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ABSTRACT 

The rel~tionship between women's ec~nomic roles, domestic autonomy 
'" and their social power is examined in fou~Lwest,Africàn societies: çhe· 

Hausa, the Kanuri, the Yoruba and the Gua~. West African women are' ~ 
. in~olved in many types of trade, but the market traders have be~n 

a particularly significant group. Market tra~ers such as the Yoruba 

are frequently economically independent. Economie independence although 

a pre-condition does not necessarily lead to dqmestic autonomy.1 Arnong 

the Hausa and Kanuri religious ide~gy has a power fuI limiting effect 

on autonomy. Neither does eco~omic" independence necessarily lead t,o 

social power. An important intervening variable" ls collective organiza­

tions which facilitate the applic~tion of posi~ive and negative $anctions. 

The market women who have formed collective organizations have played 

an influen~ai political role, although not the fabled role attributed 

to them. 
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PRF.CISE ( 

, 
La pré~ente étude porte sur les relati'ons qui existent entre le 

rôle économique, "l'autonomie domestique' ~t le p~uvoir social de la .~ 
fe~ans quatre groupe~ents sociaux de l'Afrique de l'Ouest: les 

Haoussas, Kanuris, Yorubas ct Guangs. En Afrique occidentale, les 

femmes pratiquent de nombreuses formes de commerce, mais les vendeuses 

fo~ines consti~ùent'un g~o~pe, particulièrement importa~t. Fréq~èmment, > 
cl;lez les YoruQas par exemple, elles' sont écono1'(liq~ement indé~en~ntes.· 
Toutefois, même si l'indépendance est une condition préalable à , , 

l'autonomie domestique, elle n'y aboutit pas toujours. Chez les 

Haoussas et les Kanuris, l'idéologie religieuse milite forteme~t 

contre l'autonomie. L'indépendance économique ne confère pas 

nécessairement non plus le pouvoir social. Une variable important 
!Il 1 1 1 • 

qui en~re en ligne d~ c~p,te est l'Organis~On col~ective qui facilite 

l'application de sanctions ,,'positiv~ et \'tlégatives'. Les veJl~euses . ' 
foraines regroupées 'en associations collectives' ont joué un rôle 

politique impor~anb, sans toutefois être c~lui que leur attribue 

• . la légende. 
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, INTRQDUCTION 

One aspect of tne Wornen's Lifueration Movernent in'North America and 

~ Europe has becn an expanded scho1àrly interest in the position of women in 

non-western so~ieties." It is evident that the development o~ theoretica1 
1 

frameworks for anaIYSls of women's raIes is essential, bath from the per-, 
spective of the scholar for purposes of explanation, and for the activist 

in order ta dcvelop strategies for change. The struggle to deve10p a 

"theory of women" has often invo1ved cross-cultural studies in the search 

..::'''K,~ 'for patterns and relatiorfships. Al though there has been considera~le 
~"" ~ ~~ variation in women's roles throughout history and cross-cultural1y t~~re 

~e common elements. The most frequently recurring theme i5 that of the 

op\*es~non, dominatio~, or inferio'r status of women (in its "endless variety 
'0:~".J -, 

ahd .. Allpnot' us similarity" (Rubin 1975: 160». The second theme is tlle 
( " '" - . \ ~ 
r'elationship' tween \wornen' 5 status and their economic role. The problem' 

,1 

i 

J 

I\wish ta '-eXPl~~.·.n th1.s thesis is the relationship betw~en wornen' s ~ 
'-... \, • ...1 

econornlC actlvltle~ . d their- exercise of social 'power. 
4 '\ 1 

On the analogy ~\ e powerful Marxist, theory of class oppression many 

studies have atternpted h?~ pply Marxist analysis to the role of women 

(RÙbin t975: 160). Sorne \\ dies "Of caPit~s!.i~iety discuss the oppres­

sion of womcn in the contex~~the relaiionship between housework and the 
\ ~ \ 
\ J • 

reproduction of labour (Benst 1969; for other authors see Rubin 1975). 
\ .'-

Other anthropological works em oy an evolutionary perspective postulating . \ 

an 'increase _~n the oppression 0 

and th~ develo'pment of c lass sa 
, " were sexually egalitarian (Leaco 

Leavitt 19.:5) .. " ..... , , 
-... .~. '" '-...',' 

"'~ 't " ..... ~ \ "-

The studies cité', Il point 

producltive proces: as, ki~">~riti 
power in the family 

with the rise of private", proper~ 

They argue that pre.-c;:lass soci~tIié~; 
1975; Sacks 1971, 1974; Rohrlich-\ 

analysis of women' s roles in the 

to an understanding of their exercise of 

society. Leacock (1972) in her intro-

duction~o Engels' ~T~h~e~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

State argues that pre-class societies d more egalitarian female-male 

~ionshiPs because wornen were involvéd "~,n socially necessary labour.' These 

societies were characterizèd by a communal ~usehold, a' reciproca1 division 

~ \ 
\ 

... 
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of labour, and 

chiIdren on ,(he 

\ 
an. ec'onortry 

husJnd. 

which did not involve dependence by the wife 

transformation of their 
\ 

through the separation ., 

The subjugation of women 09cur,red 

socia1lylnecessary laQour, i~to a 

of the family from the' clan" (Leacoc 

sack~ (l~l, 1974) also explores the relationshipoq 

with "the 

ivate service 
r.. 
1972: 

(lI(1uctive, f;ocess. 'In an analysis, based on ~ngels, of' fo r African ieties, 

including class and non-c1àss sociéti~s, she deve10ps fou descriptive te­

gories of production: individua1 and collective domestic 
-

individual and collective social prodùction. that it is 

women's involvemeht \r collective social production, defin production 
" 

\,. 

\ as a group for use or appropriation by another househo1d, w ich i9 positiv.e1y 

\ 

/ 

correlatcd with co~trol over goods and services (Sacks 1974~2l2). This 

control forms the materia1 basis for the exercise of social ower. As s?cie­

ties become strat~fied into c1ass societies.women's economic contribution 

becomes one of individual domestic production which does not'give them con-.. 
troi over goods and services. 

There are other feminists who argue th~t women have been universally 
." 

oppressed and are critical of arguments for pre-class egalitarianism 
' . 

. (de Beauvoir 1972; Firestone 1971; Gough 1971; Millet 1970; Rubin 1975).8 

~is does not mean they deny the relevance of economic variables, rather,they 
, "-

feei the analysis,does not go far enough. De Beauvoir (1972) writes that aIL 

cUl,tural systems are determined by the sexual dualism. Although women' s 

opptession originates in this dualism there are biological and historiaI 

circumstances which intensi'fy-\t. These circwnstances are carefully documented 

in The Second Sex. Firestone (1971: 5) argues that the sex class system 

cannat be explained solely by ~racing the ownership of th~ means of production 

o for "there 'is a le,vel of realit-y that doe·s not stem directly fram economics". 

She sées this levei of reality as s~mming fram the biologica1 division of 

the sexes for reproduction. Women's roles have been determ~ned by a nurnber 

of characteristics of thè bio10gical family. Because of constant childbirth, 

wet nursing and the long period of dependence by children, women have been 

dependent on mén. The mother/child interdependency has,shaped the psychology 

of aIL humans. This natural reproductive difference led to the first div-
! 

isîon of labour (Firestone ,1971: 8-9). These authors find the roots of oppres­

sion in biology or the symbolic use of the sexual dualism, but aIL acknowledge 
, 1 

the economic variables as a means ofDperpetuating.the oppression. 

, 
-=;-----;\-00--;;: , , ., j j z~ PIF 
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The relationship 

of political power is 

.' . 
3 

economic .actirities and t~eir exercise 

of studies. Leavitt (1'971.) states , 

that the best 1ndicators of wome 

ln economic life, her control 
, 

labour, and she relates th~se 

are her deg,r~e of ·participation 

property and the products of her own . 

~ShiP syst~m. arown <1-970, ,1975) 

- is women in P91itics, religion, and argues that the power fuI role 

dOl\lestic life was a rcsu1t of 

included female rights in land, 

and the right to distribute 'and 

women's status in rural Asiâ'and A 
1 

pç,wer, accciiS to goods an~services, 

the extent of fem§17 participation 

(1973) ln il pilot' study of .twelve soc 

between female contribution to prod 

fOUnd a negative one. She concluded 
, 1 

- " 

organization which 

organizations with female leadership, ,. 
aU food. In an examinat~on of 

Moore Ucà74} finds thé).t fernale public 

~rivate power and respect are re1ated to 

extra-domestic activities. Sanday' 

eties postulated a positive re1ationship 

and female status, but in fact she 

suffic1ent condition 

contribution to prodl,lction was a 

hlgh status and control over the 

roducts of one' 5 own labour was an nt intervening' variable. In- a 

urther exploration of this p;oblem Ishe develops a séale of female fjtatus 
c, 

(Sanday 1974). 

le economic control and 

of exercising this control. 

My purpose in this thesis is 

gre ter fema le ~utonomy by ~xamining 

and their degree of political partie 

groups is an indicator of high female 

ited emphasize' the irnpor'tance of 

female organizations are one method 

1 
"'-

how~nomic independence leads to 

's roles in the proouctive process 

Although the basic relation-

ship examined is an economic one other variables such as religious ideology, 

inheritance regulations, and kin~hip are considered as they have an important 
1 

inf:luence e i ther inhibi ting or enhancing the degree of aut6nomy. Economic 

independence i5 an important pre-condition but it does not ensure the exer,.. 

cike of social power at either the lo~al or the national level. Bath . 

Moore (1974) and Sanday (1973, 1974) have pointed -out that it ls control 

over resource5, often exercised through female groups that is an imPortant 

'pre-condition of female power. In this thesis l examine female collective 

organizations to see how control over economically relevant 900ds is trans­

lated into social power: It is hypothesized that collective organizations 

~n order to achieve these end~ must have either an economic aim or a directly 
f 
political, focus for it is usually in such groups that people become avare of 

ni 

~)_':.< . 
',~ .. "'.·":}.L. ~ : ",' .. \'-... ~ 
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" 
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the relationship between the control over reSQurces and the 1 exercise of 

political power. Recreational, rCligiouJ', 'cultural or benevolent groups 

soci'eties usually focus within- a narrower range of concerns. 

4 

and 

l use the term female autonom~, rather than female status ta refer to 

the degree of control a woman exercises over her own persan and activities, 

and her ability to participate in" all roles of the society as an equal. 
-

She may occupy sex-linked ):'oles but where she does these roles are independ-

ently )udged as critical to the social functioning as the male raIes. 

, 
Women 1 s autonomy is examined within two spheres, the domestic and the 

l . 
social or publ1C. l consider the activities and interactions which take place 

withill the househoid and which have few effects beyond the household ta be 
-within the domestic sphere. Relationships within this sphere are usually 

in the nature of daily face-to-face interactions with a husband, chil,dren, 

co-wiv.cs, parents or in-laws. T9soc1al sphere invo,lves those activ:f.ties 

and relationships beyond the household, which have imp~ications for the ' 

wider society. The social sphere itself has a number of levels ~hibh need 

to be considered, ranging from the neighbourhood to th~ ,nation state. S,ocial' 
, ~ 

pqwer is here def ined as the ability to control or influence events at ,any 

of these leveis. . It involves the ability to apply both positive and negative 

sanctions' (Bierstadt 1950; dahrendorf 1968), in' order to affect such social 

events or institutions as formaI government bodies, laws, rîlarket policies, or . ' 
elections. 

<, 
\ 

\ 

( 
\ 

,-y 

Economie independence is definetl as astate where an individual hâs the 

economic resources to provide her own food, clothing and housing. ~n order f t'< 

to be economically independent a woman must control the products of her 'own . 
labour. ",This i~ more likely tOIJoccur ~here women ,~ve control over the 

factors of production. It is hypothesized that wherf7 women are" econom~cally 

independent they have greatet domestic autonomy as indicated by control; over , 
their own sexuality, choice of marriage partner, ease of diyorce, participation 

in domestic decision-mak.ing and control over thell- own children. W}lere womell 

are economically independent and invcilved in collective organ~fations they 

,exercise greater 'political power as indicated by th!!ir partidipation in the 

public sphere. This involves such activiÙes\ ~s strikes, demonstrations and 

financial support of political candidates. 
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l have cho~'e'n to examine this problem in the context of West Afriea 

bécause it has be'en an 'arca par exe,eHence of the va.sibility of women in 

the economy. Two of the most notable features cif West African eeonomic 

history have been markets and the predominance of WOlllen in them. Historical1y, 
" 
markets have deve10ped on the bordera of eco1ogical zones (MÈü11assoux 1962), 

" and they f10urished in the great savannah, kingdoms of West Afr ica as points of 
~ . 

cxchange for the products of the desert and forest zones (Bovil1 1968; 

Skinner 1962; Brenner 1973). Markets. have deve10ped in areas of high popula­
CI 

tion density and where the economy was, sp~cia1ized and diversified 

(Meil1assoux 1962). Where the economy was simple and corrmunities relative1y 
"' self-suffic1ent ~s among the Wolof, markets do not seem to have developed 

(Am~s 1962). 

Women play an extreme1y important even fab1ed role in these marlO!ts as 

re~lected in the world-wide popular images of the West Afri~a~ Il\<lrket 

':mammies", mammy wagons an~ fema1e-djinated market places. Reports of large 

numbers of yoruba women in mark~g date from the earliest European aeeounts, . " 
but l-tcCall (1961) notes that women were not promlnent in the early accounts 

of Ashanti markets
a

• Women ,do not seem t~ have been involved hisrorically 

'in long distance trading of su,ch valuable, conrnodities- as gold, sait, kola 

and slaves (McCal1 1961) a1though tbere are accounts of WOffien tx;ading on more 

than a local 1~ve1 among the Nup~ (Nade1 1942) and the Yoruba '(Hodder 1969). 
1 1 

Boserup (1971) writes that areas,of hoe agriculture with shifting culti­

vation are u.su~jl.ly areas of female farming, and that in most of sub-Saharan 

Africa wÇ>men are predominant in sub.sistance production. It is in sorne of the 

regions·of fema1e farming that women are a~ti~e" in 'trade. Women first began 

to exchange the surplus from their food crops and then expandèd into other 
1 

eommodities. The Yoruba exhibit a different pattern. The region was never 

an area of female farming and dur ing the colonial period, with the introduction 

of cash crops there was an expansion 'of the internal market f?r farm prod\lce 

which kept men in ~agrieu1ture. An expansion of t~e distributive s~ctor not 

on1y kept vwomen in trade, but drew large numbers of .other women into this 

sector (Marshall 1964) 1 

\ ' 

• 0 
.0 
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Whatever the history of female involvement in trade no one can deny 

their overwhelming pres~nce ·today. Boserup (1971) est~mab6s that half of .' . 
the labour force in trade in West Africa .is female. 80% of all traders 

are women in southern Ghana al1d, among the Yoruba, 50% in eastern Nigeria" . 
and 60% in the Dakar region of Senegal. Female traders in West Africa are 

main1y part-tirneand srnall-sca1e (Hopkins 1973). The majority operate in 

the 1nternal market system (Mintz 1971). Cornmodities traded by women are 

food stuffs and related products, and portable imported goods. Men usual1y 

trade livestock, wood, 1eather, iron goods, major irnported goods and goOds 

associated w1th new instruments of production such as.sewing rna~hines 

(Herskov1ts 1962). 

-Two statements about women's marketing need further examination. The 

'first is ac>hannan's (1962) statement that important cash crops often bypass ~ 

the màrket place which means the markets remain a "pin-money" affair for 

women. The second is that the participation of women in the who1esa1e sector 

is small (Klingshirn 1971). 

