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Preface
The Center for Women's Global Leadership is pleased to publish this

booklet as the second in its series of pamphlets on Women,
Violence, and Human Rights. The series is intended to promote
international discussion of critical conceptual and strategic questions
regarding gender-based violence and female human rights.

The papers presented here are a formal rendering of the symposium
"Gender Violence and the Human Rights of Women in Africa" held at
the Paul Robeson Cultural Center, Rutgers University on April 7, 1993.
The event, initiated by the Center for Women's Global Leadership, was
co-sponsored by Rutgers University's Africana Studies, the Institute for
Research on Women, the Laurie New Jersey Chair in Women's Studies,
the Paul Robeson Cultural Center, the Raoul Wallenberg Professorship
in Human Rights, and Women's Studies—New Brunswick.

This event was possible because we had the privilege of having an
unusual number of women from Africa concerned with women's rights
at Rutgers University during the 1992-93 academic year. It grew out of a
discussion with 'Molara Ogundipe-Leslie, the Laurie New Jersey Chair
in Women's Studies at Rutgers for 1992-93. The panel itself was part of
Asma Abdel Halim's project as an affiliate with the Center while she
was a Hubert Humphrey Fellow at Rutgers. It was organized by her with
Niamh Reilly and Tamara Xavier.

A number of people were involved in the publication of this
booklet: Janet Evans, Sam Frost, Asma Abdel Ha l im, Cadence
Giersbach, Cynthia Madansky, Lisa Morris, Niamh Reilly, and Tamara
Xavier. I would like to thank them for making this publication possible.
We hope that it will add to the growing movement for women's human
rights, and particularly to an understanding of the struggle of women in
Africa against gender-based violence.

Charlotte Bunch,
Executive Director



"African women, now and throughout history,
have developed analyses and strategies for action

to take control of our own lives in those areas that
we have collectively determined for redress."

Abena Busia

Abena Busia, 'Molara Ogundipe-Leslie and Nahid Toubia at the "Gender Violence
and the Human Rights of Women in Africa" symposium, April 7, 1993.



Foreword
byAbena P. A. Busia

This symposium was the concrete result of a suggestion by both
'Molara Ogundipe-Leslie, the sixth occupant of the Laurie New

Jersey Chair in Women's Studies at Rutgers University, and Charlotte
Bunch, Director of the Rutgers University Center for Women's Global
Leadership. The Center asked me to chair the session. Taking place in
the year that launched the Center's monumental international campaign
to move the UN to recognize Women's Rights as Human Rights, this
contribution to the activities of the Center placing African women firmly
within their international agenda was appropriate and timely.

The purpose of this panel on Gender Violence and Women's
Human Rights was to focus on the ideas, activities, and strategies of
continentally-based African women from diverse perspectives, as we
challenge the abuses levelled against us at familial, communal, and
national levels. By including only continentally-born African women as
speakers on the panel, the strategy was to emphasize that African
women are not simply waiting to be "rescued" by outside feminists
and practitioners. Rather, African women, now and throughout history,
have developed analyses and strategies for action to take control of our
own lives in those areas that we have collectively determined call
for redress.

The range and depth of our interventions is reflected in the
multiplicity of our origins, concerns, and practices. The panelists were,
in order of presentation: Seble Dawit from Ethiopia, an international
human rights lawyer and activist who is writing a book on Female
Genital Mutilation (FGM); 'Molara Ogundipe-Leslie from Nigeria, poet,
professor, literary critic, and pioneer in Nigeria in Women's Studies in
African Development; Asma Abdel Halim from the Sudan, a Human
Rights lawyer and activist in Islamic women's transformation; Nahid
Toubia, also from the Sudan, a physician, surgeon, and reproductive
rights activist; and Matlhogonolo Maboe from South Africa, a student
and community counselor, and rape crisis and sexual violence activist.

This publication has been collected from the presentations given
here out of recognition for the need to have more published material on
African women's issues, written by African women, from their own



perspectives. I, for one, am glad for this publication; as I said on the day
of the panel, it was disappointing, especially at a place such as Rutgers
University which has an active, engaged, supportive Women's Studies
community as well as a large, well-mobilized community of Women of
Color, to see how small the turnout was, particularly amongst the
faculty in the feminist community, on this important issue as it affects
African women. I could not help but read the size of the turnout as a
message that our concerns as Africans are for the most part still
considered as marginal to the issues that concern the feminist
community "at large." Just how erroneous are such ideas of marginality
and separation wil l , I pray, be made evident by this publication.

The significance of the gesture, of giving a platform to us as African
women from different parts of the entire continent, should not be
underestimated. The sponsors of this panel must be commended, for
one of the more tortured aspects of feminist praxis in the west is the
difficulty many Euro-American women confront in yielding the assumed
authority of their theoretical paradigms in the face of other systems of
thought, and other modes of practice and negotiation as presented by
Women of Color about our own lived experiences. We have many
things to do with our lives, and we are not collectively sitting about in
bondage waiting for other people to lift our veils or keep the knives
away from between our legs. This recognition that Women of Color can
and do set our own agendas, reflected in the institutional praxis of the
Center for Women's Global Leadership, is salutary. We would like to
thank them and the people who did come out to hear us, question us,
argue with us, for sharing with us as sisters. It was a wonderful and very
stimulating afternoon. We are pleased to present the formal content of
the panel presentations. The sense of community and the joy of
engagement, as always, we can only carry with us, in the hope that the
memory of that sharing will empower us all to continue in our struggles.
All human rights are women's rights, and all women are human.

