have to

ensure that there is sufficient cash flow for school fees and

school supplies including uniform but she has to continue with her

other role of production single-handedly. At times, total

desperation will force mothers to remove their daughters from

school to offer them help either on the farm or to take care of

younger children while new ones arrive. Her husband's participation

remains sporadic and ad hoc in providing cash for the education of

the children.

The burden of subsistence and home production is further

aggravated by the increasing phenomenon of women-headed households.

As seasonal migration of husbands and other men increases and as

social controls regulating relationships between men and women

break down, particularly in urban areas, the responsibility of

women increases. High divorce rates and/or considerable age

differences between spouses which lead to high rates of widowhood

also contribute to the rise of this phenomenon.

in Botswana, 43% of all households, 40% in Lesotho, 30% in Ghana,

Kenya, Malawi and 25% in Tanzania, 24% in Zambia, and 20%in sierra

Leone and Togo are female headed 16/

Constantina Safilios-Rothschild, "The role of the family A
neglected aspect of poverty", Implementing Programs of Human*
Development, World Bank Working Paper No.403 (Washington D.c )
p. 21 ' '
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Thus, women, virtually single-handedly, continue to be faced

with meeting the economic, institutional and social needs of the

household, in most cases aggravated by the problem of poverty and

the constraints of traditional and sexist beliefs and practices. In

effort to satisfy numerous responsibilities, women have increased

their participation in traditional income-earning activities and

in some cases have entered into new endeavours. In West Africa, for

example, 60-80% of marketing and trading is controlled by women. In

the distributive sector therefore, they play a dominant role

particularly with agricultural produce as street traders, hawkers,

fixed stall sellers, and middlemen. Unfortunately, their income

from this does not usually rise to above minimum wagel?/ which

goes to supplement what is produced on the farm to maintain the

children and the household.

The problem of capital and access to credit has already been

mentioned. It is an even more important problem with the petty

traders who no longer find the traditional sources of capital

(husband's or relatives' financial gifts) adequate in the light of

inflation and the high cost of imported goods. Women associations

around rotating credits whereby monies are contributed regularly by

all the members and given to each member in turn, have become an

indispensable way of raising desperately needed capital. Another

method of obtaining credit informally is by selecting an individual

to be the banker of one's daily deposits for a small fee. The

benefits of this method are directly proportional to the amount of

money that is saved by the individual in terms of the amount of

credit that one can expect.

The absence of petty women traders in East Africa at a scale

similar to that found in West Africa should be pointed out. This

could perhaps be explained by the absence of indigenous towns and

the domination of urban residence , commerce and administration by

17/ UNESCO, op. cit. p. 34
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Asians and Europeans. Although open markets are springing up

gradually, they are confined to the poorest parts of town and by

the road sides. But these are likely to be exploited by both men

and women equally .

Employment of women in the modern public and private sector is

highly limited as might be expected given their relatively

disproportionate numbers of educated girls in relation to boys.

Although they predominate in the traditionally female occupations

including teaching, clerical, nursing and administrative positions,

their absence is particularly conspicuous in the agricultural

sector, in manufacturing and in commerce. Ironically, these are the

areas that they dominate in the traditional sector. The exception

to this pattern, however, is found in Gabon (50.6%), Liberia

(41.6%), Tanzania (51.1), and Benin (95%) where women virtually

dominate commerce 18./. Women entrepreneurs who are likely to be

fairy well educated are becoming quite prominent particularly in

the areas of beauty saloons and products, fashion boutiques,

restaurants, tie-and-dye cloth shops, professional services such as

maternity and nursing homes, schools, nursery schools, daycare

centres etc. Conscious of the advantage of cooperation and

collaboration, they have formed national and subregional

associations of women entrepreneurs and only in June 1993 was the

African Association of Women Entrepreneurs launched in Accra, Ghana

with the assistance of UNECA/ATRCW.

Women working in the modern sector face problems of

discrimination in spite of their relatively small numbers.

Protective acts prohibit them from working at night, in industry

and agriculture, and from working in underground mines. They also

encounter problems with their entitlements to worker' benefits,

housing and leave allowances, and often have to accept month to

month rather than longer term contracts. Tax laws do not permit

18/ UNESCO op. cit. p. 37
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them to claim children allowance, loss or partial loss of pay

during maternity leave and restrictions to social security

payments. Ironically, these restrictions are in direct

contradiction to the socio-cultural realities and the current

trend of increasing female-headed households, the persistence of

polygynous and extended families, and the tradition that dictates

that women rather than men support their children. Still there is

need to safeguard against unintended negative consequences from

some of the measures that may be prescribed to improve the women's

situation at work. In Egypt 19./, for example, legislation

requiring establishment of nurseries for every 100 women employed

resulted in industries and corporations preferring males to females

whom they found cheaper to recruit.