The West Afr ican 1 i tera ture contains many references to women ',s trading 

activities, which are usually conducted on an individual hasis. Fulani 

womèn are present in Hausa markets selling dairy products frorn their husband's 

herds (Dupire 1962). The great majority of Ibo women are petty~traders 
r 

dealing in agricultural products (Ukwu 1969), but some women are also large 

scale traders dealing in textiles, -fish land palm oil (Leith-Ross 19S6~ 

Katzin 1964 cited in Mintz l(71). Nupe women deal in 

cultural produce and locally produced goods for women 

agri­

Guro 

and Woiof women also deal'in agricultural products (Meillassoux 1962). Along , 
the coast of Ghana, Ewe women market the catch of thair fishermen h~Sbands 

sometimes rightObeside them on the 'beach (H~o1970). Even secluded Muslirn 

wornen such as the Hausa and the Kanuri are able to trade ~n cooked food and 
'" 

other products through children and male relatives (Peshkin 1972; Cohen 1967, 

Smith 1966; Hill 1969). 

As i,!dica t~~ above the sca1e of the indi vidua.l wornan' s market trade iB 
'P' ' l "" 
~ ~ite sma11, but,in the spraw1ing and numerous markets of such large commer-

~"[o. 

cia~{çentres as Ofiitsha, Kano, Iha4an, Lagos, Accra and Dakar a few women 

have managed to acquire' substantial fortunes thr?ugh trade, particularly 

trade ,in textiles (Leith-RoSS 1956; Addae 1954; Little 1973). AlthQ~h suocess­
). 
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'. 
fuI trade on this scale is not rare neithcr is it typical of the scale of 

trade and size ot ~e derived by the thousands of women traders along 

the coast of \Vest Africa. Women participate l.n large numbers at the lower 

- levels of trade, but the higher and more profitable levels are dominated by 

men and the large European firms. 

Market women have frequently formed market organizations which have had 

varying functions. They are often mutual aid societies providing assistance , 
to needy members and they usually a~tempt to supervise trade by regulating 

"'1 \ • 

the1number of sellers and priee, by buying in bulk and occasionaliy unrer-

Q • 

t~king produetl.on (Little 1973). Sorne groups have attempted ~ provide credit 

facill.tics for their members. The literature on the structure and activities 

of these organl.zations is ~ot very complete and awaits further investigation 

(Hopkins 1973). 

It is interesting that there are no cases cited' in the literature ~h~~ 

womeln do not control the profits of their t'rading activities. McCall (1961) 

argues that this situation exists because men do not know the conditions of 

the market and therefore could not tamper with~ woman's profits without 

endangering hc'r capacity to trade advantageously. An example of the results 

of this kind of interference cornes from a Yoruba woman who complained t~t 
~-~ 

her trading/ventures were repeatedly broken up by her husband who either 

"borrowed" goods (diminished her stock or turnover) or money (tampered 
o 

with her liquidity) (Personal communication D. Aronson). McCall (1961) 

further notes that it is, the t~pe ofl. activity ra.ther t~the value of the 

product whichihas modified the traders' roles a~wives and diminished thè 
\ .t, ~. ~ 

ability of their hUsbands to control the~ economically and sexually. Among 

the ~orùba, fnmily life is organized to accommodate a woman's trading acti-
Q 

vities (Marshall 1964). Such features as the development of specialists 

in household tasks, the pervasiveness of cooked meals for sale even in small . 
. ' 

villag~s, othe shari~g of child care, the acc~ptance of sePa.~ate residences 

for husband and wife for part of the year, and th! husbandls gif~of trading 

lapital all facilitate a woman's trade. Marris' (1962) study of a resettle­

ment scheme in Lagos discussed the relocation of a group of people who had 

lived in central Lagos where the women had been energetic traders. One of 

the principal ill effects of the resettlement was ,that it interfered with 

the marketing ability of the women. 
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One reason women are in trade in such large numbers is because thère 

are few other ~ccupational Fhoices open to them. Colonialism in West 

Africa strengthened a~eas of traditional male dominance and undermined 

female ones. Farming was seen as a male activity and it was to men that 

new crops, particularly va1uable export crops and new techniques-were in­

troduced (Boserup 1971). Education and training were primarily available 

to men as were the new jobs created in government and industry. The colonial 

bureaucracy itself was completely male. The impact of colonialism on 
1 

traditional sex roles is an area for iurther s,tudy. 

Although the industrialized sector of West Africa is not large,where 

factories exist they prefer to hire men. Women, however, frequently say 

the y pre fer trade to factory jobs because industrial work demands regular 

hours and does not provide day'care facilit~es (Peil1972). Even though 

women in trade frequently work longer hours thàn theii industrial counter­

parts they can more easily integrate their trade work 'schedules with the 

demands of children and domestic work. 

What then are the consequences of women's'eoonomic activities for their 

exercise of social power? The popular conception and the scholàrly litera­

ture coincide in the view that West African women are the "freestU in 

Africa and further claim that West Africantrading women have considerable 

ec6nomic and political power (Leith-Ross 1?56i He~skovits 1962; Hamm6nd and 
J 

Jablow 1973; Llttle 1973). There are however a few dissenters. Sacks (1971) 
l , 

argues that since West Afr:ican traders and craftswomen are involved in 

individual social production, they will h~ve" greater personal freedom but 

not more economic and political rights. The women's market organizatons 
1 

are important variables in this bontext. Herskovits (1962) writes that through 
\ 

these organizations the women of Ghana and Nigeria contri~uted significantly 
~ 

to the nationalist movements and that their votes were coutted by the poli~ 

ticians. What power the women actually had and whae they used it for has not 

been ~areful1y investigated and at least one writer (Brettbn 1967) feels it 
1 

was not very significant. He states that even in Ghana where Nkrumah 

assiduous1y courted the market women he probab1y did not regard them as a 

pote nt politica1 force, and that in bath Nigeria and Ghana their impetus VAS 
"<> 

b1unted by bribing the leaders. '1\0 the contr~ry, one...may ask why, if they 
o 

were powerless, it was necesQary to bribe them. These dimensions of women's 

organizations need-further investigation. 

( 
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l hypothesize in this thesis that where collective organizations exist . , 
women have greatcr political power resulting from the potential and actual 

use of collective action. These organizations may act as forums for raising 

political c,onsciousness and 1.or d,evifPing leadership and organizational 

skills. Mechanisms by which control over resources is converted into polit­

ical power seem, to be similar to strategies used by men. Women's organiza-
1 

tions traded support for material benefits and there are other examples of 

women developing support through client-patron relationships (Hoffer 1974: 

Nigerian Broadcast~ng Corporation 1960). 

In summary, West Africa has a long tradition of markets and female par-, 
ticipation in marketing. With the introduction of cash crops'and the 

. l ' 

growth bE th'e economy, f~le particiP'ation has expanded relatively, not 

diminished. The nature of trade seems to lend itself to non-interference 

by men and to collective organizations to regulate trade and market activi­

ties. Women,however,trade mainly on a small-scale in agriculture and re-
l 

lated products. Profits are small. There is large scale participation at 

the Iower levels,but few women are involved in importing and exporting 

goods or in wholesaling. Women's rnarket,associations have had sorne degree 

of involvement in and consequence for the formaI political system. 

Methodology and Plan of the Thesis 
1 

In this the sis l look at the lives of women in four West African societ-

ies - the Hausa, the Kanuri, the Yoruba and the Guang. These four West 

African societies represent one-cvolutionary level of the development of 

the horticultural ~tate and one where the transition of women's roles from 

social"to domestic production is especially intriguing. West Africa as we 

have seen is~n area where women are highly visible in the economy. l have 

chosen two northern Nigerian2 Islamic societies,the Hausa and the xanuri, 
1 • 

where the influence of religious ideology on women's economic activities is 

particularly interesting. 'Additionally because qf their distance from the 
, 

coast and because of colonial policy they were relatively free from early 

missionary influence and formal western education. The Yoruba and-the Guang 

on the other hand, are two coastal peoples who felt the religious, educational, 

and economic impact of colonialism much earlier. Basically the comparison 

is between two Islamic societies where women are relatively inhibited in 

their activiti~s and two relatively commercially oriented societiea where 
1 

j 
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women par:iciPate actively in the economy. This presents the twi group) 

somewhat stereotypically but the ethnographie material will add subtlety 

and complexity, to the women's roles. 

This matcriai is organized under four general categories: Economie 

Life, P~litic~I-Legal Roles and Limitations, Autonomy in Domestic Life 

and Political Participation. Within the category of Economie Life, I, 

examine such variables as female occupations, in~eritance regqlations, 
o 

access to factors of production, collective organizations and decision­
fi 

making. Under Politica'l-Legai Roles and Limitations l consider traditional , 

• fe~le political1roles, legal statûs and retigious raIes. ~n considering 

Autonomy in Domestic Life l examine a woman's cont~ol over'her own sexuality, 

marriage and d1vorce regulations, control over children, and the position 

of older,women. This material is p~esented and ~iscussed in the first three 

chapters. The degree of female political participation so critical to an 

analysis of women's position in society, is reserved and discussed separateIy. 

This then is the plan of the thesis. Chapters 1, II and III examine the econo­

mie act1vltlcs and dome~tic life of the four societies. Chapter IV discusses the 

political particlpation pf women and their impact on the society. 

ln my research for this thesis, l ha~e read in addition to the material " ',. , 

which relates to women in these iàùr societies, works of general history, 
.i 

politics, economic hïstory, and ethnography, as weIl as studies of women 
.' . 

,in other parts of the world. A note is apropos about the adequacy of the 

material. Much of the literature, including the anthropological literature, 

contains â 'male bias not only in the interpretation but aiso in the presenta-.. 
t~on of seemingly factual information. There are problems where indigenous 

" 

terms are translateè by imprecise English terms but no carefu~ additional 

information or explanation is given. It is therefore difficult to know cross-

culturally whether the same phenomena are being compared. Two examples of 

this in the women's literature are the terms prostitute and witch3• Often 

in the literature women's activities are either omitted or are discussed , A 

, 

without including comparable data for men, which makes it difficult to assess 

the relative strength of variables. The largest gap l found was in the 

descriptions and analyses of women's political activities. Although there 
4, 

are one or two events such as the Aba "Riots" or Women' s War which are quite 

well-documented, most situations are not. For example there is reference in 
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in the literature to the strikes, boycotts and demonstrations carried out 
• 1 

by wq~en durin~ the nationalist st~uggle in Ghana, but nowherejhave l been 

able to locate descriptions of how they were organized, who th~ leaders 

were, or wnat the ef\f~cts were. For this reason Chapter IV s~metimes reads 
1 

fIlf, 

like a collection of isolated inq,idents and it is difficult to discern patterns. 
1 

Gen~rally the materlal is lacking in th~ richness and depth which facilitate 

~fuitful theoretlcal dlScussiQn . 
\ 

Wc shall,/ however" learn a great deal about the lives of women in the 

chapters that follow. It is recognized that women's lives cannot be uqder­

stood outslde the socio-cultural context in which they are lived. Society 

cannot be neatly bisected and the female section examined. Nevertheless, the 

focus in this thesis is on women - thelr homes, their work, their politics. 

Footnotes for Introduction 

1. 

2 • 

3. 
1 

The relationship between the two domains is not discussed in this 

thesis. Sanday (1914: 192) suggests that status in one demain may 

preclude status in the other. For a fuller discussion of one possible ,. 
relationship se~ Sacks (1974). 

Northern Nigeria has special appeal and interest for me as l spent 

three years in Kano teaching mainly Hausa children at the primary 

level. Through the children l carne to me et many of their mothers 

and aunts. Another friond introduced me to wornen in a small town 

about eleven miles outside of Kano. My choice of the two northern 

~ocieties has been ~nfluenced by my fond memories and the questions 

raised by my stay in Kano. 

See Firestone 0.971: 15): "Witches must be seen as wornen in independent 

political revolt: Wi thin two ce'nturies eight million women were burned 

at the stake as witches by the Church - for religion was the politics 

of the period". 

4. Current women writers are beginning to refer no this as the Women's 

War rather than the Aba Riots. See Van Allen (1976: 35). 

1 1 
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CHAPTER l 

1 ECONOMIC SELF-SUPPORT AND DOMESTIC DEPENDENCE 

Kano, Zaria, Katsina, Ngazargamo - the ancient towns1of northern 

" .. f d 1 d Il b k k . th t . i Nl.gerl.a conJure l.mages 0 mu -wa le towns, usy mar ets mar l.ng e erml.n 

o of the desert caravan routes, and splendid feudal ceremonies. The ancient 

chronicles lnclude the names of queens and tales of their miiitary exploits. 

It is in this savannah region whose recorded history extends into tM 
, 

distant past that l begin my study of African women. By examiningjthe social 

structure, idéologies, physical settings and historical traditio~ we will 

begin to understand the factors which inhibit and enhance women's {ontrol 

over t!1el.r own behav,iour. The Hausa and the Kanuri .are considered together 

in this first chapter as they share many patterns of r~ligion, social organiz­

a tion, and subsistance (Forde 1946: 1191 Cohen 1967: 6). They are lqc~ted , 

in similar physl.cal settings, have been infl'uenced for -many hundreds of years 

by.Islam, have a common co~onial experience, and were both incorporated into 
, , 

the modern Nigerl.an state. Their physical proximity has led to military 
r 

and'economic contact, and each has had a direct influence on the other as 

·illustrated by the many Kanuri loan words found in the Hausa language (and 

vice versa) and the many customs which have been borro~ed an~daPted. 0 

Hausa women, although they .:lre in Islamic seclusion, engage in a fasci-
, 

nating varl.ety of craft and trade activities inside the walls of their 

husbands' homes. Smlth (1955: 60) writes that the profits of these activities 

give them a marked degree of economic independence. But what, we may ask, 

does thl.s economic independence mean in the context of extr~ domestic 

dependence? An examinatl.on of the economic roles and domestic situation o~ 
Hausa and Kanurl. women wl.ll help us to answer this question. 

The Hausa, a linguistic;' not an ethnic group, consist of a number o~ 

overlapping subcultures which share the Daura myth of origin
1 

(Barkow 1972: 

317). They live mainly ,in northern Nigeria between lOi and l3i degrees 

north (Hill 1972: 1) ~nd in neighbouring Niger. Statements of their humbers 

vary, but they are a large group with estimates ranging as high as 20 million 

Hausa speakers and 15 million Hausa "proper" (Mainet 1964: 26). The Hausa 

population of Nigeria is given as 5.5 million in the 1952 national census 

and as Il.5 million jn 1963 (Cohen 1971: 25)~ References in this thesis 

are ta the ~igerian Hausa. 

~!: ~< ~J!I!I!!.~~~~~~.~t~_ .. _~:_::z ~=-'--",:,:---_ ... , ............ ---------,''l'i' ... ,:-.-... }~, ,i""'I'-------:--:--:------___ --:, ' 
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The Hausa have long lived in centrally organized chiefdoms whose • 
<"..,,, 

history and structure have been fully deseribed in such works as,Smith ':t~> 

.\ (l960), Last ('1967), and Hogben and Kirk-Greene (1966:~. In 1804, the 

Fu1ani who were living among the Hausa moun,ted a Jihad under the banner \ 
of IslamlC purity, conquered the Hausa kingdoms and transformed"them into . ~ 

a theocratic state installing themselves as the rulirig class. The British 

conquered HausaÎand ln 1900 but their poliey of Indirect Rule further 

entrenched the power of the Fulani elite. Th~ Hausa states were centred 

adminlstratively and economica11y qn wal1ed towns some of which were quite 

ancient (Smith 1966: 129). Urban life was and is Islamic, complex and 

highly stratified with the upper-class 'Fulani still providing a mode1 which 
ti 0 

other groups strive to imitate. Today such towns as Kano, Katsina and 

Zaria have large-populatlons, but the great ma)ority of the Hausa people 

live in the rural areas (Smlth 19'665' 129; Hill 1972: S). 
r" 

The Hausa economy is based ~n the cultivation of the staple grains of 

millet and guinea corn, and the eash crops of cotton and groundnuts. Most 

men are farmers and traders or cra~nd women engage in cra~t and 
~---

trade acti'vities. The ba1an-cê'between production for s\lbsistanee and ex-

" 

change in the rural economy varies depending on the loc~ ion and its ~elation 
ta the eities (Forde 1946: l33). 