Abena Busia, from Ghana, is an Afro-Americanist, a poet, and a
professor of English at Rutgers University. Some of her more recent
publications include an edited volume Theorizing Black Feminism: The
Visionary Pragmatism of Black Women (forthcoming, Routledge), Song
in A Strange Land: Narrative and Rituals of Remembrance in the Novels
of Black Women in Africa and the African Diaspora (Indiana UP, 1994),
and Testimonies of Exile (Africa World Press, 1990).

iv



Invite Tyrants to Commit Suicide:
Gender Violence, Human Rights, and African

Women in Contemporary African Nation States
by 'Molara Ogundipe-Leslie

Parti
My first question here is where do you find a woman's voice in

Africa? Where and when can she articulate her issues in spaces
she has chosen herself without being excluded, censored or edited out;
or simply neglected or ignored as we have heard today. We are trying to
speak here at Rutgers University and some of our colleagues appear not
to think it important enough to come and listen, as Abena, the
moderator, pointed out at the beginning.1 African women must speak
for themselves and be listened to even in sites which claim to be
progressive. I would like to discuss with you an essay of mine which
was published in Index on Censorship, London, England.2 I was
commissioned to write on African women, democracy, and the
structural adjustment policies in Africa. I asked specifically to see the
final copy of my submission. The essay, however, went to press without
my approval, with a serious distortion of my voice, making me appear
to say things I would not say about democracy, traditional societies in
Africa, African colleagues or theories on Africa. Part of my own title,
"African Women and the Myth of Democracy," which shows me to be
critical of democracy and multipartyism as touted by the Western
power groups in Africa today, was edited out. It is, after all, the heyday
of commandeered democracy worldwide and the appropriation of

1 Abena Busia, the moderator, had condemned the absence of the unusually large
population of white feminists who normally throng the seminars and events at the
Institute of Women's Leadership. On this occasion, apart from the organizers of this
Gender Symposium by notable African women, only two of our Caucasian faculty
colleagues found time to be present.

2 Ogundipe-Leslie. "In Search of Citizenship." 21:4 Index on Censorship, April 1992.

1



voice. But the sad thing is that the appropriation of voice occurred in a
magazine like Index on Censorship which is famous for fighting for the
voice. It is also sad that the breaking of editorial agreement was done by
a "Third World" woman, an Asian woman who chose to go to press
without my approval and with very significant changes to my text. Was
she following house policy or her own agenda? Interactions between so-
called "Third World" women or AALA, as I call them in my acronym for
Africa, Asia and Latin America, await serious analysis and revelations.3

My position on democracy is that it should not be confused with the
re-establishment of American influence or economic systems
programmed against the people of the countries. Democracy in Africa
engineered by the IMF (International Monetary Fund) and the World
Bank is not necessarily the best thing for the continent, particularly when
these international interest groups prefer authoritarian governments
which will control populations stentoriously, spend 70 to 80 percent of
national revenue on debt servicing, and cut social services like health,
education, communications and transportation. But these are the kinds
of government in which foreign power groups are interested.

So back to the Index on Censorship question in London. I had
again been constructed into a ventriloquist's puppet as very often we
African women are desired to be, that is, creatures who mouth other
people's agenda. If you do not, you are not invited back to speak or you
are not called upon in the first place. Of course, I wrote a letter of
protest which I am not sure was ever published.

The issue of democracy in Africa and the AALA countries today is one
that merits attention and a fine analysis. I think we should look at modern
Africa today and the prevalence of tyranny; tyrannical governments in the
form of dictatorships. Very often, these are attributed to the African peoples
themselves as if this were culturally indigenous to Africa. This, however, is
not necessarily so. The possibility of dictatorships is often linked to exter-
nal influences, and pressures and interests which are interested in having
the dictators support the relevant international power system.

We must bear in mind that traditionally, tyrants did not exist in
African societies without sanctions—whether these social formations
were empires, kingdoms, or stateless societies. There were channels for
resistance, checks built into patterns of government, efforts to dethrone
them, assassinate or exile them; legal ways to remove them, because

3 We need to advance the narrative of our brilliant colleagues like Trinh Min-ha to include
the currents and conflicts of thought and action among AALA women themselves.



accountability to the governed was very important in the philosophy of
most African political systems. Accountability to the group was heavily
stressed, and a leader who did not pay attention to that was often
ostracized, exiled or in some cultures as in my own, the Yoruba, invited
to commit suicide. When a candidate is crowned as a king, he is also
given a special covered calabash that contains a very effective poison.
The calabash is always in the palace, accessible to the king. When the
system breaks down, when he is felt to have betrayed his own integrity,
the king-makers will come to him to ask the king to withdraw. Ki oba ki
o waja. "Wil l the king withdraw?" Wil l the kings withdraw today?
Then, if you are a person of heroism, you are supposed to commit
suicide using whatever is in the prepared calabash. A proverb says it is
easier to die than to live in derision or live in ridicule. "Iku ya ju esin."
This Yoruba notion of heroism is comparable to the Japanese concept of
heroic suicide (harakiri). More and more today, however, these notions
of heroism are being eroded.4 Rather than commit suicide, some
of these kings escape to Europe or America to continue to live high
off the hog.

I am saying that notions of political life, presidency and other
contemporary forms of governance, without accountability or respect
for the wishes of the governed in the modern African states, are not in
fact indigenous to Africa. The idea that you can rule for life, whether or
not you are wanted, is post-colonial. In many African societies,
traditionally there were rotating headships, rotating kingships between
the ruling families so that the idea of one person monopolizing the
power forever was strange and not indigenous. But now we have the
reign of the military in Africa; the institution of the foreign army, an
army that behaves towards its populations as if it were an army of
occupation. That also is new. These armies in Africa today are colonial
armies which see themselves as pacifying "natives." The army attitude
towards the population is often worse than that of former colonizers
towards the "natives." Our soldiers call us "bloody civilians," the
modern parlance for "natives." They run up to people in broad daylight
and beat them down crying, "you bloody civilians." Our soldiers use
techniques and pacifying methods to deal with "natives", which they
learned abroad and were taught at army colleges in Africa.