(ii). Social roles

The importance of marriage to an African woman has not

diminished with the transition towards development. It is still the

preoccupation of most women, their fathers, brothers, and to a

certain extent their mothers. Marriages are also still influenced

by tradition and as such, fathers will still marry off their

daughters for a good offer irrespective of the daughter's consent.

Young men studying abroad will come home to marry girls that have

been chosen for them by their parents. Besides, although women

would prefer monogamous to polygynous marriages, the latter will be

acceptable as viable alternative to not being married at all or to

marrying late. An important premium is attached to marrying within

a certain age before one is considered an " old maid".

The most important objective and responsibility that a woman

has once she is married is to produce children. Her position and

status in the new family is enhanced by the number of children that

she has, especially male children. Besides, as mentioned earlier,

19/ UNESCO op.cit. p. 37
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children are an invaluable source of labour on the farm, around the

home, and in the market when need arises. With the introduction of

formal education which has taken children away from home for most

of the time, still children offer the hope that they are a useful

investment at the parents' old age.

Women therefore spend most of their productive years which

spans an average of 20 to 30 years bearing children. Consequently,

childbirth constitutes a special life-threatening hazard for women

and is the cause of a considerable proportion of all deaths of

women in the child-bearing years. With an average number of 8.3

children per woman in Kenya, 6.5 in Ghana, Cameroon and Nigeria

while Lesotho has 5.8 .20/, it is evident that high fertility

rates continue in Africa over a wide age range from the teens to

the late 30s. This, in turn, reflects the low rate of acceptance of

modern family planning methods in Africa despite the slow

disappearance of the traditional methods. Thus, while such methods

as sending the wife back to her mother for the first 3 years after

delivery, keeping the husband and wife apart in different rooms

until the baby is considered old enough, or long periods of

suckling the baby during which the mother is naturally protected

from conception worked effectively in the traditional days, today

they are rather difficult to implement in crowded squatter

neighbourhoods that are inimical to extended families and the

luxury of sending wives back to their parents for an extended

period of time. Resistance to modern family planning can be

explained in part by the continued preference for large families

based on various traditional values. High infant mortality rates

are still a reality given high prevalence of such diseases as

sickle cell, malnutrition, malaria, tuberculosis etc. There is also

the aspect of misconception as to what family planning really is.

Thus, for some, it is associated with sterility of women,

promiscuity, abnormalities of off-springs etc. African families

Regional Institute for Population Studies op. cit. p. 146
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also continue to be characterized by husband domination in marriage

who also tend to prefer large families to enhance their prestige.

In most cases, a woman cannot practice family planning without the

consent of her husband and most of the time men are against it.

As a result of the multiple births for most of the women's

reproductive years, accompanied by long periods of breast-feeding,

poor nutrition and overwork, they tend to suffer high levels of

mortality estimated, for example, at 1 in 19 in Western and Eastern

Africa compared to 1 in 44 in the developing world as a whole

2JL/.Another contributing factor to women's poor health is the

traditional regimentation of what is good for a woman to eat, for

example, in most ethnic groups, women are not supposed to eat eggs,

chicken or fish. Needless to add that women being responsible for

feeding their families are usually last priority in sharing what is

available for meals irrespective of whether they are pregnant or

not. Other practices that militate against the woman's health

include female circumcision/excision/clitoridectomy and f ibulation.

They are justified by societal obligation to safeguard morality and

faithfulness by curtailing the sexual drive of women. For women,

however, the practices are traumatizing with pain and at times

cause great difficulties at childbirth.

The roles of women, economic, social and otherwise have

changed very little in content for the majority of Africans. What

has changed visibly is the increased burden of having to fulfil

these roles with fewer support structures and facilities such as

the extended family, traditional family planning methods and a

viable environment that can provide adequate basic subsistence

resources such as fertile soil, firewood and water etc. This, in

turn, has tended to affect women's state of health whereby the

maternal mortality rate remains unacceptably high in many African

countries in addition to that of infants.

21/ Ibid.
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(c) Functions

In a recent campaign speech by an incumbent president who

sought reelection by attempting to convince women voters of his

genuine respect of their functions described a woman as " the man

in her family, where she plays a crucial role, wife, mother,

teacher, keeper of the home and values which give, protect and

guide life; woman, a complete entity, equal partner, well loved,

worthy of our gratitude, our kindness and our attention" 22./ •

While this beautifully summarizes the functions of the woman in the

current state of transition as it did in the traditional sector, it

also recognizes in its appeal that the woman does need special

attention if she is to fulfil her functions as expected. For the

most part, the woman continues to produce and feed her family with

hardly any indemnities, compensation or any form of concrete

recognition.She carries her multiple tasks without any special

technology or capital that could be invested in making her tasks

easier. In spite of the fact that her crops are consumed soon after

production, the male yields are sold for visible big sums of money.