Deseent i~ reckoned bilatera11y with strong patrilinea 

shallow deseent groups (Smith 1955: 48; 1966: 148). 

marriage is virilocal and frequently patrilocal (Smith 1966 

The Kanuri, an ethnie group living in 

heritors of a thousand year old Islamic kingdom which origin 

of Lake Chad and became Borno (Cohen 1967: 1). This kingdom 

emphasis ~nd 

are the in-

in Kanem east 

an Islamic 

"Î feudal society that wasl never conquered by the Fu1ani Jihad w eh swept 

northern Niger1B in the early 19th century and 
1 

Brenner (1973) and Cohen (1960;1967;1971) have out1ined the history of Borna 

from the growth of the ear1y kingdom of Kanem in the first, millenium ta the 

restoration of the Shehu by the British in 1903. This kingdom became the 

emirate of Borno within whose boundaries most of the Kanuri still live. 
1<0 

According ta the 1952 census there were l~3 million Kanuri and in the 1963 

census that number had tncreased ta 2.3 million (Cohen 1971: 25), The emirate 

~. . •• 1" ?1WP~w=-"'~"':.IIIJItII;ItII. -, _.'.IiII.,U.il,"1 _11 .. ; •• 'liIiIIllIII ••• 'IIIiJ ...... II!IIfiJJNp .. ' ... , ... iPIif ... ~ ... , ":"$--:'-:'''i~'''':~~-J:''':.,'''',.;''',''', ----.---- -- -- " , 
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capital Maiduguri had a population 'of 88, 000 in 1963 (Cohen 1971: 26). In 

the same year,two thirds of the population lived in villag~s with ~pulations 

between 1500 and 8000 (Cohen 1971: 26). 

The economy is similar to that of the Hausa being based upon eereal 

cultivation and groundnuts. Kanuri men are farmers, as weIl a} dry seas~n 
1 ,..:: , 

craftsmen, but we shall see that there are sorne signifiea*t differences " 

between Hausa and Kanuri women, 

eco,nomy in a variety of ,ways;f,rr 

Hausa and Kanuri women contribute to the 
• 

Economie Life 

In this section l examine the economie activities in bath the rural 

and the urban areas. Variables such as seclusion, inheritance, domestic­

decis1on-making, and the ways in which they inhibit or contribute to the 

scope of women's commercial and agricu1tural activities are considered. 

In rural Hausaland in addition to their domestic duties of cooking, 

cleaning, looking after children, drawing water ~nd fetehing firewood, wo~~n 
spin, weave, make pots, dress hair and trade in various commodities (Smith 

1955: 60). The major commercial activity of women though is the processing 

of food SUGh as groundnut oil or the preparation of snacks for purchase by 

people in other compounds. Women prepare and proeess foods which are hawked 

in the streets or in the market by small children, often young girls. A1ter­

natively ch11dren may be sent to a woman's house to purehase her~peeialty. 

': Before p'roceeding with the d!iscussion of women's economic activities a 

consideration of the seclusion of women will perhaps clarify the discussion 

as it i~oses a major restaint on the aetivities of womeo. Purdah, ~ 

~, or seclusion, according to Is1amic ,custom, is the confin,ing of married 

women to the compounds of their husbands. In Hausaland it ranges from the 

total seclusion of women by the upper class aristocrats and wealthy merchants 

to the slightly more flexible situation found in the rural areas where women 

are supposed to remain within the comp~und during the day, but may visit 

other compounds in the evening and may also visit their'parents at regu1ar 

intervals. The seclusion of women results in the segregation of the sexes 

(Cfhen 1971: 98-99; Mernissi 1975: XV). It means that except in the poorest 

" 
- ...... ----......,.-, .. , .. _ .. ,--
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1 urban families and the rembte5t rural areas a 
" 

to the insLde of her husband's compound. In 

5 physical1y re5tr/icted 

economi~, terms, this bars her 

fram face-ta-face interaction with her customers 

fram participation in the market places. Reliance 

placed on children, male kinsmen or older women 

as 

these services ls then 

sed" from such restric-

tions. A woman who i5 past menopause i5 genera11y "freed from the req,uire-
1 

ments of Musllm modesty" (Barkow 1972: 320) and can move about re1ath:e1y 

freely and~~erefore exp and her trade activi~ies. Seclusion also means that 

Hausa women ~rc not much involved in agriculttiral labour. 

Case material for rural Hausaland is drawn from two saurces~ H.G. Smith 
""" 

in his stud~es ln the rural areas of Zaria Province ,calculated the values 
~ 

of production and con5umption in aIl important fields of Hausa economic 

activLty in arder to compile an Income/Expenditure budget (Smith 1955: 116). 

Polly Hlll's studies were conducted in 1967-69 in Batagarawa (a village 

about six mûes from Katsina) and focussed on rural inequality (Hill 1972: 4) 2 • 

In the villages surveyed by smith (1955) there was only one smal1 bush 

hamlet where women farmed. Eight women with the help of hired labour worked 

farms of less than an acre (most under half an acre) (Smith 1955: 227). The 

variety of subsidiary activities undertaken in these villages is illustrated 

in Tabl~ Il. Of the 421 women in the survey (see Table 1)' none had no sub­

sidiary activity and onlYI twb had no craft. Many women combine spinning and \ 

~ t weavLng wLth the processing of food for sale. The inco~_derived from these 

activities was estLmated at approximately t 5 per year (Smith 1955: 61) but 

because of sec1us~on and the women's own reluctance to divulge information 

the figures were obtained from men and must be taken only as estimates (Smith 
r 

1955: 136). Women undertake these activities quite separately from their 

husbands. The incarne derived is controlled by the women and spent on their 

children, their relatives and sma11 per~ona1 items for themsèlves. They 

purchase uten511s\ for their homes (Mortimore and Wilson 1965: 88), kola nuts, - , 

cosmetics, livestdfk and magical a'ssistance'. Wives also make loans to 'hus-

bands and other ma\e kin '(Smith 1955: 118). 

, , , 
In Batagarawa ~here there was an adult fema1e population of. 399,similar 

, - \ /c 

activities were carrl\ed out by women (Hill 1972). "Export income" was gen'-

erated entirely by mal'e farmers whilc women worked in the local context and 

carried on their economic act~vities independently of their husbands (Hill 
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TABLE 1 

'. ' 

WO~N'S SAMPLE OCCUPATION CENSUS 

Occupation 

No. of subsidiary occupations 

o 
1 
2 
3 
4 
5 

Total adult females (probab1y 
underestimated) 

Spinning, 
Weaving 
Hair~ressing 

rindinJ corn for pay 
eeping/ qoats 

llins.. f irewood 
Bo~ (spi~it possession) 
Teachiag~1èaving (Schoo1) 

Cooked Foods 

Koko (grue!) 
Fura (spiceq dump11ng) 
Wai~a (bean cake) 
Locust bean cakes 
Groundnut oil and cakes 
Danwake (bcan cakes) 
Cooked groundnuts 
Tuwo for strangers, (porridge)· 
Other foods 

Grinding tobacco 
(Husband prepares, sells 

it, pays tnji!m) 

Traders and Brokers 

Corn and Farm Produce Brokèr 
Hoarding aryd Se11ing 

Grain 
Cotton 

. Grain and Peppers and 
other Products 

Pa1m oil 
Fatau9i'" (trading journeys) 
Prosti tutes 

A 

33 
22 

3 

Conmunity 

B C 

/-

53 ,10 
101 / 5 

6: 
~ 

,1 

58 ,j 162 15 

44' 
~O 

? 

1 

157 
64 
-6 

1 

11 
4 
1 

? ? ? 
2 

? 115 ? 

13 

? 
",1 

1 

2 

3 

l 

1 

1 ," 

3 
16 

2 
2 

13 
2 
1 
1 

1 7 

2 
? 
2 

2 

1 

4 

,0 

\ 

46 
126 

12 
2 

186 

174 
129 

? 

1 
1(?) 
3 
1 

l 
8 
3 
6 

,8. 
3 
1 
1 
l 

.. 

1 

2 
2 
1 

1 

TOTAL 

1-
142 
254 

21 
3 
1 

• ,421 

<il 

386 
217 

7 

2 

16 

n.k. 
5 

16 
1 

4 
41\ 

5 
8 (1) 

22 
5, 

·3 
2 

10 

3 

4 
2 

3 

3 " 

2 
1 
2 

li. ,,'. 
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" TABLE 1 (cont 1 Çl) 

Occupation communit:i \ 

A B C b TOTAL 

'% 
Summary " 

Women with no' craft 2 2 
Womén with 1 craft 28 49 10 39 126 
Women with 2 crafts 12 68 2 122 .204 

" 
Women with 3 crafts 1 1 2 

Women with 1 trade 5 2 1 8 
), 

\ 
1 Women with 2 trades 1 2 1 4 
• -t 

\J. Women with l trade, l craft 11 35 4 20, 70 î, 
Women with l trade, 2 crafts 1 11 12 
Women with 2 trades, 1 craft , 5 1 6 ;) 
Women with 2 trades, 2' crafts ~ l 2 3 , 

'f 
, 

',' 

(from smith 1955: 244) 
b 

r.-
I 

, .~ 
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1972: 321). Fort y women in Batagarawa, mainly semi-secluded older women 
( 

owned farm land which tbey worked with the help of hired labour (Hill 1972: 

109,335) . 

Women in Batagarawa have access to small-scale capital through two'types 
, 

of institutions the adashi, a contribution club, and biki, a contribution 

system involving partners. The adashi is a "rotat~ng credit association" of 

the type descnbcd by Ardener (1964; 201). Each member agrees to paya 
~ 

certain sum of Monay into a common pool for a fixed time period, a different 

member çrawing the total fund on each occasion until each h~s had her turne 

In Bata9arawa nearly aIl adashi members are women and each group is run by 

a woman who collects ,the contributions (through the medium of children), 

selects thé weekly beneficiary and genera1ly organizes the affairs of the 

group in return for a small commission payable by each beneficiary. Th~ 

si~e of the contribution varies between one pence and two shillings, pay~le 
weekl,y, usual,ly lasting for thirty weeks and having the sarne number of parti­

cipants. This means that once in a thirty week period each participant wou Id 

receive an amount ranging from two shillings six pence to three pounds. When 

a mernber defaults in payment the organizer ia liable. Four fifths of aIL 

women in the town participated in adashi groups and Many belonged to several 

groups (aIL information from Hill 1972: 203).1 This club gives wornen access 

to larger amounts of capital than could be saved individually.' Additionally 

it develops administrative skills in the organizerè. Possibly it could pro­

vide the hasis for collective action. 

Biki is a c~ntribution system involving partners and occurs between 

friends, masters and servants, rich and peor, women including co-wives, and 

certain close relatives. Itualso gives accesa to larger amounts of capital. 

On a certain occasion one person will make a contribution to another person .. 
on the ~derstanding that the recipient will make a counter-contribution, 

usually doublt the sum whe~ original donor'needs funds. Each partner 

cont+nues doubling the sum until an intolerably high level is reached when 

the sum ia halved. Contributions are often made in connection with marriage, 

naming ceremonies, and funerals. The entite adult population is involved 

in this network (aIL information from Hill 1972: 211). 

\ 
\ 

\ 

• \..l~ 1 ... 
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Another means of saving used by women 15 the ownership of live stock, 

and women in Batagarawa own two thirds of the sheep and two fifths of the 

goats (Hill 1972: 66). Hausa wome~ usually own their own p~ts and pans and 
> , . \ ' 

have a collection of ename1 bow1s wh1ch can be converted into cash (Mortimore 

and Wilson 1965: SB). In the rural'areas it is possible to begin to trade . 
without any cap1tal investment as raw foodstuffs may be"paid- for after the 

processing and selling have been completed (Hill 1972: 268). , 
~1 ._' 

~ No incarne statistics were given for Batagarawa women but the case studies 

." (Hill 1972: 143-147) indicate tha. woman 1 s economic; si'tuation is sometimes 

independent of ~t of her husband, as a considerable propo~ion of the wives 

of the 'poores/'farmers were not as bad1y off as their husbands. Sorne wives 

w~e considerab1y helping their husbands while others refused even ta cook 

for them as a sign that since the man was not meeting his respons~ilities 
1 t, ~ . 

neither wouldv~he wife mcct hers (Hill 1972: 147) . 

In the urban areas women embroider, knit, and sew 
~t-.-

again it ~ the processing of food and the preparation the 

predominant activity. These activities, however, become more the 

urban areas as the raw materials mu;t be purchasetl either in the market re­

quiring an initial capital investment or ~om customers requir!ng an established 

network of trusting and trustoworthy acquainta~(Remy 1975: 362). Home-based 

crafts require a teacher and sorne capital outl'ay for material,s (Remy 1975: 362). 

Women who are newly arrived' from the rural areas feel Ithese constraints most 

severely for they are r~ved from the kin and friendship networks of their­

village and thus from social relationships necessary to conduct ecOnomiç 

endeavours. Remy' (1975: 365) cites the case of Asabe,a young secluded woman, 

who had recently moved~,'Zaria with her husband. She had no friends in the", 

section of the city where she lived as she had no female relatives who could 

take her tb ceremonial gatherings where ahe could, meet other women. She 

wanted to begin weaving,but the landlord would not allow her ta dig the holes 
~ J • S , • \ 0 

for the loorn posts and in any case -the market for hand-woven cloth had peen 

eroded by the manufacture ofl ractory produced cloth. She wanted ~a sell pre­
e. 

pâred food (as her mother had), but in order ~ta sell it she would need a 

group of ,acquaintanc:es who wou Id come ta her c~mpound ta buy it or the ser-
D • 

vices of a child who could sell it bn the street or in the market. Because 
b 1 

she was isolated fram these kinds of··contacts she would not have been 
1 

successful~ Her husband who did not wish ner to do either was pleased that 
" 1 

she could not. 

: .. 
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Within the domestic economy Hausa men make aIl major e~enditures 

(Smith I955: 136) usua11y giving the~r wives a sma11 dai1y a11owance·for 

buytng cooking ingredien~~which are puréhased from other secluded women 

traders (Hill 1972: 25). 

Turning to Kanuri women we ar~ struck by the fact that although women 

in the urban areas a~e sccluded as their Hausa counterparts are, rural 
.. ' 

Kanuri women arc not" (Cohen 1967: 42). In rural Borno Kanuri women perform 

dom~stic funct~ons simi1ar tq tnose of Hausa womeh. Drawing water in Borno 1 

is a much more ard~ous ta~k as the water table ~, very deep which means 

there are few wells and women must often t~ave1 con~iderab1e distances to 
\ 

fetch water' (Peshkin 1972: 14). Kanuri women a1so form a significant part 

of the agric\)1t'ural labour force working on thev: husbands' farms, plantirÏg, 
~ ,1; '-

90eing and harvc:ting. Ronald Cohen working in Magumeri in 1955-1957 (see 

Cohen 1960,1967) found,in a samp1e of 75 men, that 74 used their wives as 

agricu1tural labourers (cohen 1960': 305). AIl decisions regarding agricul­

tura1 activity are made by men whi1e aIl income derived from agricu1tura1 

production is dispensed by them, wives sometirnes receiving a small token 

payment for their labours (Cohen 1967: 75-76). Outside the domestic sector 
,. 

with the exception ~ked food and pott~ry production men control aIl 
" incorne producing work in the society (Cohen 1967: 75) and aIl major distri-

butive functions (Cohen 1960: 268). 
, / 

, 
'.. In Maiduguri,the capital of BOrno,a 1974 survey (Hardiman 1974) of women's 

1 secondary activities found 101 o~~of 170 women engaged in some secondary 

activity su ch as embroidery, se11ing foodstuffs, and hairdressing. Six were 

in full time occupations, and 63 had no additional activity. There were 8B 
,- , 

Kanuri wome~ in the samp1e-but'the data were not broken down ethn~ca11y and 

so it i5 not possible to examine ,~nuri women's actfvities separately. The 

conclusion derived from the survey ls that the main economie dbntribution of 

wemer in ~iduguri is in terms of their domestic rç1e (Hardiman 1974: 7). 