4 The Nigerian Yoruba playwright and Nobel Laureate, Wole Soyinka uses this concept
of heroism betrayed in his beautifully poetic play, Death and the King's Horseman.
(London: Eyre Methuen,1975).



You will remember in Africa many of the societies did not have or
need to have standing armies. Those highly evolved states which had
standing armies did not have armies that were trained against their own
populations. So again we have new institutions superimposed on the
continent, acting on behalf of themselves, their ethnic or class interests,
or those of foreign interest groups, in violence against their own people.

Therefore, the violence of the state and the violence of state
institutions in Africa today are not something completely indigenous to
the continent, nor are they characteristic of her as the media and some
scholarship like to maintain. The violence of the state today is promoted
and induced by external and internal pressures and we need to look
always at both the external and internal pressures. Usually, the people
who rule in Africa today are not in fact from the traditional ruling
classes. On the contrary, they are often from marginalized segments of
society; hence, perhaps, their reckless and devil-may-care attitudes.
Sometimes, acknowledged sociopaths are brushed up and installed in
Africa, which is something that might be said about the coming to
power of Idi Amin in Uganda. These sociopaths also seem to proliferate
in the armies of Africa.

There is a tendency to discuss Africa and African women in
isolation and at the microlevel. That is why I am trying to bring in the
macro perspective. It is very important always to situate Africa and
Africa's women within the international global economic order, (and
within the political economy of their countries), to understand what is
happening within the continent. Human rights can only be understood
within the context of the pressures brought to bear on the African
leaders themselves. In addition, as I was saying, the African leaders
themselves are sometimes not the best manner of men. This is, as we all
know, an AALA issue. The internal pressure in Africa today centers
contemporaneously on structural adjustment policies and their effect on
the whole society, what I have called "the human cost of structural
adjustment in Africa" in my book, Recreating Ourselves.5

There seems to be an almost superstitious belief that multiparty
systems will lead Africa to the political Utopia that it needs. It is implicit
in the tying of aid to political stability of the parliamentary type. But
care must be taken that multipartyism does not promote ethnic division

5 See Chapter 12 "The Human Cost of Structural Adjustment" in Ogundipe-Leslie, 'Molara.
Recreating Ourselves: African Women and Critical Transformations. (Trenton: Africa
World Press, 1994).
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and hatreds in Africa while insuring a further balkanization of the
continent. Several heads of state have enunciated home-grown forms of
government, including democracy, and I say that we have to go back to
Africa to look at what we really mean by democracy.

Democracy, which is sometimes defined as the "assembly of the
citizenry for the conduct of public affairs," should not in this day and
age be applied to village gatherings and assemblies which exclude
women and slaves, which recognize only adult men, men with wives,
the free born, or male elders exclusively. Such gatherings should not be
panegyric as fine examples of democracy when we talk about
traditional or indigenous democracy. The village assemblies in Things
Fall Apart, beautiful as their world was, are far from being democratic.6

There were no women at the village assemblies and no "osus," the
religious outcasts. Neither were there women at the village or elders'
gatherings in Al i Mazrui 's f i lm series, "The Afr icans." Modern
democracies must do better than the Greeks who also excluded women
and slaves, and eighteenth century Europe which was not thinking of
women for the most part.

An analysis of African democracy must look into the fine, unusual,
and quite unwestern processes and their interstices by which the
reflection of the wi l l of all members of society, male and female,
was achieved. We must not risk reducing democracy to mimicry or,
worse, to a convenient way of becoming more presentable in the eyes
of the world, as Achille Mbembe theorized. In Africa as elsewhere,
democracy will either be an historical construction or it wil l fail. Put
another way, the forms democracy takes will derive from the underlying
social struggles.7

The fundamental questions which I have posed, before we begin to
discuss women and democracy in Africa, are: is the contemporary
African woman, in fact, a national of her own country? In how many
countries does she have legal citizenship? Research shows that some
countries have still not rewritten their inherited colonial or settler
constitutions whereby women were legal minors, for instance, countries
like Zimbabwe, South Africa, Uganda and so on.

Ruling classes, now enjoying the benefits of total control of their
female counterparts, may be loathe to change these outmoded laws.

6 See Achebe. Things Fall Apart (London: Heinemann, 1958). Often the only African
literary text known to foreigners to Africa.

7 Mbembe, Achille. Africa Demos. (Vol.1 No.1, November 1990).
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Some countries employ other social and religious traditions to keep
women in a state of legal and social minority. Imagine the trauma and
confusion for African women who are considered adults at puberty in
traditional society, suddenly finding themselves handicapped by legal
minority in the modern state.

The interesting, paradoxical, and confusing thing in Africa today
is that there is the modern state, modeled on Euro-American society,
and then there is the traditional reality, which is still very functional
and where we have customary law, customary courts and customary
mores. The modern African individual negotiates all three levels of
legal and psychological realities. In how many countries can a woman
sign her own forms to attain her own passport, as a bona fide member
and national of her own country of birth, without having her father,
her husband, a brother, or her son sign papers for her? Often, the
woman's right to acquire her own passport without passing through
her husband, father, or male relative is dismissed as a destructive
and unnecessary introduction of foreign avant garde ideas by middle-
class women.