Over the years, the woman has lived in a world that reinforces on

a daily basis that male is preferred to female at birth, on the job

in the modern sector, at moments of allocation of responsibility,

and that in more cases than not, she has to prove her usefulness

through child=bearing, femininity, and beauty, mastery of the

kitchen, selflessness, obedience, etc. In other words, in part, the

woman's function is to recognize that her gender is inferior to the

male and to accept it. The formalized system of education that has

replaced the traditional one and with which she is not familiar has

served to reinforce this feeling. It has also been pointed time and

again by researchers that once a woman has acquired a certain

amount of minimum education, its effect is visible in the quality

of life of her family, given her far-reaching, all-embracing

functions in the institution.

22/ Economic Commission for africa, op. cit. p. 14
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It is therefore in the interest of every forward-looking

society to have in-built mechanisms to enhance the capacity of the

women to exercise their functions in the family and in the

community effectively as a condition sine quoi non of its

development and evolution.

IV. Conclusion and reconunendations

In reviewing the extent to which women's functions have

undergone transition along with the socio-economic changes that are

currently in motion in Africa, some of the implications of these

changes on the woman, children and by extension the family and the

entire community have been highlighted. The high degree to which

the family and the community depends on the woman has also been

emphasized as have been the odds and conditions under which she

fulfils her functions- Thus, while the woman has continued to carry

out her traditional responsibilities and functions, it has become

more and more difficult for her as the traditional support systems

erode with the weakening of the extended family, the formalization

of education etc. Transition into development has also been slow to

bring about technological changes that would ease her tasks. Change

in traditional attitudes and values has also been too slow to

permit role sharing between the sexes for the most part. With

regard to the absorption of the woman into the modern sector, the

characteristic snail's pace due to the inegalities in availability

of opportunities for formal education and subsequent skills

training has also been noted. The girl child continues to be a low

priority in the formal educational system.

The question that should be on the planners and policy makers

mind after such a review is what it is costing society to keep

women in this state. What does it mean to the development process

that all our politicians have pledged to promote. Where is justice

and equality that has been guaranteed by the United Nations Charter

to which most Africa countries subscribe? Can this trend be
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redirected towards a path that is more just, and more likely to be

beneficial to the kind of development that Africa is trying to

foster, a progressive, economically viable development that uplifts

the quality of life for everyone? Women think so and so do many

forward looking policy makers. Yet, the process has been so slow.

The following recommendations which are by no means new are

reiterated to suggest what direction might be opted for in order to

alter the status quo:

1. Participation of women in development should be viewed by policy

makers and by the women themselves in terms of what positions they

would have to have in the programmes and processes of a

comprehensive strategy of national, self-centred development and

within the global socio-economic structures. Women must therefore

be perceived as both agents and beneficiaries of development rather

than being seen as a marginalized category incapable of making

decisions for themselves and therefore requiring prompt, piecemeal

action that is poorly integrated into the overall development

strategy.

2. Women must have access to education and skills at all levels in

order for them to be available to participate in all sectors of

life. The education system must be gender sensitive and have in

built confidence-building measures that seek to undo the

stereotypes that have eroded the self assurance that must accompany

constructive participation in societal activities.

3. The roles and tasks of women in the family and community must be

carefully studied, quantified and valued in order for their full

implications on society to be better understood and duly

compensated. This process will also facilitate appropriate planning

for various ends including freeing the woman to participate in

other aspects of society beyond her traditional roles; improving

the effectiveness of the implementation of these responsibilities
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for the benefit of the woman, family and the community;

facilitating the comprehension of the work-load of the woman and

therefore paving the way for attitudinal change that could lead to

behaviour modification such as role sharing in the family etc.

4. Sexual education should be available to all women and all men.

Men should be sensitized to their responsibilities in sexual

behaviour

*

5. The legal system should spear-head the move towards attitudinal

changes and reforms that will render it just to both men and women

and better streamlined to protect women against traditional

practices that are inimical to their development and general

welfare as well as single parents and children against their

sexual partners/parents who abandon their responsibilities.

6. Women should use their comparative advantage in sectors such as

retail, subsistence farming, child-care etc to:

* pressure decision makers into effecting the desired socio-

economic changes, and

* put themselves into decision-making positions, particularly

in areas that are of strategic importance to them.

7. There should be a concerted effort by women researchers and

others to document and publicize facts and statistics about women

in different life situations, particularly within the socio-

economic framework and to analyze their implications on the entire

society.