There 15 no infOrmation about the income derived from these activities' except 

that it is small (Hardiman 1974: 7) • Women, however, do control this incomè, 

and màkeidécisions regarding their own "trade or craf.t (Hardirnan 1974: 21). 

No irrformation about credit associa tions was found. 
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According to the Sharia (Islamic Iaw) women (daughters) inherit one 

part to two parts .vnher ited by men (sons). A wornan may receive one third 
~ 

to one quarter of her husband's estate if'there are no children (Cohen t960: 

\ 180; Personal communication MSZ). The law, however, as customarily applied 

among the Hausa and Kanuri has rarely allowed women to inherit land or 

houses. I~ Zaria, women cannot inherit this type of property where there 

are male heirs (Smith 1955: 60). In Batagarawa, Hill (1972: 270) suggests 

that if women do 1nherit farm larld they probably sell it to their brothers. 

Of the 47.9 acres owned by the fort y female farm owners in Batagarawa one 

quarter of the total acreage had beEm 1nherited from fathers (Hill 1972: 335). 

Kanur1 women do not receive land-right use ~r household immovables (Cohen 
, . 

1960: 180-183). A Hausa woman's moveable property on her death goes to her 

daughter,but shc is likely to have given most of her possessions to her 

daughter bef~re hcr death (Hill 1972: 270). 

There has appâ~ently been sorne change in the application of inheritance 

laws in Hausaland in -'the past twenty years in the direction of female owner­

ship of property (Personal communication MSZ). The reason stated preyiously 

for not allow1ng women to inherit land and houses'was that men were re~ponsible 

for look1ng after women. implying that women did not,therefore,need this kind 
1 

\ . 
of property, and that it was unwise to fragment such property. The r~asons 

for this change are not clear. 

Sioce rural Hausa women are in seclusion and do no farr work they engage 

in more craft and trade activit1es than Kanuri women. Because of the lack 

of information 1t 15 difficult to assess the economic position of urban women, 
\ 

but 1t appears that the incomes generated are quite small. It is probable that 
, 

a woman spends most of her.income on persona1 items and on maintaining and 

strengthening her ûies with kinsmen 50 that~she may calI on them for accommo­

dation and support in the event af an emergency, divorce and in old age. 
, 

Smith (1955: 115) states that Hausa women hav~ a considerable degree of econ-

omie independence although it appears that he means that their economic acti­

vities are separate from those of their husbands for fe~ Hausa women could 
~~' .... 

provide their own housLng and aIl of their awn food. > ~ 
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Hausa and Kanuri women are so hemmed in by the 'institutions and ideol­

agies which circumscribe their_economic activities that we can only marvel 

at the ingenuity with which they have tried to circumvent some of the re­

strictions. The assertions that women pre fer sec1us1on because i~ frees 

them'from agricultura1 work (H.G. Smith 1964: 22') or because it raises their 

prest~ge (Barkow 197,2: 323) or that "they seem quite contented with their 

lot" (Hardl.!Tlan 1974: 7) really offer little insight into the problem in light 

of the fact that most women have no alternative, neither do they have the , 
exper1ence or information with which to think about other possibi1ities. 

Politica1-Legal Roles and Limitations 

As noted above the Hausa and the Kanuri societies are bath Muslim and 

~ have been so for many hundreds of years. The Sharia governs no~on1y religious 

life but many aspects of secular life. Under Islamic law, women are lega1 , ~ 

minors and are represented in their transactions with the outside world by a 

male guardian, usually a father or husband (Smith 1955: 48). Previpusly, 

women did not appear in the court and a smal1 side room where their comments 

could be heard adjoined the court (Cohen 1971: 92). Today they do appear, 

Kanuri women infreq~ently and Hausa women somewhat more often <Cohen 1971: 93). 

Women 1n what was the former Northern Region of Nigeria, which inc1udes Borno 

and Hausa1and have never had the vote. 

According to the Islamic view, women beC3use of their "natures" are not 

expected to be as rigorous in their refigious practice as men (Trimingham 

1968; 130). Islam has no public religious roles for women~ Large numbers 

~f women are supporters and adherents of the Bari cult, a spirit possession 

cult (described in detail in Madauci et al. 1968: 78-84). 

The current' political situation of Hausa and Kanuri women ia discussed 

in Chapter IV, but it is also interesting to look at the political partici­

pation of women in societies before the imposition of colonial ru1e and the 

deve10pment of modern political structures. 

~--_ .. _--- -
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Dynastic lists of the Hausa states in ancient times have been pre-

,served and include the names of such women as Amina the queen of Zaria and 

the Queen of Daura, both weIl known figures in Hausa 1egend (Hogben and 

Kirk-Greene 1966:74). In Zaria prior to the Fulani Jihad there were several 

royal offices that wcre reserved for women (Smith 1960: 35). The ~ ~as the 
1 

senior woman of the rea1m and the office had fiefs attached to it which were 

administered by the off~ce holders' husbands (Smith 1960: 143). The office 

of Saraunlya was a1so he1d by a woman usually the king's eldest daughter. 

Another off~ce usually. held by the king's daughter or sister and also with 

fiefs attached to it was that of the Magajiya. In the 19th century, this 

persan was responsib1e for the collection of the tax on the Bari dancers 

and today is usually the head of the prostitutes (M.G. Smith 1964: 261 #10). 

The women ~n these o~flces wcre lneligible for succession (Smith 1960: 33), 

and this was ~o doubt safer for the king than hav~ng male office holders who 

might attempt to usurp his power. When the Fu1ani took control of Zaria at 

the beginning of the 19th century they eliminated these offices. 

Traditionally the women of Borno were organized in associations with 
" 1 

titled heads (Cohen 1960: 223-225). The head women of the state were the 

Shehu's (king's) mother the Maira and his sister the Ma'aram. Other offices 

with tltles were the Do'oma, head of the zower,and the Gumsa senior wife of the 

Shehu. AlI these women held power through their connection to the mafe royal 

office holder. Women were invested to these offices wear~g male robes 

which emphaslzed the "congruency of nobility, authority aDd maleness'" (Cohen 

1960: 224). The holding of royal office by women is found in other parts 

of Africa (see Lebeuf 1963), but it is not clear from the literature exact1y 

what the~r functlons in the administrative hierarchy were nor what real 

power these office holders possessed. Additionally, one cannot in fer what power 

resided w~th the genera~ femal e population from the fact that a few women 

he1d senlor offices. 

Autonomy and Dependence in Domestic Life 

when a Hausa girl is about l3'years old and a Kanuri girl between the 
1 

ages of 10 and 12,her parents will choose a young man, in cooperation with 

his parents, of about 20-25 years of age for her to marry. prior to her 

marriage, a young Hausa girl wlli have participated in- organized play groups 

of boys and glr1s each with their own leader whose activities include institu-
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tionalized lovemaking which is supposed to stop short of intercourse \ 

(M.G. Smith 1964: 25). Young Kanuri girls are strictly forbidd,en premarita 

intercourse although some sex play betweon pre-pubescent ~9~~:.apd girls 1 

oeeurs. Severe puni~hments are, however, meted out ta Kanuri men'who have 
, . 

sexual relations with a previous1y unmarried girl (Cohen 1971: 78). As 

marriage is virilocal and frequent1y patrilocal, the ear1y married period 

is often a very unhappy time for a young girl as she is separated from her 

family and must try to find her way among the strangers in her husband's 

,father' s house. Dur·ing the period fol1owing the first marriage of a Kanuri 
1 

girl, she 'ls campletely,;Confined to her husband 1 s compound and for a period 

up to two years she does not come' out, even to attend the funeral of her 

parents .<Hard~man 1974: 1). There are cases cited in the lit~rature of women 

who have remained,in their husband's compound for'periods up to fort y years 

(Hardiman 1974: 1; Cohen 1960: 118). Women are expected ta have sexual 

relatiops only with their husbands. Although under Islamic law men are re­

'quired not ta commit adultery, it is 50 defined within the culture that 

relations with an unmarried woman (widowed or divorced) are not considered 

ta be adultery (Cohen 1960: . 138-139l Barkow 1972l' 323). 

As a woman grows aIder and is married and di~orced she h~s greater freedom 

in the choice of a marri age partner. Marriage becomes an agreement between .. 
the woman and the man (Smith 1955; 1966l Cohen 1971: 77), althoqgh women 

, , 
throughout their lives are represented in their marriage transactions by a 

male guardian (Cohen 1971: 77; Smith 1955: 48). Basica11y, the Haus~ or 

Kanurl marriage contract states that women should respect and ohey their 

husbands,and that husbands should provide for their wives (Cohen 1971: 96; 

Smith 1955: 59-60). A Hausa wife is supposed ta bow down when approaching 

1 

her husband, obey aIl his orders, and also obey his senior wife ard his parents. 

She must cook, sweep, sleep with him, nurse their children and surrender them 

on divorce. If she is in purdah she must remain in the compound. If not she 

must draw water and sometimes collect firewood. This will depend on whether 
'" the husband can affor~ ta have a weIL in the compound or' can pay te have 

someone deliver water and firewood to the house. Men are obligated to provide 

their wives with food' (this does not include the mid-day snack) 3, a separate 

hut, firewood for post-natal ablutions, a ram for nami~g ce~emonies, hurial, 

shelter, and care. A husband should give his wife one cloth a year, arrange 

for washinq her clothes, and sleep with her two nights in succession ~ rota­

tion with his other wives. He should visit his wife's parents and s~ould allow 

1 
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her to,po so also. A daughter's marriage payment should be divide~ with his 

wife while a son's marriage payments and tax are his responsibility (aIl 

information from Smith 1955: 59-60). These obligations represent the cultural 

ideal and in pract1ce vary considerably with the socio-economic level and 
1 

persona1ity of the men and women concerned. 

" 

P01ygyny (Islam a1lows a man to have up to four wive~) 1s a cultural 

Ideal which most men would like to achieve, as having several wives symbolizes 

success and enhances the image of "the husband. In fact not many men achieve 

th1s goal aS they are too paor to support more than one wife. In Batagarawa, 

two thirds of aIl heads of farm1ng units and ~t of the men work1ng within 

the farming units have only one wife (Hill 1972: 37). The local aristocràcy 

who are wealthier and can shoulder the increased costs, have more wives t,han 

the peasants (Hill 1972: 37 see Table 11.12). Of the 66 rrarriedKanuri women 

in the Maiduguri study, 59.1% were in monogamous marriages, 21% had one 

co-w~fe, 6.1% had two co-wives and 13.6% had three co-wives(Hardiman 1974: 8). 

Divorce - is possible among bath the Hausa and the Kanuri and is regulated, 

by Islamic'law. A husQand can repudiate his wifel that is divorce her, by 

saying he wishes to do so. A warnan, however, must go throu~h the courts. 

This procedure is quite complicated and,is rarely resorted to by Kanuri 

women who are more l1kely to act in suc~ a way as to force their husbands to 

divorce them (Cohen 1971: 122). Hausa women more frequently use the courts. 

If it is a Hausa ,woman's first marriage and there are no children she is 

supposed to return part of the marriage payment, and is apparently frequently 

assisted in th1s paym~nt by her prospectivé second husband (Smith 1955 cited 

in Hill 1972: 226)'. In Hausaland the" statistiès are fragmentary, but the 

impression i5 that divorce is frequent (Hill 1972: 23). , It is estimated 
~ , 

that it occurs two to 'three times in a woman's lifet1me- (M.G. Smith 1964: 26) 

a1though there are many women who are married to the same man aIl their lives 
, 

(Hill 1972: 23). The data for the Kanuri are much more complete as a de-

tailed study of marr1age and divorce in Kanur1 society exists (Cohen 1971). 

The Kanuri divorce rates cited in the study are among the highest ever re­

corded (Cohen 1971: 124). 54% of aIl marriages ever contracteç end in divo~ce 

and 81\ of the completed marriages end in divorce (see Cohen 1971: 125 
1 

Table 10.2). In Hardirnan' s sample of 88 Kanuri women where the average age 

was 38, 44 women had been married once, ,21 twice, 16 three times, 4 four 

'times, 2 five times and 1 six times (see Hardiman 1974: 7,Table 6). 
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It is difficult to verify the real causes of divorce as the reasons 

given may in fact have simply been "the last straw". These ·reasons do 
o 

usually indicate sources of tension in marital relationships. It is clear 

from statements of Hausa women and men that relations between co-wives, 

lack of attention by husbands, disagreements with inlaws, failure to fulfi11 

marriage obligations, and lack of continuing sexual attraction are sources 

of tension in Hausa marriages (Smith 1955: 64). ReasOffS for divorce given 

by Kanuri respondents are similar with failure to fulfi11 the marriage obl~~a­

tions rating high (Cohen 1971: 133). Within the marri age , husbands are 

supposed to prov~de food and shelter, women are to assist and obey; thus if 

either party does not live up to the expectations of the other and fulfiU .. 
his/her obligat~ons, prob1ems occur which may:threaten the marriage. 

In both societies it is women who are primarily ~esponsible for the social­

ization of chlldren. The ties that develop,between a mother and her children 

are often the strongest emotional bonds of a person's life. Men are fre­

quently closer to their mothers than they are to their wives. On divorce, 

however, women must surrender the1r chi1dren to their husban~s. Infants 

remaln with their mother, but a father may claim ~he child at about four 

years of age. Given that Hausa marriages are rather britt1e it.is more 

usual for a mqther to be separated from her children than for a father (Smith 

1955: 48). It can be a difficult situation for young chi1dren when theyare 

left in the care of co-wives who put the interests of their own children 

before that of the divorced wife's children. At the srume time, it i~,~xtreme1y 
" 

upse~ting fQr many mothers ta leave their children behind. 

It is .. common for Hausa and l<anuri women who have reached menopause to 
1 1 

be divorced by their husbands sa that they can marry younger women (Barkow 
1 

1972: 320; Cohen 1971: 58-59). In one Hausa village study 35\ of women 

'over 45 were not married as compared to 4\ between 30 and 40 (Barkow 1972). 

In rural Zaria in Smith's sample of 44 women over 50, one half were unmarried 

at the time of the study (Smith 1955: 62). Women at this age frequently go 

to live with their sons as they have an obligation to support them, but this 

can be a time of· real hardship for women who do not have children to care 

for tpem. Among the Hausa the position of older women can sometimes be one 

of considerable power and influence as many household members will consult her 

about marriages and divorces as weIl as othe~ household decisions (Barkow 

1972: 321). This position i5 not one of much authority in the Kanuri· household 
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(Cohen 1967: 72). Older women try to continue their economic activityas 

long as posstPle in order ta maintain some independence and to contribute 
1 , 

something ta the househo'l;d budget (Cohen 1971: 72). Old women may act as 

intermediaries in arranging love affairs as they can move easily in~and out 

of the women's qu~rters and about the town (Cohen 1960: 140; M.F. Smith 1964: 
\0 

64) and frcqucntIy appear in this raIe in Hausa folktakes (see N. Skinner 1969). 

aIder women and chilçren are the on1y group who can move about in this manner 

as younger \oJomCll are in seclusion and men are prevented from en,tering the 

women's quarters except in their own homes. 

The posltlOn of Hausa f and Kanuri women shows a marked degree of domestic 

dl!pendence with considerable intrasocie'tai variation a10ng a number of axes; 

arlstocrat/pe~ant and married/unmarried. As 

women becomc oider the y have increasing freedom in terms of mobility, some­

tlmes increasIng domestic influence, and abi1ity to exp and their trade acti­

vi tICS. Hen who depend on their wives because of their economic contribution 

are often less dominating as they fear their wives may leave them. This 

~eans they wou1d have no one to prepare food for them and additionally could 

not afford the expensé required in acquiring another wife. Unmarried women 

who are divorced or widowed have greater control over decisions affecting 

them, but they too must depend on ~elatives for accommodation and food. 

They are expected to remarry within a period of about three months. Hausa 

and Kanur~ women live ~n a state of dependence on men. 

DiSCUSSIon and Summary 

Socletles do not convert to Islam tver night. Islamization is a pr ess. 