Following on the issue of citizenship, what are the rights of liberal
democracy to which the African woman is supposed to be heiress?
Does she have rights which the power classes in her country feel they
are bound to respect? Is she considered an inalienable participant in the
project of building democracy in the modern nation state, or simply a
means to an end, a tool to democracy, an instrument for the
mobilization of resources and rights to the male population? As the
experiences of women demonstrate and the theories of development
experts corroborate, these are not idle questions. Established rights, like
freedom of movement or freedom of association, are not so guaranteed
as to make the African woman everywhere a free political actor. Here,
freedom of movement is taken for granted. But a woman cannot go to a
political meeting or attend meetings such as we have here today, if it is
not approved by her husband in some societies. She cannot associate
with the people she wants to unless she gets familial approval.

Experiences in several African countries have shown that women
are not only included as tokens and sops to the demands made by
women for representation and participation in national projects; they
are also conceived of as instruments to galvanize their husbands and
children. The modern nation state is for the husbands and the children.
Women are not themselves considered as subjects in political discourse

6



or action, or as direct recipients of the benefits of both. The woman in
herself, the woman in her personhood, is not thought of as a citizen to
be mobilized to attain political rights, benefits, and advantages for
herself. This attitude to women's claims to liberal democratic rights is
often couched in terms of charity or patronage. "Oh, we shall confer
some rights on you if you behave yourselves or if you don't talk
feminist, if you don't imitate those foreign women who are upsetting
things by speaking of women's rights," sums up the attitude.

I also speak of the politics of exclusion and silencing. There is the
issue of not acknowledging the ideas of women. Women are not seen
as producers of ideas, particularly African women. And when they have
ideas, these ideas are pirated, appropriated, and used wi thout
acknowledgement, recognition, or compensation. This insures that
women are silenced and men in the power classes are in control.
Sometimes women's energies and organizations are used to work
against women's interests, as in the story of the African country where
the president who wanted to stop a woman environmentalist only had
to shout: "Where are the women! Where are the women! Why are they
allowing this woman to do this?" and right wing and establishment-
orientated women rushed out to vilify the activist.

African women are not only written out of constitutions, commis-
sions, and committee reports. They are also often erased from the
national canvas of power-brokering and resource-sharing in ingenious
ways. Middle class women are often excluded and vilified because they
are said to be too westernized to represent the true African woman; that
happy rural woman who wants to be poor forever; that is, the romanti-
cized, rural, and unlettered African woman. At the same time, this rural
and unlettered woman is naturally excluded and derided in private
(when the middle class woman is not being opposed) because the rural
woman is considered too rural and too unlettered. So the contemporary
African nation state sails happily ahead as the exclusive preserve of
middle class, lettered, and westernized men who think they have the
right to speak for the African peasantry, male and female. But we, as
middle class women, cannot speak for the African peasantry, not even
for the female peasantry. Not that we should.

Finally, women and the IMF. In the national context, women carry
economic burdens as heavy as those of most men, burdens now
rendered heavier in post-IMF cultures. The debt crisis, structural
adjustment policies and the resultant devaluation of our economies, the
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loss of jobs, the emiseration of the African countries, including the
pauperization and the proletarianization of their middle classes leading
to resource flight, brain drain, (to people like 'Molara Ogundipe sitting
at Rutgers today), and to a continent-wide attrition: all have the most
impact on women, firstly, as mothers, wives, and economic producers
who now have new dependencies thrust upon them; and secondly, as
dependents within patriarchal and other family structures. Gender roles
are being reversed while some are being canceled or restructured to the
detriment of women's conditions. In such desperate times, women give
political rights lower priorities. So again, women do not fight for
political rights or human rights because they are busy trying to find
food, shelter, and clothing for their loved ones. Therefore, an added
effort needs to be made to make the majority of women, particularly the
peasant and working classes, take any kind of interest in their national
political cultures. To state the problem as it is posed in an elegant essay,
"Democracy and Development" by Claude Ake,8 if multinationals
bluntly acknowledge their preference for strong governments that
maintain order, discourage nationalism, and implement structural
adjustment policies, can we have true democracy in Africa? And if
capitalism is dissociated from its political correlate of liberalism,
particularly for women, if women do not have the rights associated with
liberalism and liberal democracy in Africa particularly, can women
have democracy and human rights?

8 Claude, Ake. "Democracy and Development," West Africa, 26 March-1 April, 1990.
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P a r t II Issues Around Human Rights and
Women in Africa: A Discussion

Charlotte Bunch has stated that one of the questions she often gets
asked when doing work to promote women's human rights

internationally is "are human rights meaningful to African women?" She
went on to inquire how one might respond to such questions, and
where necessary, "what are some of the ways we need to think about
human rights so that they are more meaningful, particularly with
reference to gender violence?"9

I am going to answer the preceding questions in the following
section. I will examine why Africa is considered different in terms
of human rights, and how the human rights concept is related to
African women.

• The Concept of Human Rights in Africa
What are the reactions to human rights in Africa? Why should

Africa be different in needing human rights (as conceived by her
populations, of course)? I have been asked why Africa is considered
different. I think that is a very, very important question. It indicates an
attitude towards Africa that is political, global, and central to all

9 As Charlotte Bunch was speaking, somebody rightly interjected that mainly men think
that women in Africa do not really see violence and human rights as what they are most
interested in. Also another speaker used the word "tribe" in reference to Africa, (a word
that I never use because it is so laden with colonial and racist connotations, that it is very
offensive). The word as concept only exists in the consciousness of the West and those
they have taught it to, just as the concept of Negro exists in the consciousness of the
West. People normally do not think of themselves as black in Africa, or as a Negro,
outside certain polit ical discourses. Within the construct of the West, what is a
tribeswoman? Do African women see themselves as tribespeople? Am I a Yoruba
tribeswoman? But I am a Yoruba woman. And what is a tribe? Is it a political, economic
or social category? You will find that it does not have any stable definition, while it is
only applied to the people of color in the world. Different political formations, empires,
kingdoms, clans, segmentary societies in Asia, Africa and Latin America are so described.
It does not seem to matter what period of history we are talking about, non-white people
are simply always tribes. All pre-industrial societies, no matter what their social
formation, are naturally "tribes." I think we should avoid the word, since what constitutes
a tribe is unknown to us, as is the notion of a tribe. The concept belongs to the discourse
of intellectuals, social scientists, and people who write about Africa, and to Africans who
have Western education, who take up the use of the word without looking at all the
issues behind it.