As it develops it alters the beliefs and behavibur of the people and the/in­

stitutions of the, society, but the ideology itself is also modified and adapted 

at the same tIme. Certain aspects of Islam are accented while other aspects 

are considerably modified or ignored. The amount of freedom women have under 

Islam depends as much on custom and économie circumstances as it does on 

religious restriction (Trimingham 1959: 176). The well-travelled Yoruba trader 

(discussed in Chapter II) considers herself as much a Muslim as her sec1uded 

Kanuri, Isister in Maiduguri. Islam came ve'ry early to the Hausa and Kanuri 

kingdoms. Among the Hausa it began as a cult religion of the ruling class in 

the l5th century (Trimingham 1968: 19), but the cities did not convert t? Is\lam~, 
;; .....,.~ 

unti1 after the Fulani Jihad (1800-1810). The rapid spread of IslJm into the 

III. _J 
--~----__ .. a.IlfjIlllIJi •• I. ___ ·" 



, 28' 

rural areaf did not occur until after the British conquest at the beginning 

of the twentleth century (Greenberg 1946: 9). The British at this time 

passed new laws which in effect freed the slaves,dnd female slaves who had been 

inv01ved ln agricultural production now seemed ta prefer seclusion in imita­

tion of the Wlves of their former masters tTrimlnqham 1959: 189). This gave 

them greater leisure in which they turned to craft and trade activities 
1 

(M.G. Smlth 1964~ 23). Hith the spread of Islam throughout the countryside, 

wife seclusion also became a s~ol of Muslim identity. 
"';'L 

Seclusion is a custom associated with Islamic societies although not a 

point on Wh1ih the Koran is emphatically clear (Cohen A. 1969: 52 cited in 

Hill 1972: 2\9). Sexual segregation is supported with arguments ~bout the 

Gature of wamin and )ustified on religious grounds but the seclusion of wives 

is often a symbo1 of the husband's Musllm identity and his socio-economic 

posltl0n. Seclusion is definitely reldted to social c1ass and a rise in the 

standard of 1~v1ng. There are reports from Niger where previuusly Hausa 

women were not sec1uded that sorne men are beginning to prohibit their wives 
l ' 

from farmlng, and are compensat1ng them ta achleve this (Hill 1972: 279). 

Hardiman (1974: 7) also reports that in rural Bor'no wealthy men are beginning 

to seclude thelr wives. Formerly, sec1usion was practised most strictly py 
4, 
"-upper class aristocrats and wealthy- merchants, of both Hausa and Kanur;i society 

~nd was much copled by men with social aspirations. "For the Kanu,} i; the 

appearance of upper class mernbership enhances an individual in the eyes of 

himse1f and his feUows" (Cohen 1960: 222). Today, Hausa men appear to be 

wl11lng to forgo thé advantages of a woman's productive activities in order 

ta gain prestige from seclusion. Hill (1972: 190-193) lists the under- J 

utl11zation of labour resources during the farrning season as a contributing 

cause of poverty ln Batagarawa. Wife seclusion is given as one exarnple o,f under-11' 

utilization. She 'cites ot;:her West African cases,such as the Kanuri, where fema1e 

labour is a "maJor facto,r in crop production" (citing Cohen 1960: 274). Al­

though Kamirl women gré lnvôlved 1'n produ,ction,as l deI'lonstrate below the Kariuri 

arc poorer not richcr than the Hausa. 

benefit if women were not in seclusion. 

Women's trade however w~uld certainly 
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As l have illustrated, local custom has modified Islamic tradition in 

a number of speclflc ways among the Hausa and Kanuri. For example, a man 

IS rcqulrcd ta allow his wife 'to VlSlt her' family no matter how strict the 

secluslon and thlS lS an obligatlon which stems from custornary not Islamic 

law (Cohen 1961: 1238). In the case, of inherltance 1aw, we have seen that 

it has been app1ied in ways ta dcny women rights that in fact Islamic law l 

prqvldes. A1though bath the Hausa and Kanuri societies are Is1amic, rural 

Hausa women are sec1uded whlle rural Kanuri women are not secluded and make 

up the bu1k of the agricultura1 labour force. The seclusion lbf women then 

needs a more complex exp1anation than'one ba~ed ISOlelY on religious ideology. 

, The explanatlon Involves a consIderation of a combination of eponomic, demo­

graphlc and historica1-1deologica1 factors in Hausa1and and Borno. 

The maJor determining factor is that Borna is poorer than Hausaland. 
1 

During the 1ast flfty years, Borno has been less integrated into the, export 

economy than most of Hausaland. For example, the railroad connecting the 

north to the seaport of Lagos reached Kano in 1911 but was not extended to 

Maiduguri until 1964. Buchanan and Pugh (1955) in their economic geography 

of NIgeria show lower export production and lower per capl ta incorne for Borno 

than for Hausaland. Both Smith (1955) and CohE7.n (1960) outline budgets for 

rural households which are ca1culations not only of cash incorne but also of 

subsistance In-kJnd income. Srnith's figures for Hausaland are for the 1949-50 

period and COh,en's f~ 1955-1957. ,Cohen (1960:307) conunents that his figures 

are comparable ta those that Smith (1955) had calculated for rural Hausaland. 

Howcver, 1atcr Cohen (1971: 208 #4) adds that he: believes that his earlier 

figures were "distorted upward by the fact that the respondents were better 

off than the aVerage and were generally older mernbers of the conununity picked 

to partic1.pate 1.n an agricultural experiment because of their influence". 

This wou1d mean than that the incomes for Borno generally~re lower than those 

of Hausaland. Even with the agricultural contribution of~nuri wornen 

incomes are lower. 

" 

Borna has a lower population de~sity than Hausaland and as previously 

rnentioned a lower water table which as made we11 construction difficult. One 

of the pre-conditions of female seclusion is the provision bf wells within 

the compound (Hill 1972: 24). If no household wells exist,this service may 

be provided by an occupational group of water carriers (Horowitz 1974), but 

neither of these situat10ns exists in Borno and the seclusion of wornen is 

.". ... 
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difficultl. This is not the case in most of Hausaland where weIl-construction . \ 

i5 less difficult. In the disper5ed hamlets just outside Batagarawa where 

there are no wells within the compounds women are not secluded (Hill 1972: 279). 

It was suggestéd to me that Kanuri Islam stems from the Islarnic tradition 

of the central Sudan which is less strict than the Jihadi principles which 

govern large parts of Hausaland and which al10\"'5 ,,",omen more freedom (Personal 

communication MSZ)4. The fact that Kanuri men like to seclude their wives ~ 
and that rural men are ~eginning to do 50 ~here it is possible argues ag~inst 

this. The suggestion t~at it is a more recent imitation of the Hausa pa~tern 

does not alter the faet tha~conomically. it must be possible to seclude wives. 

From the Hausa data we have se~ t~at men are willing to undergo sorne hardship 

in order to gain prest~ge from sedlusion, but it seems Iikely that there i5 a 
\ 

lower l~m~t beyond WhlCh subsistance would be jeopardized. 

\ 

Economie and environmental variables are of primary importance in whether 

or not women are secluded. A lower standard of living in combination with the 

lack of wells has meant that Kanuri women must be unsecluded in order to draw 

water and perform agricultural labour. 

\ 
In the cases considered,religious ideOl~y directIy inhibits domestic 

autonomy by creating structures and laws WhiCh\PhYSicallY isolate a woman 
from most aspects of public life placing he~ directly under the control 'of 

men. These same structùres further strengthen women's dependence by preventing 

them from engaging in eeonomic activities whieh would provide a base for the 

growth of autonomy. But it i5 not simply ideology which inhibits. A 

religious ideology provides a range of possibilitie5 some of wbich are 

selected by the ~ulture and others which are rejected, according to yhe 

socio-economic situation in which it develops. ~Chapter II illustrates this 

point clearly for Islam arrived in Yorubaland in a differenthistorial period 

when the economic system was quite different and thus the impact has not been 

t~e,same as in Hausaland. 

One factor which inhibits women's economic activities is the inheritance 

pattern as regulated by Islamic law and rnodified by customary practice, 

which denies women access to land on which she might farm and houses where 

she might live separately and independently of her father or her husband. 

Women have limited acce5S to capital and credit although this they share with 
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men as a problem of the underdeveloped e~nomy. Women are constrained 

by the cultural explanation of their "nature", their minds and their proper 

sphere of activity. Ideology not only constrains their activities it acts . 
as a ra tionalization of the existing situation. In Hausaland and urban 

Borno the overwhelming limitation on women's activities is seclusion. 

It physically confines them to their husband's compound,places limits on 

the scope of their activities and makes them dependent on children, male 

kinsmen and older women. seclusion is, however, simply part of a larger 

pattern of sexual segregation. There are male and female spheres of activity 

and for the most part the two fields, male and female, are congruent with 

the soc1.al-public and domestic-private spheres. ~This, separation has meant 

that women have their own sphere of activity where they must take control. 

They have to meetOsome of their own and their children's needs frem their 

own resources. Women have d~veloped skills appropriate to the scale o'f trade 

1.n which they engage. The negative aspect is thàt the female sphere is so 

small that women are exclbded from large segments of social life and their 

physica1 confl.nement becomes a psych010gical and intellectual confinement 

as weIl. 

Hausa women do engage in individual social production, and according 

to Sacks (1971) this should lead to greater personal freedom. The crucial 

point to note is that even when a Hausa woman does achieve a measure of 

economic \ndependence, as in Batagarawa, this has relatively little effect 

on her domestic situation. Social production in this case does net .lead 
h' 

to greater personal freedom • We' have here a case characterized by economic ... 
independence ~ domestic dependence. This means we must go beyond economic 

l 

factors in discovering the crucial determing variables of wamen t s autonomy. 

In this chapter we have seen that the ideological variable is the crucial 

one. 

Chapter II 'presents us with an interesting contrast. 

extremely mobile and highly visible in the economy. 

l ' 

Yoruba women are 
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Footnotes for Chapter l 

1. 
--

,2. 

3. 

4. 

'( 

For one version of this lege~d see ~ohnston (1966: 1,11-113).' 

The second half of Polly Hill '\ book Rural Hausa: A Village and 

~ti~ has a marvellously cOMplete, conunentary which is really 

an encyclopaedia of Hausaland. 

"In Hausa households the women cook, an evening meàl and sometimes , 
a morning one. AlI other food i5 referred to as 'snacks' and is 

bought in the market or from ,""amen who prepare it in their com­

pounds. While much of the cooked food is sold to men, women also 

buy mid-day 'snacks ~ from each other through the intermediary of 
\ 

children. Processing food and making the se Il' sl')acks' are ,the most 
\ 

widesprea'd economic acti vi ties of Hausa ,,",omen both rural and 
, 

urban" (Re~y 1975: 364). \ 

The Hausa refer to the Kanuri as, "Na She~u Larabawan bidia". 

Thi s meanJ3 the followers ~f the Shehu who \ favour luxury. 
\ 

Bidia means religious innovatlon (sometimes heresy) but associated 
. \ 
with pleasure not technological innovation~ An example would be 

, 1 

. the acceptance of drumming. 
\ 
\ 
\ . , 

, , 
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CHAPTER II 

DOMESTIC AtJrONOMY WITHOUT POLITICAL POWER , 

Moving sO';lth rrom the savannah g,rasslands home of the Hausa and Kanuri, 

we come to the rain fore st region of the Yoruba in southwestern Nigeria. 

~oruba women, fam~liar to many as the formidable, hard~bargaining traders 
1 

of Nigerian markets are often presénted as the most independent women in 

Afr~ca (LeVine 1970: 179). A careful examination of the ethnographie mater­

ial will a110w us to see whether these images mateh the reality. 

\ \ . 
The Yoruba are a large ethnie group located mainly 0 in southwestern 

Nigeria where they number between ten and eleven million (1963 Nigerian 

eensus cited in Bascom 1969: 1). 
\ 

Their language is of the Kwa subfamily 

of the Niger-Congo group of languages (Bascom 1969: 8). Political1y, they 

were orgàn~zed into' la large number of kingdoms, perhaps as many as fifty, 

but there is no evidence that these kingdoms ever formed one p01itica1 

unit y (Lloyd 1966: 551). 

One of the most striking aspects of Yoruba society is Hs long urban 

tradition stretching back at least six hundred years (Marshall 1964: 0'. 

Yoruba cities had an agriculatural base and were surrounded by a belt of 

farmland up to fifteen mlles in width (Baseom 1969: 4). Seventy-five per 

cent of Yoruba men are still farmers engaged in hoe ilgricul ture (Lloyd 
, 

1966: 556). Cocoa is now the main export crop but pa1m oi1 and pa1m kernals 

are also important (Krapf-Askari 1969: 3). The Yor.uba economy is 1 diver­

sified one wil:.h an advanced non-agricultural 5ector (Hedder 1969: 16) making 
\ 

the Yoruba one of the richest peasant groups in Africa (Lloyd 1966\578). 

'. 

Descent is reckoned pàtri1inea11y except among sorne southern Yoruba 

sub-groups where there are cognatic deseent groups (Lloyd 1968: 67). Residence 

after marriage 15 '{irilocq1 and usua1ly patrilocal. 

\ 
The ethnographie materia1 presented here i5 drawn main1y from Lloyd 

, , 

(1966; 1968), Ba5gom (1969) and Marshall (1964). There is an enormous 

Yor~ba literat'.lre (see Bàldwin and Baldwin 1976) which contains much general 

in'fo'r,mation about women but few systematic studies. The fo11owing section 

~ describes the economic activities of Yoruba women concent,rating mainly on 

trade, 'the area in which they have gained such renown. 
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Economie Life 

Although agriculture is important in the Yorubà economy, wom~n 
• very little farm work (Lloyd "1966: 557; Hodder 1969:~17). They ha 

to la~ut since they rarely farm they only activate these 

their adult sons nccd land (Marsh~ll 1964: 63). Women are, however, 
, \ " . 

in dy,eing, pottery rnaking, vertlcal loom weavl.ng and food processing (liodder 

1969: 17). cooking and child care are women's responsibilities bu~ special­

ists have taken ove,r such domestic tasks as cooking, sewing, washing, 

1 ironing; and hal.rdressl.ng. This considerab1y reduces the amount of time 

spent by Yoruba women on household tasks (Marshall 1964: 258). Trade, 

however, is the major actlvlty of Yoruba women. In other societies where 

wnben do ~t cu1tivate but are trad~rs,the evidence suggests that they 
'Ç-~~I ~ 

entered the d1stributive sector at the beginning of the colonial period 

(Marshall 1964: 1-2),. There is nô evidence that Yoruba women were ever only 

cultivators' (Marshall 1964: 1-2). Traditionally the~e involved in local 

1eve1 trade, although a small nÙmber engagelin ,in ter urban' trade which re-
D ' 

quired travelling in armed caravans for safe y (MarSha~1964: 77). Today . ~-

yoruba women are found in aIl areas of the market e~~èp butchering and 
\ 

5e11ing cattle, but they·operate mainly irf cloth, provisions and foodstuffs 
J-

,tSasçom 1969: 26). ' 

" Trade ~f 

Tha~ women are found e~re in trade is c1e:r to even the most cas~l 
V<Sitor to 'ioruba1and. The studies lOf Comhaire-Sylvain (1951), Marris ~1962) ,", 

, and Baker (1974) provide more detait about the contemporary market women of 
- .' ) 

Lagos. I~ a samp1e of 170 emp10yed women in Lagos,Comhaire-Sy1vain (1951: 171) 

found that/84.7\ were'in trade. The majority of the-traders fel1 within 

four descriptive categories, (a) hawkers who had a tray of goods1and moved 

about the streets, (b) traders with glass ca~es usually disp1ayed in front 

of their homes, (c) shopowners who sometimes owned market sta11s, and 

(d) market traders (Comhaire-Sylvain 1951: 173-179). 1n"1948 there were 15 

markets and about 8,000 traders. 'By the early 1970's the Lagos City Markets 
\ 

and women'%' otganization claimed a membership of 63,000 an~ listed 33 markets 

(Bake~ 1974: 224). 
.' 