The construction of all the people of color as tribespeople is not unrelated to Charlotte's
question. The relation is indirect, pointed from that same mentality that excludes Africa
from human history and human development, seeing African societies as fossilized in
time, space and function in some dark space when concepts like human rights cannot be
relevant to them or known to them unless introduced by foreign do-gooders.
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scholarship and all writing about Africa: that Africa is considered to be
isolated somewhere down there. It is some place that is not part of the
world or of history either. So when you are talking about the history of
the world, Africa is not included. It is as if Africa has not been part of
human history. We know there is a lack of a sense of history in America
which affects attitudes to other peoples. So without a sense of history,
they know nothing about Africa or how Africa has intervened in history,
how she has been a carrier of world culture in the past, and how in the
Middle Ages, she was central in the concourse of nations and to the
movements of learning. Most world movements, ideas, and events
passed through Africa, including the development of capitalism since
the 15th century, and the modern nation states in the 19th; the
development of imperial centers could not have taken place without
Africa. Impacting on Africa, these social movements created some
social classes that are similar to the social classes that we have in the
West. Such classes have similar problems, if not the same exact
problems. The middle class in Africa in many ways is very like the
middle class anywhere in the world, and so are African women. It is
general ignorance and a lack of a sense of history which create the
popular attitude that Africa is in a world apart.10

To return to the question at hand, I think that human rights are only
not discussed in Africa when they apply to women. Most men would
want to discuss human rights when they are talking about politics and
political rights; national rights, yes, but not rights for women. And why is
this? I think they are afraid of dealing with women as individuals. That's
my theory: that most men are afraid of seeing African women as
individuals, as persons in themselves. This prospect creates a kind of fear
and panic in the men. As soon as you begin talking of your rights as a
woman, they think: "now women are going to be free from our control.
You are going to invest women with certain rights which will make them
uncontrollable. They are going to be imitating Western women." There is
a fear of the imitation of Western women and, finally, a fear of the sexual
freedom of women; the next point they bring up is whether you want to

10 Similarly, regarding fundamentalisms, when religion and culture come up, the tendency
is to think of Asia and Africa. It is not often thought that there are fundamentalisms in
Euro-America; there are the same dogmatic and uncritical attitudes to human behavior
and human social patterns, which produced Jonestown in Guyana, or more recently
David Koresh in Texas, U.S.A. Consequently, the effort to liberate people from
fundamentalisms should not only happen in the so-called Third World, or where you
have people of color. In addition, Africa is not as bigoted as other places in the world.
In fact, she has been more religiously inclusive.
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be free in order to be promiscuous. For some men, women are still
property, part of their possessions like houses, cars and cattle.

Many African men do not want to see the family as a site of
liberation and modernization. There are very few African male political
theorists (except very good ones like Cabral, Machel, and Sankara who
are also politically left, progressive, and dead) who include women in
their theorization of liberation. Others feel that family and kinship
systems should be kept as sacred places of unchanging tradition; those
are the sites in which, in my view, women are the most oppressed,
particularly within marriage. Therefore, men who oppose human rights
for women do not want to admit that women have their own personal
rights. Such men want to see women only in gender roles, not as
persons. Independent of or in addition to being the daughter of X, the
sister of Y, the mother of Z, who am I? Women themselves like to define
themselves in gender roles (though not exclusively), because culturally,
they have internalized patriarchy. The women themselves define
themselves as a mother, a wife, a daughter, a sister. Their identity is
made up of all these various levels, which is not necessarily bad. We
are not ciphers but people with multivalent identities. But human rights
discourse within liberal democracy is talking about you as an essential
unit in society. We often cannot get the men to talk about that. Since
some women have internalized patriarchy, they also do not see human
rights as an issue. Such completely male-identified women might say,
yes, the issue of human rights is not important.

Considering the strong identification that women have with kinship
structures and the family, they may not want to struggle for the essential
right that they should have as a citizen in society, as a person in
themselves, particularly in modern states where everybody's human
rights are being trampled upon.

• Sexuality in Africa
When we discuss issues like sexuality, we should bear in mind that

there are various cultural universes in Africa, and we should look at the
regional realities. For instance, in much of West Africa, there is a
difference in reaction in the less Islamic sections of the country than in
the more Islamic parts. There is an awareness of the existence of male
same-sex orientation and this expression of sexuality is acknowledged.
It is known to occur and it is part of the discourse at national levels. It is
also known to occur in West Africa in aristocratic classes which have
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been influenced by Arab cultural practices. But sexuality tends not to be
declared as a public issue in much of Africa. It is not usual that a
person's sexuality is mentioned, discussed or declared. So I think we all
must pay attention to the culture of other people and to how we can
approach them in dealing with issues of sexuality."

• Voicing African Women
I just came back from speaking at a very upper-class American col-

lege. One of the white professors accosted me and said that despite all
that I say in positive terms of African women, he knows that Africa is the
last place where any woman wants to be a woman. When I asked why
he said that, he replied that everybody wants to come here, to the U.S..
Yet the majority of African women are still on the continent. They would
prefer just to live on the continent than come here, although they might
want more money and comfort. The roots of his cocksuredness are that
he is married to an African woman. That makes him an expert by osmo-
sis. Through the politics of the bedroom, you become an instant expert.
Marrying African women often makes foreign men into experts and inter-
preters of African women's experience while the African woman married
to a European is never granted that special epistemic privilege.