: 

, ., \ , 
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The great majority of women traders are Mus1im, po1ygynous1y married, 

and illiterate (Baker 1974: 228). They begin their trading careers when 

the y are small girls assisting an aIder fernale relative: in her commercial " 
\ 

activities and Iearning business skills from her. When a woman marries,her 

husband lS expected ta provide her with capital to begin trade. This sdm 

varied bctwcen l 2-5 in 1950 CComhaire-Sylvain 1951: 171) and by 1960 averaged 

about {3D (Harris 1962: 53). Marris (1962: 53) found that most women had 

in fact rcceived ,their startillg éapita1 from their husbands, but Marsha·ll ' s 

(1964: 185) studies in the town of Awe had different resu1ts~ ~1though 

husbands wer~ expected to give their brides starting capital, most women 

actually began with money saved from their own pre-marriage trading with 
• 

t~e~r mot1er or other women. Plrhaps men in small towns such as Awe have 

less capital available than residents of Lagos. 

~ \ 
As indicated above the main commodities t;~dedcbY women are cloth, pro-

"\ 
1$ 

visions and foodstuffs. The proportions of traders ih each of these product 

1ines can be seen in Table 2. 

TABLE 2 

WHAT TRADERS SELL 

~ (Proportions of 51 men and 149 women traders 
interviewed in central Lagos) 

Men Women 

Textiles 

Provisions and Cigarettes 

Foodstuffs 

Other 

No Specialty 

4P 

4 

12 

43 

16 

24\ 

23 

31 

18 

4 

(from Marris 1962: 75) 

As can he seen fram the table, 25\ of.female and male traders are in textiles 

5 
~. 

and.. 4\ of the women are 1n foodst~ffS and provisions. Women often begin 

i~ fresh foodstuffs and havinq amassed some capital move into provisions 

which require more capital (M. Cohen 1972: 91-92). Textile trade..is the 

rnost profitable. Wornen who trade in this commodity are like1y te 'pursue 

their trad~all a10ng the coast of Wêst Africa buying and se111ng is they 
/ 

. trave1 (Ba~r 1974, 228, Comhaire-Sy1va in 1951, 180). Altbough il i,s _ 
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times assurned that women operate exclusively in retail trade,the line 

between wholesalers and retailers is a blurred one since man y women combine 

both aspects of the trade, selling retail to one customer and in bulk to 

another (Baker' 1974: 225; Remy 1968: 18: Comhaire-Sylvain 1951: 177). 

\ 

Income stat1stics are not completely reliable but they do ailow a 

general impression;' Among the trade~ sampled in Table 2 (see above) 

women made less than men. 66% of the women but only 25% of the men made 

less than fIl per month. 38% of the men but only 14% of the women made 

more than i:. 21 (Marris 1962: 76). The proporation of cloth sellers earning 

f Il or more a month was double that of the food and provision sellers 

(Marris 19"62: 76). 'Baker (1974: 227) estimates that at one end of the 

scale hawkers m1ght average f 1 - 3 per month while large scale traders earn 

1100 or more per -mon~h. In general income depends more on capital invested 

than k1nd of stock. Since women had less capital they made less (Marris' 

1962: 76). One source. of capi;tal for women traders is the esusu club which 
1 

1S similar to the rotating credit associations described for the Hausa. 

Bascom (1952: 67) discusses one type of C~tlC;U where aIl the women in one 

compound form a savings club. Baker (1974: 231) and Remy (1968: 12) note 

the existence of esusu among the traders but do not provide ,details. 

Market women form organizations to facilitate trade by regulating priees, 

,corltrolling supplies and settling disputes within th~ market. Conunodity or­

ganizat1~ns where the oldest women act as heads are a long-standing organiza-, 
tional form

l 
(Lloyd 1953: 43; Hodder 1969: 55). Although the existence 

of the se organizations has long been noted, little has been understood of 

their origins, organizational forms, and activities (Hopkins 1973: 57 #120; 

Baker 1974: 349 #25). It is interesting to note that it is only the market­

based women who are organized (Marshall 1964: 27). Without this type of 

organization the numbers of traders and the wide variety of transactions would 

soon\produce chaos in the markets. Street hawkers do not require the same 

kind of organization. 

Lagos traders are "organized around a power fuI hierarchy of traditional 

market leaders who maintain strict supervision over aIl the main markets in 

the city ••. resolving conflict and enforcing discipline" (Baker 1974: 229) • 

... 'lT ..... \I 
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TABLE 3 

~RKET ORGANlZATION IN LAGOS 

Alaga 

Iyal,ode 

/ " 
Alagai 

1 

I~a Ege Oja 

Commodity Heads 

Subsellers 

1 

(from Baker 1974: 229-231) 

1 

At the head of the hi~rarchy is the Iyalode (Mother of the Markets). This 

is a traditiona1 chieftaincy title whose incumbent is, taccor~ing te tradi~ .. ' 

tiona1 protoco1, second in status to the ~ (the king) and who participates 

in the appointment and insta~lation of ,the~. Under the Iya10de 'are the 

A1Agas or chairwo,men of the various markets who are ~espo~sible for co­

ordinating market affairs and regulating disputes. The Iya Egbe'Oja are 

se_ct ion heads in charge of a group of traders in a prOC:S~ct range. They are, 

mainly concerned with supply, sale, preparation and proJessing of merchandise. 
'1 

Below this levei are the commodity heads and subsellers. The Alagas have 

regular monthly meetings a~~he home of the Iyalode. These leaders "exercise, 

a remark'ble degree of control ~ver the markets, levying duties as seems 

necessary, keeping rivalry within tolerable limits, maintaining order and 
. ~ 

peace, and directing affairs of group interest" (all information fram Baker 
- 1 

1914: 229-231). We shall return to a discussion of the political activities' 

of these women in Chapter IV. 

Women ~ontrol the income from,their trade and spend it on,personal needs, 

their children and their relatives (Marris 1962: 53). AIl traders reinvest 

profits in their own businesses. I~ 'addition, small scale traders invest 
, ' 

in jewellèry, whi~e women with larger profits invest in housea,Which they 

rente In 1950 there was a group of about 400 wanen who owned between three 

and five houses each (Comhaire-Sy1vain 1951: 116). Women a1so pay f~r further 
1 
1 
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edûcation for their children. It is usually sons who are sent abroad fo~ 
~ further studies as daughters are expected to follow their mothers in trade 

f 
(Baker 1974: 229). 

" 
. '., Men and women have separate budgets and do not know the size of each 

other' s incomes. Women are sometimes ,wealthier than their husbands ('Bascom 
~ 1969: 65; Lloyd 1966: 566). In at 1east one sma11 town men do not have 

'substantially larger incarnes than women (Marshall 1964: 201). Husbands who 
1 

'~re having financial difficultics are often supported and helped by their 

wiv~s,and many househo1ds wou1d be se:~ous1y in debt without the wife's 

contribution (Marris 1962: 53;81). 

Husbands and wives cannot inherit from each other. A woman's goods go 

\to her junior sib11ngs or others in her descent group (Lloyd 1968: 68). 
,;' 

Tools such as looms and dye pots ar~ a form of personal property and as such 

are inherlted (Personal communication D. Aronson). when a woman's father 

dies she has a right ta a share of his personal properties including land 
, 

(Marshall 1964: 63). A man's property is divided equal~y according to the 

number of Wlves but it is the children who inherit (Bascom 1969: 46), The 
1 

:father's house is 1eft to males. Land and houses unti1 quite recent1y were 

vested in the lineag~ and women lived in the house of their father and then 

of their husband. 

Large numbers of Yoruba .women are involved in economic pursuits which 

bring tbem 1n contact with a wide variety of people and expose them to the 
< , 

information and activities of the market place. The world in which ~e~ 

live is much broader and more varied than the w~ld of Hausa and Kanuri 

women. Yoruba women manage their own businesses which range in size fro~ 
1 

the small head tray piled high with wares and balanced on the head of the 

street hawker to the firms'of the large scale cloth sellers with branches 
, 

in several cities. They make important contributions to the family budgets. 
1 

In order to manage their own affairs they have formed collective organizations. 

Market women have been described as "the most autonomous and self-sufficient 

interest group in Lagos" (Baker 1974: 232). 
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Political-Legal Roles and Limitations 
Il 

In contrast to the Hausa and Kanuri women the legal rights of Yoruba 

women are the same as the rights of Yoruba men. A woman can enter independ­

ently aIl forms of contracts and can take action in her own name on aIl 

legal matters a:is1ng from them (Lloyd 1968: 69). One factor contributing 

to the eX1stence of such a status is the need to facilitate trading activities, 

whfch become too~cumbersome if a ~oman must be represented in aIl transactions 

by a male. Women 1n southern N1geria began to vote in 1950 (Baker 1974: 235) 

whereas, 1t will be remembered, women in northern Nigeria never received toe 

vote. 
1 ~ 

history of inde-One might expect that since women have ~d ~ a long 

pendent trade activity that they a~~o ha~e b~e~~~~~~ed in the tra~ition\r'" 

It appears that women have had definite roles to play , po11tical system. 

but the eV1dence is rather fragmentary. 

In Ibadan in 1851 there were four lines of chiefs. The fourth line was 

civil, headed by the Iyalode and represented the interests of women. The 

Iyalode was descr1bed by a European woman in 1872 as "a SOirt of queen, a 

person of much 1nfruence and looked upon with much respect" (Pplna Hinderer _ 

quoted in Awe 1967: 19). The Iyalode was proba~:>ly like the .!y~~ode of Lagos 

descr1bed above (Personal communication D. Aronson). 

In Ife there were two senior wamen, the Yeye Ojumu who was the he ad of 

the eIder women and the YeyeIoja who was in charge of the market women and 

settied their disputes (Bascom 1969: 33-34). Women were aiso organized for 

political purposes especially among the Oyo Yoruba in a town organization 

called the Egbe Iyalode. Members were mainly craftswomen and traders and 

their comme~ts were apparently listened to with respect. In sorne towns the 

Iyalode the head of the Egbe sat on the town council (Fadipe 1970: 253). 

The Ogboni cult which in addition to other activities functioned as a . 
senior law court (Bascom 1969: 35) was made up predominantly of men, but 

usually had about six women members called Erelu whose dut Y it was to-represent 

the interests of the women of the town (Morton-Williams 1960: 368)2. Also 

the Alafin of Oyo heard reports of ûgboni meetings from a woman who attended 

• F • 
'_J 
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on his behalf (Morton-Williams 1960: 365). Female members of the Ogboni 

were said ta possess witchcraft (Morton-Williams 1960: 369-370).3 

Domestic Life 
.. ""'lo 

'l' 
Today young women marry at 16 ta 2.0 years of age and men in their mid 

to late 20's (Lloyd 1966: 564), while formerly men were probably older 
, " 

(Bascom 1969: 64). In the past children were frequently betrothed but this 

lS rarer now and a young person has a greater part in the choice of a 

marriage,partner (Lloyd 1966: 566). Formerly also Yoruba girls were expected 

to be virglns at the time of their marriage. The display of a bloodied 

white cloth was part of the marriage ceremony. Informants agreed that 90\ of 

the time the girlwas a virgin, but today this is ~arely the case and proof 

--~----------~o~f~vvtirginity lS no longer a part of the ceremony (Bascom 1969: 62). 

1 

Marriage is virilocal and patrilocal and the wife's position ls charac­

terized by overt submission and economic independence (Lloyd 1966: 566). A 

wife respects and defers to her husband, kheels when greeting him, does not 

eat with him, and never addresses him by his name (Marshall 1964: 56). 

Marriage gives a man the right to the woman's dorn~stic labour, the right of 

sole sexual access and the right to aIl children born during the marriage 

(Lloyd 1966: 564). A man can claim compensati?n for his wife's adultery 

(Lloyd 1966: 5~4),. but he is allowed additional wives as weIl as other 

sexual r~lationships. Men must provide their wives with a room (though not 

necessar11y to herself), with money to start her own(~raft or trade, and 

must see that she does not go without food and clothing. Most women in fact 

provide thelr own clothing and sorne food. Perhaps one fifth buy aIl their 

own foo$1 and clothing (Lloyd 1966: 566). Marshall (1964: 201) jclaims there 

are no clear cut 'responsibilities, that men provide what they can and womén 

do the reste 

v 
Most Yoruba marriages are polygynous' although there are no reliable 

figures indicating the degree of polygyny (Lloyd 1966: 564-565). One survey 
1 

of 776 heads of households s~ows that 2.5% where wifeless, 34.9\ were married 

monogamously and,62.6\ polygynously (Galetti, Baldwin, Dina 1956 cited in 

J Bascom 1969: 64). As these figures apply to heads of household who are 

likely to be oider and wealthier the figures for polygyny may be a bit higher 

than for the general population. ._--_ ........ ----"--~ , -.,.-------------......... --~. -.~ .. "=." • ..,,'"'"'"'"--
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As among the Hausa and Kanuri there is a close and affectionate tie 

that develops between a mother and her children, while the father is fre-

quently distant and authoritarian (Lloyd 1966: 566). A Yorub~ woman's 

first concerns are for her children (Marshall 1964: 253), and women frequently 

say that the~r children are the most important thing in their lives (Leighton 

et al. 1963: 47), It i5 from their children that women receive emational 

satisfaction (Lelghton et al. 1963: 47). Lloyd (1966: 566) notes that aIl , 
but the mast sophisticated (men) regard th~ir mother as closer than'their 

wives. ThlS was also true for Hausa-Kanuri men. Children are taught to bel 
1 

self-reliant (Marrls 1962: 55,57) and begin to assist their parJnts when they 

are quite young. At divorce men have a right to aIl children barn during the 

marriage and usual1y claim them at about the age of seven. 

Although many Yorubas are Muslims, Yoruba women are not secluded • . ~ 
Formerly a Yoruba woman made daily rituà1 visits to her parents home for a 

period of 84 days after'her marriage. On completion of these visits she 

was free to come and go as she pleased (Bascom 1969: 63). Once a woman has 

embarked on a trade today she is free to go wherever necessar}Ï ~.o..,pursue 

her trade; and a man would not suggest that his wife join him on his farm if 

this would interfere with her trade (Marshall 1964: 204). Women traders 

must often be away from home (Marris 1962: 48). Comhaire-Sylvain (1951: 177) 

tells of a woman who had six chi1dren and travelled between Lagos and 

Abeokuta"a dlstance of 4bout 50 miles, thirty times du ring 1947 bath during 

her pregnancy and while nursing her child. 

'f Yoruba women although frequen"tly economica1ly independent do not see 

themselves as having equal ~uthority with their husbands and in situations 

where there are disagreements the y usually defer to them (Marshall 1964: 

255-256). I~ some cases the couple will submit ta the arbitration of a senior 

male in the compound (Personal communiGation D. Aronson). Wives and husbands 

may have separate residences for short periods and 50 make daily decisions 

independently. \-hthl.n the household thè senior wife divides .;1nd allocates 

the women's household tasks (Marshall 1964: 52). Women do "not particlpate 

in the affairs of their husband' s lineage, but wives of lineage members have 

responsibilit~es for such tasks as cleaning the,main chamber. They hold 

bimonthly meetings to solve relevant problems (Bascom,1969: 45). As members 

of their own lineage,women have responsibilities and are expected to partici-

pate in lineage affairs (Bascom 1969: 46). 
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Ih the past divorce was rare but is apparently more frequent now 

(Ll~d 1966: 565). AlI divorce actions are initiated bylworen and occur 

in the customary courts. If a man is dissatisfied with his wife he, ignores 

her but she remains in the compound and supports herself. Two thirds or aIl 

divorcées run away to thelr lover's house where they then sue for divorce. 

In thls case part of the marriage payment must be refunded, the amount 

being determlned by the judge. As most women have chosen a new husband 

before the y leave thelr old, one, with the exception of a few older women, 

the dlvorccd husbandless woman does not eXlst (Lloyd 1968: 71). Divorce 

statistlcs are unreliable but the rate ,seems to be high (Lloyd 1966: 565). 

l wou1d guess however, that it is lower than the Kanuri rate for there s~e~ 

to be other ways of solvlng marital disputes such as separate residences 
\ 

for part of the year. Yoruba women have more control over their lives and 

more ways of altering unpleasant situations. 