This relates to the assumption that African women can not speak for
themselves. Nobody wants to listen to African women. When there is
an interest in Africa or a desire to learn about Africa, African women
wil l not be invited to speak, even when there are African women
around to teach things. You will find that African women will not be
called upon to theorize, but only to provide specialized data. White
men, black men, white and other AALA women feel that they can
interpret the African woman's experience better. They can study and
speak for African women, but African women themselves are excluded.
They are considered too emotional, too close to the experience, and too
non-objective. They are not scholarly. On the contrary, white women
are experts on their own experience simply because it is theirs. I think
that in this exclusion, there is a commonality with African-American
women; they have also been silenced in that way.'2

11 I have a question. Where same-sex sexual orientation is acknowledged and where
people are not persecuted personally or where they are not persecuted at a social level
or by the state, must there be a movement? Do we need to have a movement, where in
fact there is no persecution either by the state or by heterosexuals?

12 Much writing has been done on this by leading African-American Women scholars like
Barbara Johnson, Hortense Spillers, Nellie McKay, bell hooks, etc.
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Regarding the question about collaboration between women of
Africa and her diaspora, on the intellectual level and in terms of
theorization, there is quite some work going on between African and
African-American women in academia and also in activism. Writers like
Toni Morrison and Paule Marshall look to Africa in their writing. Some
of them have actually gone to Africa, such as Maya Angelou and Toni
Cade Bambara. I have welcomed Paule Marshal l and Louise
Merriwether at my home in Ibadan, Nigeria. There are others who
actually make an effort to study Africa. There is some kind of plural
interaction at the level of theory and activism, because we are
constantly organizing conferences and workshops trans-continentally.
This does not pre-empt the point made here, however, that there is a
tendency to want to romanticize Africa; that there is another level at
which people do not want to know the realities of Africa or just do not
bother to know. If you begin to talk to them about what really happens
in Africa, and what has happened, you lose them.

The way of life in Africa that I have called "the celebration of life,"
that goes on all the time, daily, that makes life such fun, so joyous, that
makes it so that many foreigners who know Africa never stop loving
her—that is the element in Africa which should receive our focus. We
celebrate life joyously, despite all the problems that are listed in the
U.N. publications. And I wish to recommend the novel And They
Didn't Die, by the South African Lauretta Ngcobo, as an example of
literature in which you will see the role of the older woman and the
grandmother, and how rape is handled in another culture; the familial
intervention, the human techniques that were used which alleviate the
personal suffering of the raped woman by transferring her emotional
pain to the group.

• African Development
Another point about Africa that I would like us to consider is the

attitude towards Africa which justifies recolonization. We often see a
process of blaming the victim, blaming Africans themselves for their
poverty and for the exploitation of their continent by others. We often
see a tendency to justify hegemony by saying that the Africans cannot
rule themselves; therefore, they deserve to be recolonized. Africans are
said to deserve to be part of the international imperialist economic
order as subjected peoples, while the powers that be support tyrants
and sociopaths in government to hold the people down. Some Africans



themselves like to say that we should stop blaming colonialism and
foreign influences. My view is that, although I agree we should take
responsibility for ourselves as adults and self-directed peoples, the
effects of five hundred years of material and psychological exploitation
and administration will not vanish or be processed positively in thirty-
seven years of pol i t ical independence, counting from Ghana's
independence in 1957.

• Marriage in Africa Today
Finally, this question of marriage. I want to bring up the issue of the

burial of Otieno. In marriage, to whom does the body of the spouse
belong? This question highlights the question of the family in Africa and
the question of culture in Africa today. "Burying Otieno" is a story in
Kenya in which a woman's husband dies and she wants to bury her
husband among her own different people. However, the family of the
husband thinks that the body belongs to them. This is a crucial issue in
Africa today, because these customary or traditional laws still apply at
the familial level. What is being Kenyan? What is being Nigerian? It is
first being Luo, Kikuyu, Yoruba, Hausa, Urhoho, Tivi, and so on. This is
because our ethnic cultures give us our primary identities before the
overlay of our national identities. What is more important? Is it the
marriage or the family? Traditionally, bodies went back to their birth
families, and so now you have new tensions within the marital family.
Now in Africa, where the nuclear family is not strong, and where it is
not considered more important than the extended family, where do the
bodies belong? What do you think should happen in modern Africa? Do
you think birth families should bury their own dead? Do you think that
they should bury their partners? Who wins emotionally? The individual
or the group? Our new European-derived laws or customary laws?
When and where? Which laws defend the woman's rights more? In
what sites? If a woman is not completely identified, as in the West, in
the conjugal family, should she fight all her battles within marriage or
make concessions when her total identity is not at stake? This question
is central to the reason that African women do not go all the way with
Western liberation movements, and that they insist on certain rights in
certain sites, and make compromises in other sites. In contrast, it
appears that the Western woman is too completely located in her
conjugal and coital sites.



Women's Reproductive and Sexual Rights
by Dr. Nahid Toubia

African women have a long experience of gender violence and other
violations of their human rights. Although they have made

consistent, concerted efforts to combat these problems, the issue has
only gained serious international attention since being somewhat
acknowledged and addressed by Western feminist, human rights, and
media organizations.

Regardless of color, race, or creed, all women who speak out
challenge the established order of authority. We African women who
speak for ourselves, however, seem to pose a particular threat, and find
ourselves either silenced or forced to prove and defend our credibility.

Even within the feminist movement, women from Africa or other
"third world" countries must show ourselves to be twice as brilliant
and twice as capable as Western women in order to be allowed visibility,
or the chance to be our own spokeswomen. Whether or not Western
feminists genuinely want women of the "third world" to assert their voices
and agendas in the development of an international feminist perspective,
it is in fact our responsibility, and this generation's historic role.