Age is an important determinant of status in Yoruba society and the 

older a woman b~comes the more important her role in lineage affairs (Marshall 

1964: 61). For example, ln cases of property dispute she might be called 

upon to remember events WhlCh took place early in her life or to report 

facts of Ilneage history. If a woman is the oldest child of a father she 

would be consulted by her brothers before any decision ~egarding properties 

was made (Marshall 1964: 61). Wealth is also,an important determinant of 

status and lf a woman were a wealthy trader she would function in her lineage 

"1 ike a man" and have control over disposable property (Marshall 1964: 68). 

In' general, It appears that final decisions continue tq rest with men although 

ol,der women have an influential consïltative role. Children accept the 

responslblilty for looklng after elderly parents but unlike Hausa and Kanuri 

women Yoruba women are rarely divorced after"the age of forty. Sorne women 

do choose to Ilve separately from their husbands and return to their natal 

compounds (Lloyd 1968: 71). perhaps because older Yoruba women are less of 

a strain financlally on their husbands, they are less frequently divorced. 

When a man dies hlS wives are Inherited by his heir usually a younger sibling 

and if a woman does not like the heir she must formally divorce him (Lloyd 

1966: 565). Women who are grandmothers frequently redu,e the scope of 

their tradlng and look after their grandchildren so their daughters can 

spend more tlme on their own trade. 

\ \ 
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Discussion and Summary 

One of the questions that arises from the 1iterature is why Yoruba 

women are currently and have been historically involved in trade in such 

large numbers. Hodder (1969: 24) and pedler (cited in Hodder 1969: 24) both 

_argue that the predominance of women arose as a result of the continuous 
1 

warfare of the 19th century when women cou1d move about the countryside 

more safely than men. They do not offer an exp1anation as to why women 

could move about more safely, nor does it seem 10gical as presumably women 

would be valued as captives. Marshall (1964: 77) also disputes Hodder's 

view and argues that the predominance of women is related to the settlement 

pattern: Large numbers of people lived in walled towns sUfrounded by farm 

lands. While the problem of why Yoruba' towns developed at,~ll i9 still un­

resolved (Krapf-Askar1 1969: 155), within the Yoruba town there was a ,high 

deg~ee of craft and service specializati?n and thus a need for the exchange 

of goods and servic~s (Marshall 1964: 78). For the most part women who were 

looking after children remained inside the town walls where it was safe, , 

while men were usually outside farming and fighting (Marshall~t964: 82). 

Since women were already in the town they undertook this exchange function. 

The traditional division of labour was perpetuate~ during the colonial 

period by the introduction of cash crops which led to an expansion of the 

internaI market for farm products. This combined with the lack of jobs in 

~ non-agricultural sector kept men in agriculture and expanded the number 

of jobs in the distributive sector which kept women in trade (Marshall 1964: 

89-90). 

Successful trade requires capital, persona1 flexibi1ity and mobility. 

AlI are present 10 Yoruba society. Access to trading capital has been insti­

tutionalized in the form of a cqsh gift from the husband ta his wife. Legally 

women can enter into aIl kind~/of contractual arrangements. Yorubà women 

cannot be compelled nor are they even expected to fo1low their husbands to a 

new location when this would interfere with their trade. Separate residenoes 

are a feature of Yoruba society. In addition women'who must devote considerable 

time to their business activities cannot undertake heavy d~bestic responsi­

bilities and in fac~~ey have access to specialists. Older women also 

assist with child care. These domestic and legal, features are a result of 

the interplay of the conditions required for successful trade with women's 
\ 
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domestic responsibilities. Wornen are expected ta rnaintain themse~ves 
" financia11y and thus the domestic and legal situation supports and enhançes 

l , 

a woman's economic pursuits. The requirements of trade have a1tered as-

pects of the family which in turn support trading practice. Being a 

trader is a part of a woman's self-image. 9he sees herself as a wornan, 

mother, wife and trader. It is a wel1-defined role accepted by bath men 

and women and the Yoruba family accommodates and adapts to this role 

(Marshall 1964: 258). 

Two other features of Yoruba life enhance a woman's autonomy. One is' 

her.relationship to her own lineage. She h~s definite responsibilities 

in the ~ineage and can always return to her natal compoun4.in times of 

trouble. The sefond is the respect and increasing authority which come' 

with age. 
-', 

Although many Yoruba are Muslims, in Yorubaland Islam has always beeit"""" 

a personal re1~gLon rather than a state religion as it is in Hausaland and 

Borno (Lloyd 1966: 574). Muslirn regulations of marriage, divorce and inheri­

tance are not fo11owed (Lloyd 1,966: 574), and Isl~ does not inhibit women's 

activities Ln the way observed 1n northern Nigeria. Market traders in Lagos 

joined the Jam'at congregation, a Mus1im sect which rà\sed the status of 

wornen (Baker 1974: 235). One conc1udes that women were well-established 

traders when Islam began to make inroads into Yoruba society and r~fused 

to accept practices which threatened their trade. 
-:;;, 

Despite a high degree of economic independence and c~ns~rable domestic 

autonomy, women are not perceived by men as being equals. Fadipe (1970: 326) 

writing in 1937 stated that women are considered to he inferior and Leighton 

et al. (1963; 45) in their studies found that "people believe that women 

are intended to serve and ohey men and no matter how old a woman ls she 
" 

still needs a man to look after her". 

How Yoruba men actually perceive.wornen is ambiguaus. Aocording ta 

Prince (1961: 804) aIl Yoruba wornen are potentially witches. lt i5 not c1ear 

whether aIl women perce ive themselves to be potentia11y witches. Such char­

acteristics as old age, facial hair, or unusal behavlour may 1ead people to 

suspect a woman of being a witch (Prince 1961: 798). Wltches are supposed 

to engage in two types of activity, sucking the blood which causes ~asting 

75 
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diseases and eating a victirn's spirit which interferes with his sexuality. 

Prince (1961: 798) postulates a fundamental relationship between menstrual 

blood and wl.tchcraft, but this raises a nurnber of problems as it is fr'e­

quently older women, who are certainly past ,menopause,who are thought to be 

witches. If aIl '(oruba women potentially possess these attributes which 

cause them to be labelled "witches", surely we are discussing a characteristic 
. ' " 

or qua lit y of the female character which mefits fuller and more accurate 

descrl.ptions than found in such terms as "witch" and "witchcraft". LeVine 

(1970: 179) linfs the per3eption of women as witches with male fe~r and 
1 

resentment of successful women. He suggests that Yoruba men are not only 

resentful of fèmale independence but that they feel emasculated by it and 

envy it. Th1S manifests itse1f in two tendencies in me~. One is a wide­

,spread preoccupation with irnpotrnce and/the other the occurrence of male 

transvestism 1n r1tual and cu1tfral fan~asy (LeVine 1970: 179). He does not 

present evidence whi~ would 1ink these variables,and it is not obvious 

that these two cultural features are causally related ta "the long-standing 
• 

pattern of fer:runine in~ependence". Why should men be sexually threatened by 

a presumably long-standing and well-accepted female raIe (Marshall 1964: 257)? 

Another Yoruba symfiol, the linked male-female edan brass figures of the 

Ogboni cult embodies the principle of male-female complementarity. Beth 

f1gures are se en as necessary to restore peaceful and co-operative relations 

(Morton-Wil11ams 1960: 369-370). Men's perception of women's powerl and 

their symbo11c representation of it is a cornplex question and one that requires 
\ 

further study (see Chapter IV, Footnote 3). 

Are the images of freedom and independence confirmed? To a degree they 

are. The Yoruba woman' s situation is vastly different from that of "the Hausa­

and Kanuri. Her domfstic situat10n contributes to her economic success 

rather than inhibiting it, still she does not perceive herself, neither is 

she perceived by men,as being equal to men. We shall return to this question 

in the concluding chapter, for if the "most independent women in Africa u do 

not have equal authority with men, then the search for explanation must go 

heyond the economic sphere. 

.,) 
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Chapter IV thè situation of two group~ of women in Ghana. 

Again the women in individual social production, but the " , 

situàtiqn of ,the Guang reflects neither the de~ndenc~ of' the Hausa nor 
''-/ . 

the, fr~edom of the Yoruba. ' 
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1. Men's guilds have many o~ th~ same organizationa1 featu~es JLloyd 

1953: 43-). 

2 •. Morton-Williams does not'-give the number of 'male ~poni mentbers 

in Oyo. Bascom (1969: 36) syas that in 1937 in Ife there were 

" 

3. 

100 ggbOni members; all male. 

Morton-Williams does not say whether the malçs were a1so-conside~ed 
,-. -

to passess witchcraft. ' 

; - .. 

• 

, 

\ 

'" 

" [ , 

! 

1 



.... 

/ 

\ 

48 

GHAPTER III 

TRAj!E IN GHANA: U~AN AND RURAL "' 

1 

Two groups in Ghana.bear comparison with the Yoruba as coastal, 

re1ative1y commerically oriented people .. The first are the Guang of 

Larteh, a town in the state of Akwapim in southern Ghana. About 35 miles 

" from' Larteh is Accra, the ca!>lita1 ci ty~nd commercial centre of Ghana. 

The market "~amnncs" of the Accra markets are as we11-kn~wn ",9' their Yo,ruba 
\ 

counterparts. In the second part of this chapter the commercial acti-

vities of these Accra market women are discussed . 

, ' , . ,. 

The Guang 

Thé Guang are to be the earli~st settlers in ~resent day 

Ghana but their origins are unknown. They are '-a patrilineal group who 
1 • 

were at one time absorbed .. into the Ashanti Confederacy an~ have been 
\ 

affected by the matrilineal patterns fi the ASQant{ (Klingshi:n 1971: 

14-17). Guang like Yoruba is a mernber of the Xwa sub--fami1y of the Niger-

Congo language fmnily (Klingshirn 1971: '10 #1). Larteh is the on1y one. . ~ 

of six Gua~g towns on the Akwapim ridge to r~tain its own dialect 
• 1 .. ~ 

(Klingshirn 1971:~10). Cocoa was introduced into the Akwapim area ~n the 

l~te 19th century. ~s there was a shortage of land in that area the 

farmers purchased land to grow cocoa in the neighbourlng states and deve10ped 

villages there close ,to their farms. This migratfon which led to an enorm~us 

increase in the production of cocoa has been described by Polly Hill (196~). 

Today Larteh has a population of 6361 most of whom are either full or 
," 

part-time farnJers. The men" are often absent from the town working on the~r 

cocoa farms (K1ingshirn 1971: 10). Most of the food crops are raised by , 

the w:>!Ilen, but fish i5 the, principal prote!n in the diet and ia brouqht 

::i~:: :,:o:e::e t::a::a::e::~::U:a:i:e;0::a~i:::~~:9.:i::n~:~' w~:~ . c=;:(.~ 
missionaries stretching back over a hundred yea s and a correspondjqlY , 

) . .., 
long history of formaI education spÔnsored by t missiQns' (KlinCJ~b rn'l97f: 
17-18) • .' 

There have been two recent studies of Lcu::t~h, one by David Brokensha -. 
(1966)- and \the second by Agnes Klingshirn (1971). The latter study"wh;ich - . -
4' ~ r#~ , 

( foclissed on the activities of' wornen and.,the opportUJ\ities that are available 
4 • ~ 
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to them in a deve10ping countr~was more useiu1 in terms of this study. 

In ~he previous chapters we haye seen that only Kanuti womenl have been 

signifidantly involved in agricultural labour. Like the Kanuri, Guang 

women work as dependent Iabourers for their h~sband\ but they aiso bear 

the primary ~esponsibility for food crop production. Whereas among the 

Yoruba the introduction of cocoa meant an expansion of the female distribu­

tive sector among the Guang lt mepnt that women had expanded responsibilities 

for food crop production. 

Ecopomic Life 

Among the Guang men and women have different but overiapping responsi-
"" ~ ,"" 

bilities in agricultûre. Basioally,. wome~. work in food crop production and 

men in cash crop production. Women rai se the food crops of'cassava, 

cocoyams, and vegetab1es to"feed themselve~ and their families on land to 

which they have usufru~ rights granted b~ their husband'slineage 
'-:, 

(K1ingshirn 1971: 141-142). Surplus foodstuffs raised by the women on this 

land are taken to the market and solde One third of the money i9 retalned 

by the woman (Klingshirh 1?71: 155),. Women are ai.so required to work on 

their husband's cocoa or oil palm plantations in the capacity of dependent u . 
labourers, men retaining the money from the sale of the cocoa and palm oil 

(Klingshirn 1971: 145,155). If' woman may have her own land which she has' 
, 0 

received from her husband, her own lineage, or she may have purchased it 

herself. On this land she may grow cash crops after her subsistance obliga. 
, 

tions have been met. Until recently property was ~herited in the male 

... 

line and women cou1d only inherit land if there were no\maie heirs 

(Klingshirn 1971: 129). The traditional hei~ usually tl\e husband's younger"''''' 

brother, inher1ted not onJy the man's proper~ but aiso his brother's wives 

and 

for 

one 

chi1dren and the responsibility for thei~are. Today it is 

a man's property to be divided so that on~.)third goes to his 

third to his child~en, and one third to tpe customary hei~: 
widow, 

o } 

~nheritance 

to. and property rights are allowing more female ownershi'p but women do"not yet 

have equal access. In addition to these agric~ltural responsibilities 

women have the domestic resp6nsibilities of child-rearing and food prepara­

tion. This rneans ~hat the time and physical energy for their own cash crop '_, 
1 ~ .;..u 1 

production are iimited. If Guang women have access to qapital they can' 
't 

hire agricultural 1abou~ers (usually northern migrants) to work their farms 

• CKlingshirn 1971: 145). 

o 

1 

1 ,1 
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Weaving, golpsmithing, b~acksmithing, and'carving wood and ijOry 

are" men's tasks, ,while pottery production.is exclusively practised by 
" '. 

women (Klin1-Tshim 19?J.: 142-143'). Table 4, below lists the economic acti-

vities' of 63 women in Larteh and their mothers and daughters. 

Occupations 

Farmers 

TABLE 4 
\ 

OCCUPATIONS OF INTERVIEWEES 
THEIR MOTHERS AND DAUGHTERS 

.fJ 
.~ No. Among 
Mothers 

44 
6 
5 
1 

In terv irwees 

16 
12 

6 
6 
6 

Dau2hters 

8 
3 
2 

8 ( 

Petty Traders 
FisR, ,Se llers 
SeaJ'llstresses 
Teachers 
-Storekeepers 6 ... 1 

Bakers 
Housewives 
Cloth sellers 
Labouror 0 

Q 

o 

Okomfo (professional medium) 

Worker 

• 0 

• 
Nurses 
Social 
Pupils 
Pupil!s 

of ,Primary & Middle Sohool 
of COllU1lercia1 S,chool: 

2 

4 2 
3 \~:" \ 
2 
1 

\ 
1 

5 
v 

1 
16 
4 

(from Klingshirn 1971: 138) 

There is in fact a 1arger percentage of women iO Larteh in farming.but many 

women were àway at their u~arms at the time Of~ survey. Table 4 shows a 

decline ove~ the three generations of women farmers and an increase in the 

number of nurses, teacners and women who list themselves as housewives. It 

also indicates an inctease in the number of traders from mothers to inter-

viewees, but a decline from interviewees to daughters. It is 1ikely that 

sorne of the daughters now in school will enter trading when they cannot find 

other employment. Of the 63 women surveyed by Klingshirn (1971: 138) she 
\ 1 

states that 23 are in trade (she appears to omit the bakers). As Table 5 

indicates,the majority of these women had a few years of primary education 

or less. 

\ 

, . 



\ fi 

-TABLE '5 

EDUCATIONAL BACKGROUND lOF TRADERS 

. Illiterate 

Class III 

Stan!a:èd III-VI 

Secondary School 

11 

5 

6 

l 

\ 51 

- .1 

(from Klingshirn 1971: 158) 
.~ ; 

IMos t of the traders in Larteh sell food products and Table 6 shows 
r 

the distri~ution of ,fuil-time traders by commodity in \the Larteh-Ahenease 

Market. 