I would like to address the issue of violence against women in
general—and specifically reproductive and sexual violence—and
propose a structural framework in which to define and focus the
argument. Although I am going to speak about violence within the
African context, I strongly believe that gender violence is a
phenomenon that exists in all cultures and my premise applies equally
in the context of Western and industrialized nations. Recognizing that
similar forms of violence occur in many cultures is an important step in
eradicating notions of cultural superiority and eliminating false
stereotypes that distinguish modern societies from traditional ones—
particularly portrayals of one as "civilized" and the other as "barbaric."

I choose to address sexual and reproductive rights specifically
because women have been defined and valued according to their
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sexuality and reproductive capabilities above all else, across historical,
cultural, ideological, and geographic borders. Many feminists, as well
as many women who would not call themselves feminists, object—with
good reason—to being identified and defined on the basis of their
reproductive capability. Indeed, women should not be either defined or
valued on the basis of their reproductive capability. However, the fact
remains that decisions women make—or that are made for them—
about their sexuality and reproductivity remain central, shaping many
facets of their lives. Whether we like it or not, the issue cannot simply
be dismissed or treated as inconsequential. Women's freedom to make
reproductive choices and to exercise their reproductive rights becomes
a crucial factor in the determination of liberty and autonomy at every
level of their public and private lives.

I intend to address the destructive consequences of a lack of
concern or regard for reproduct ive health in society and the
perpetuation of sexual and reproductive violence which these produce.
A wide range of behaviors can be defined as violence; today I would
like to think about it in two ways. The first is as a straightforward,
aggressive act of physical brutality inflicted on one person by another
which may range from battery to rape, and which may occur
domestically or be inflicted by a stranger.

The second kind of violence that is crucial to acknowledge is more
subtle and slippery to define; it is violence constituted by violation of
rights or denial of rights which often operates not only on personal but
societal or cultural levels. The defining characteristic is not the presence
of abusive behavior, but the lack of recognized basic human rights.
Recognizing this type of violence is an important way to critically
examine the human rights policies of countries in which violent acts are
not well-monitored and recorded, and in societies which have long-
standing, tacit systems of coercion that are not necessarily based on
explicit physical threat.

I define violence then as an amorphous entity—not only as acts of
aggression, but as a failure to recognize the existence of fundamental
human rights—which can manifest itself in any number of ways; I am
talking about the need to locate violent acts within the much larger
context of rights violation.

Defining violence in this way allows us to address the record of
violence against women as one not composed of a series of instances of
abuse, however various and related these may be, but as one located in
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a broad social and political context in which not only men but
women—and society as a whole—act to perpetuate systems which
result in various forms of abuse.

Although all societies contain stabilizing systems which are almost
inevitably going to be oppressive to some fraction of the population, the
African example provides a fertile ground in which to illustrate my
point on gender violence simply because its cultures are so old,
established, and clear in their hierarchies. Older women gain power
through age, marital status, the number of sons they bear, and so forth,
and are regarded as guardians of social power. The lifelong struggles
and concessions to tradition which women must endure in order to
finally reap the reward of empowerment serve as a powerful
explanation of why they are willing to perpetuate the systems that injure
women. Women tend to be brilliant survivalist's, and the most efficient
way to survive in the course of daily life is to accept and internalize
oppression and to turn it to one's advantage to the greatest extent
possible. Ironically, women willingly accommodate and preserve
injurious cultural beliefs and practices because of the degree to which
they are immersed in the values and consciousness of their
communities. Notions of selfhood, or priority of the self over the
community, are radically foreign. Internalization of violence and of self-
defeating modes of behavior exists in all cultures, but African cultures
provide a stark example of how all-encompassing and powerful social
ideologies can be.

Modernization of the economy can serve not as an emancipating
force but as a further means of patriarchal control; women can be
directly undermined through financial controls and limitations, which
prevents them, even on a purely pragmatic level, from making
individual decisions or acting as independent agents. Because of the
coupling of a strongly patriarchal tradition with the modern economic
mode of more formal and systematic, less centralized commerce,
African cultures can make it virtually impossible for a woman to move,
act, or think freely.

Women also internalize their oppression for more complicated psy-
chological reasons. They tend to identify very closely with the men who
hold the most immediate power over them. These figures of authority
may be highly abusive, and yet they simultaneously represent protection
from the threats posed by the external world. For an African woman in a
traditional culture, very strong identification occurs with her partner, her
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family, and with her clan and social group. There is no sense of separate-
ness or individual agency within the hierarchical systems that link the
public and private realms in the subordination of women.

I feel that the most damaging type of sexual violence—in terms of
long-term and far-reaching effects—centers around the lack of control
women are allowed over their fertility. The subject of reproductive
rights usually emerges only in discussions of health, and sometimes as a
sub-topic in human rights, but denial of women's rights to regulate their
own fertility is usually not considered a form of social violence. Yet how
much control can a woman have over any other aspect of her life if she
has no control over her own fertility? In the current global context,
more than enough options and supplies for contraception exist for
women to plan when and if they choose to become pregnant, and
abortions can be performed safely and easily. I feel that it is not
hyperbole to consider the denial of access to available options for
reproductive health care a physical violation.

A government or community which refuses women access to safe
family planning, safe abortion, and comprehensive pregnancy and
maternity services is simply exercising a de facto form of violence—
violence through neglect or willful lack of action in failing to implement
necessary health care programs. The number of women who die in
Africa because of pregnancy-related conditions—which are probably
the leading cause of death among women of childbearing age—
provides sobering proof that reproductive health care is not a privilege,
nor primarily a social or medical issue, but an ethical one. The fact that
the typical African legal system deems women minors, and necessitates
the consent of their male partners in order to obtain contraceptives
legally, inscribes and formalizes the subordination of women which
permeates the social fabric.

Whatever the religious or culturally romantic ideal may be of the
male as provider and protector, the reality is that extramarital sexual
relations exist and women have no right to refuse their partners or to
protect themselves without the male's consent. Inevitably, women end
up with sexually transmitted diseases, gynecological complications
and/or unplanned pregnancies that can result in the need to resort to
unsafe abortions. All of these factors indicate that by prohibiting women
from taking the necessary steps to protect and support themselves, the
legal system ultimately fosters and contributes to the endangerment of
women's health.
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The more subtle and complex aspect of the problem of promoting
reproductive health in a society steeped in tradition is the willingness
with which women participate in these destructive systems and actually
inflict violence upon themselves. They internalize the mores of their
culture and publicly express, when questioned, a desire to bear six to
eight children. Yet privately, secretly, they resort to home abortions in
which they often injure themselves and even die. African women in
traditional cultures face a great deal of internal confusion. Therefore,
since confronting discrepancies between their private desires and the
ones prescribed by society is impossible to do on a public level, they
wage the battle internally—ultimately tearing themselves apart.

The voluntary practice of female genital mutilation is one
particularly extreme example of a way in which women injure
themselves in order to conform to the traditional values they have
absorbed. The practice is typically performed on women, by women,
and acts as a sort of punishment of the collective self for having
an autonomous sexuality. The prevalence of suicide by women,
especially in North Africa (which has not yet been well-documented
or reported), is yet another example of the high proportion of women's
self-inflicted violence.

These women live in a world of forced marriage, forced sexuality,
incest, and stringent rules about the circumstances in which pregnancy
is acceptable and when it is mandated—a world in which they feel no
control and no ability or will to continue. Their utter despair and
surrender of their autonomous spirit or desire provides tragic testimony
to the consequences of the systematic, all-encompassing oppression
effectively produced by a powerful patriarchal culture. The systems
which limit women's freedom and ultimately endanger their health are
diffuse yet potent. For example, is it not a form of socially acceptable
violence—even murder—for a man to be able to sleep with multiple
partners without public censure, contract the HIV virus, and then
transmit it to his wife—who has no means by which to protect herself
nor the right to refuse him—because he refuses to wear a condom? She
will die because there is no one and no system that will protect her, or
even allow her to protect herself.

There are, of course, more obvious and direct methods of socially
enforced or accepted violence against women. In Algeria, women must
bleed on their wedding nights to prove that the occasion is the instance
of their defloration—even if this entails, as reported by an Algerian



emergency room doctor, the ripping of her genitals by her husband. In
Kenya, violent gang rape has become a common occurrence, and rates
of acquaintance, date, and marital rape are not even obtainable since
these are not typically considered to be abusive or violent acts. Incest is
extremely widespread in Africa and preliminary studies indicate that the
high amount of adolescent sexual activity reported, particularly among
girls under the age of fifteen, is actually incestuous molestation rather
than consensual youthful experimentation within a peer group.

These problems are usually not reported or spoken about, however,
in a tacit covenant to protect the myth of social cohesion and health
within the traditional culture. Most of the information known about the
prevalence of incest and sexual violence comes not from official studies
or surveys by health clinics, but from mental institutions where those
women who are willing to admit that these things have happened to
them often reside.

In conclusion, women face double forms of violence in the realm
of sexuality and reproductive health. They face the threat of direct
bodily violence both from strangers and within their own homes. They
are at high and largely unnecessary risk of HIV infection and other
sexually transmitied diseases, of unwanted or unplanned pregnancy,
and of unsafe abortion—not because of a lack of scientific or medical
knowledge about methods of prevention—but due to the violation of
women's basic rights as human beings to exercise control over their
own bodies. Denial of reproductive rights and access to reproductive
health services and information acts as an insidious and pervasive form
of violence, with significant consequences on their lives.

Sexual and reproductive violence against women occurs at least to
some degree in every culture. However, the African woman faces it in
monolithic form since practices and values attributed to the power of
tradition act as effective oppressors, silencers and—most tragically—
eliminators of women's true voices and desires, not only in the public
sphere but in their own hearts and minds.



Took of Suppression
by Asma Mohamed Abdel Halim

African women have always taken pride in their culture. Deeply
rooted traditions are an important part of that culture and the core

of life. A combination of traditions and religion form that culture. In
most countries, tradition and religion have been interwoven resulting in
a local version of culture that is peculiar to each community. The local
cultures differ depending on how much influence tradition or the
patriarchal institutions have on religion.

Although it is preferable to address religious issues according to
certain rules of interpretation and application as separate from tradition,
the set of cultural rules that has emerged in Africa is highly resistant to
any interpretation that brings religion in direct conflict with tradition. A
traditional practice is easy to defend if linked to religion, despite the
fact that at other times religion may be ignored when evaluating
traditional practices such as polygyny. A man will go to church on
Sunday where he learns about the virtues of having one wife, but he
will then take as many wives as his tradition allows.

The strength of a certain right depends on who is entitled to that
right. The men are the heads of the community, the policy-makers at
the government level, and the heads of households; as a result, social
policy is drawn and implemented based on their perspective. The
extent of women's dependence and subordination is so deep that
when women become household heads this fact is barely recognized.
Women may do all the work but they are still subject to the scrutiny
and authority of a distant guardian. The phrase "woman head of
household" is so foreign that it draws smiles to the faces of men in
African communities. The woman can do the work, but she is not
entitled to be called household head for, according to tradition, she
can never be that.

Dependency on the male and need for his support is felt even
when it is not needed; or it cannot be obtained even when it is needed.
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