TABLE 6 

LIST OF FULL-TIME TRADERS AT LARTEH­
____ AHENEASE ,MARKET (1966) 

Type of Traders 

Fishmongers 50 

Vegetable Sellers (mainly p1aintain, 25 
cassava, cocoyam, tomatoes, okra, 
peas, ,beans 

Yam Sellers 10 

Sellers of Cosmetic Articles 6 

r -" ' (from KlingshÙn _ 1971: 161) 

Tablé 6 above illustrates the importance of fish in the"diet and the large 

number of women selling the surplus from their food crop production. There 

are many more women in part-time trade in Larteh éU1d~'P.out 100 women engage 
; ~-

in sel1~ng in the streets or hawking hoJ,tSe-tô~use (Klingshirn 1911<: 163). 

------~-----~~ 
Most of the--t-raâêin Larteh 'is' very sma'll scale and nets the trader 

about! 4 to f 5 per menthe Capital required" to OOgin trading varies fram f 5 

for cosmetics to l100 for cloth and may 'come from a woman' s 'husband,/ her 

mother or money she herself has saved from trading in surplus food produots 

(1<lingshirn 1971: 164 t3J. 
y. 

i • 

, { 
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The Market Women's Association has been in existence in Larteh since 

1923 when it was founded to advise the town administration on market matters. 

Today this associat10n provides its me~rs'with mutua1 assistance, credit, and 

f~eral contributions, and represents the traders' interests to the local 

authorit1es (Klingsh1rn 1971: 235). Other organizations with an'economic 

functl.on are the "mutual benefit or benev01ent thrift societies". Sorne of 
--~ these asso~iations are organized on the same model as the rotating credit 

organizations discussed in both the Hausa and Yoruba studies. The Guang 
1 

societies al10w the members to borrow money at low rates as weIl as giving 
1 
them access to the contribution pot (K1ingshirn 1971: 233-234). In Larteh 

this sum may reach as high as [ 50 an amount sufficient to a110w a woman to 

begin an independent trade (K1ingshirn 1971: 234). Women outnumber men in 

these societies by 10 to 1 indicating that women have 1ess access to other 

kinds of credl.t and therjfOre greater peed for this type of mutual support 

(Klingshirn 1971: 234). 

\ 
In Larteh trade i's the preferred occupation of women as they find it 

easier and 1ess lsolated than farming. Women greatly enjoy the social inter-
J 

action required by tradlng (K11ngshirn 1971: 164-165). Trade 15 also 

"preferred" in the sense that wornen do not have the skills or education to 

cnter other occupations. 

As in the other three societies men and women keep their incomes separate 

and do not know the size of the other'searnings (K1ingshirn 1971: 96) • . 
A1though women are not compelled to conttibute to househo1d expenses, many 

of thern do. Of the 23 traders in Klingshirn's (1971: 158) sarnp1e, 6 said 

they were uSlng their incarnes only for themselves while being supported by 

their husbands, 4 were widows supporting themselves, and the remaining 13 

said th. money was the!rs but they used it in the household and to help pay 

school fees (Kllngshlrn 1971: 162). 'Although men are requirèd to provide 

basic support for their wives and children,any 

she must provide for herse1f (Klingshirn 1971: 
" . 

is apparent in decision-making. In the areas 

additional things a woman wants 
r 

162). A c1ear sexua1 divis~ 

under their control - the 

kitchen, the vegetable garden and the rearing of daughters - wcmen are unchal-. 
lenged. In aIl other areas men make the decisions - the hand1ing of money, 

the education of the children, and public representation (Klingshirn 1971: 96). 

~j.)----"",,,,,-,,,,,,,,~,,,------~---
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In the traditi~nal po1itica1 system the Guang had the office of Queen 

Mother one which was probably borrowed fr?m the Ashanti during the process 

of Akanization. Although among the matrilinea1 Ashanti the position was. 

one of sorne importance,among the Guang It was not. The Guang Queen Mot~er 

did not have her own,court or palace and she was not one of the Kingmakers 

(K1ingshirn 1971: 216). It is likely that in this pre-colonial situation 

the majority of women had only very limited po1ltica1 rights or functions 

(Klingshirn 1971: 217). 

Legally Guang women fa1l between the posieion of 1egal minors of the 

Hausa-Kanur ~ women and t~e full ~ega1 equalÙ,y of the Yoruba women. Husbands 
, 

are responsible for the dèbts contacted by their wives but the reverse is 

not true (Klingshirn 1971: 94). AlI Ghanaian women have been able to v?te 
\ . 

since 1954 when universal adult suffrage was introdùced (K1ingshirn 1971: 271). 

In traditional religious practice womên were of great importance as -~ . 

priestesses, mediums and,herça1ists. Today one of the most power fuI shrin~~ 

in Ghana is in Larteh and is headed by a woman Cilingshirn 1971: 216). !ri 

Larteh ~n 1965 ther1 were 32 licensed herbalists, 9 of whom were women. 

Women are a1so the main support numerically and financia11y of the churches 

in Larteh. There are 12 churches in the town with a membership of 4017 and 

over two-thirds are women (2695). The women's groups associated with the 

Christian churches are important routes for gaining prestige and skills in 

modern organ~zational techniques as we~. as confidence from participation 

in such activities (Klingshirn 1971: 257-258). Klingshirn (1971: 2\~) sug­

gests that one of the reasons for the large scale participation of women as 

religious rracti tioners -ls to eompensate for their lack of power in the public 

sphere. l agree with this explanation for the churches a110w women ta develop , , 
,aspects of themselves which do not find expression in other areas. 

'\ The prophetie, separatist and healing churches (inc1uded in the 12 

abov~~ frequently exhibit a negative ~ttitude ;oward .women. Some of them 
- 1 

restrict the activity of menstruating women and women who have recently 

gi ven birth. Others require women to obey men and do not permit them to 

participate iry meetings or Biblical discussions. ,Women attend these churches 

- - ~ ____ ft ______ ""-___ _ 
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because they can only receive full membership in the Christian churches if 

they are monogamously married. These churches also conduct rituals in re­

sponse to women's petitions for safe pregnancy or to become pregnant. Seven­

eight~ of tnese churches permit polygyny but proscribe other sexual behaviour 
! 

(Klingshirn 1971: 265-267). Many of the ch~rches also claim the power to 

exorcise witchcs and this again is an area which concerns women,as among 

th~ Guang like the Yoruba it is usua11y women who are accused of being 

witches (Klingshirn 1971: '273). 

Autonomy and'Dependence in Domestic Life 
".--

In Guang domé-sti.c life several themes evident in the other societies 

recur: the r1ghts in women obtained by men through the marriage contracf' 

the importance of children, arid the sexual division of responsibilities. 

, Marriage is considered the normal state for adults by the ~uang. Women 

when questifned reply that they marry in arder to have chi1dren (Klingshirn 

1971: 68-69). Formerly premarital chastity was required and girls were 

killed or banished for premarital pregnancy. Today such harsh punishrnents . 
have d1sappeared, but promiscuity for girls is still deplored (Klingshirn 

1971: 60). An unmarried woman and her child are more accepted by the 

soc1ety,but the woman rnay still have difficulty in finding a husband 

CK11ngsh1rn 1971: 61). Men are rarely reproached for their prernarital sexua1 

behaviour and this dual standard continues into marriage. Husbands but not 

wives rnay engage in extramarita1 affairs. If a wife is disco~efed in an 

affair her husband can sue her lover for damages, ~ut a wife cannat sue in 

the reverse situation (Klingshirn 1971: 95). Wornen db have the right ta 

take lovers if their husbands are impotent, fail ta sleep with them, or fail 

to provide maintenance (Klingsh1rn 1971: 104). The explanation for these 

differences is in the nature of the marriage contract. The rights in a 

wornan's childbearing capacity, as weIl as the rights to her domestic, sexua1, 

and economic services are transferred from her family te her husband 

CKlingshirn 1971: 95). A husband in return must maintain his wife providing 

housing, food, clothing and medical treatment when required.' If eit~er 

person fails to live up to her/his obligations~ divorce ia easy and acèess­

ible to bath men and women (K1ingshirn 1971: 106J107). If the couple cannot 

reach a reconciliation through arbitration then they must go ta the Loc~l 

Court where the chief and the eIders det~rmine responsibi1ity for the marriage 
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breakdown and compensation must he paid (Klingshirn 1971: .110) • 

Polygyny 1S an ideal which manyGuang men financially cannot afford 

"to reach. The lmpression lS that polygyny 1s on the decline in Larteh. 

Of the 63 womcn in the sample, 7 (11%) were living polygynously while 

among the mothcrs of those interviewed 16 (25%) had been polygynously 

marr1ed. The cost of maintaining more than pne wife combined with sorne 

influence from Christ'ianity and education are responsible for the decline 

(Klillgshirn~. Formerly several wives and a large family were ---- \ economl.C assets, but today with the risi'ng cost of llving, the need to 

educate chlldren and the shortage of housing in the urban areas, large 

polygynous familles are not possible. 5uch a decline may not he evident 

among the Yoruba for several reasons. First it i8 possible that a woman's 

tradLng may contribute ta polygyny. For if a man has a wife trading in the 

town he may take another wife.to have someone to look after him on the 
, 

farm (Marshall 1964: 204).' Also since Yoruba women are often self-supporting 

the cost of rnaintaining a wife may be less. 

'" Child-rearing practices for the Guang are sirnilar to those noted for 

the other societles. Children belong to the father and ~pon divorce the 

husband can claim the children. Frequently the children, especially the 

girls stay with their rnother (Klingshirn 1971: 34,100), although the father 

ls still responsible for thel.r upkeep. One aspect that is different i5 

that'the,fat~er-son as weIl as~~e mother-daugh~er relationships are fre­

quently close ones. The father daughter relationship remains a more formaI 

one of respect and dut y (Klingsh'rn 1971: 100-101). It was rnentioned 

earlier that Larteh has a long history of formaI education and female educa­

tion was recognized as important. It is also true that where girls were 

sent to school they were expected to he 1azy and bard of understanding by 

bo,t;.h the Guang and the Europeans (Klingshirn 1971: 185). 

Traditionally' old age cornmanded great respect. Older wornen having bern 

many children shared a position in farnily councils sirnilar to that of men 

(K1ingshirn 1971: 116), but this i5 not alwaY5 true today. Frequent1y 

husbands and wives live separately in old age. This may occur for a number 
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of reasons. The husband may have no house in Larteh as the couple has 

always lived ln the small village near their farm. A man may take a 

younger wlfe and his older wife may not want to stay in the household. 

In old age a man may not want to continue ta support his wife and so he 

divorces her. Llfe is not always as difficult for older men as it is for 

older women. A man may have a younger wife ta look after him, but more 

importantly he keeps hlS property from which he can derive an incarne 

(Klingshirn 1971:,118). A woman may have worked all her life on her ~us­

band' s farrn but on divorce she can claim nothing. Sometimes at this period 

a man will glve h'is wife rnoney to start trading, but whether this occurs 

or not a woman wlll try to have sorne economic activity to meet as many of .,. 
~her own needs as she cano Her chlldren have an obligation ta support her 

and contribute to her upkeep if they can. They may have moved away ta the 

city and have other responslbilities which prevent them from fulfilling 

this responsibillty (Kllngshirn 1971: 117). 

D1Scussion and Summary , 
Guang women like wornen in ~ny societies are, in a stage transitional 

between their dependent status of the pre-colonial and the colonial period 
j 

and the poss~bil~ty of a new independence. Al though changes are beginning "t 

ta occur, there are still many factors which li'mit women' s activities. 

The strongest is a life-long dependence on fathers and husbands and the in­

security WhlCh accompanies this dependence. When men moved into cocoa pro­

duction, women remained in subsistance production. This does not give 

women control over economically relevant property for the product is con­

sumed by the family. Even pr~or to the introduction of cocoa, -men were in­

volved in the production of palm oil and here too women provided signifi­

cant labour - carrying the palm nuts, processing them into ail and then 

transporting the finished product (Klingshirn 1971: 147-149). In a very 

real way cash crop production is based on the s~sistance production and 

dependent labour of women. These responsibilities take sa much time and 

energy that a woman has little opportunity to rai se her own cash crops. 

Because of inheritanc'è'-regulations a woman has limited access to land and 

only through small~scale trading and the sale of surplus food can she acquire 

capital. Additionally she has no claim on the marital estate in the event 
\ 

." of divorce. The income derived from trade is not large enough for many 

wOmen to he self-supporting, but it is an important contribution to the 

fami l y income. 

,( 
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Po1ygyny and divorce ru1es make it easy for a man to divorce his 

wife forcing her to fall back on her own resources, her parents, or her 

chlldren for, support. A woman has no legal claim to' her own children, 

but since she is valued for her reproductive capacity when she can no 

longer bear chi1drcn she rnay be divorced by her husband. She may also be 

dlvorc'ed lE shc cannot bear children. The nature of the rnarriage contra ct 

undermincs a woman's security. A woman provides services in exchange for 
'\ ... 

maintenance, but when the contract is broken she must look elsewhere for 

maintenance. 

Above l used the words "posslbili t,y of a new independence" adv'isedly 

for the lndepcndence of women i5 by no means assured. It 15 for instance 

true that inheritance laws are beginning to change, but this is in part 

due to the fact that the agrarian sector ls beginning to decline and men 

are moving out of agriculture and into industry and commerce (Kl1n9shirn 1971: 

286). They are, therefore, less reluctant to allow women to own land. New 

occupations are opening up but women are constrained because of their lack 

of educatlon, resulting from their unequal access to the formaI school 

system. They are also held back by male prejudice whereby women are not 

thought "suitable" for many Jobs. In Larteh men did not and do not think 

lt is appropriate for women to be involved in politics an~ women report 

that they are not interested in politics, and do not participate when they 

have the opportunity. 

Agrièultural product'ion by the Guang ls a combination of production for 

subsistance and exchange. Because Guang women are involved in both kinds of 

production, Sacks' (1971) categor~es of individual and collective domestic 

production, and individual and collective social production~ are not parti­

cularly useful here. Guan~ women, working as de~endent labour ers on their 
, ~ 

husbands cash crops are inv~ved in social production, for the product ia for 

use in other households. Their labourl, however, is controlled by their 

husbands as part of their domestic responsibi1ities. When women qrow sub­

sistance crops this 15 individual domestic production, but when the surplus 

is sold this become5 social production., Guang women are in a transitional 

stage between the domestic prOduction of the past and a more recent move into 

social production. The impact on their domestic life is limited. This tran- , 
sitional period is characterized "by great insecurity and continuing dependence 

on men. 

/ 
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Large commercial centres such as Lagos and Accra offer tantalizing 

1 possibilities of prosperi,ty and draw people from the towns and rural areas. 

Tt is in the spraw11ng markets of these cities that most of the city 

dwellers purchase their food and clothing .. Most,of the traders'from whorn 

they buy these goads are women. Who are these women? What do they sell? 

How do their incarnes carn~are with ather workers? What do the traders 

thernselves feel about th~ir work? Several studies pro~ide this detail about 

Accra ~~rket women, but f1rst a note on the Ghanaian economy which provides 

the larger contexte 
1 

In Ghana, farrning is done in the north mainly by men and in the south 

mainly by wo~n (Klingshirn 1971: 146). Agriculture in Ghana as a whole 

occupies 58% of the fernale labour force and 57% of the male (K1ingshirn 

1971: 165): Cocoa and pa1m ail are the most lucrative agricult~al activi­

ties and 47% of the men in agriculture are engaged in this production while 

on1y 27% of the women are, main1y in the capacity of dependent labourers 
-t'-

on the farms of their husbands and fathers as the Guang data i1lustrate 

(Klingshirn 1971: 165). In 1960 of a total female labour force of 991,418, 

petty traders accounted for 272,052 or 27% of the total. In the wholesale 

sector there were 16,519 people and 356 (2%) of them were women. One-third 

of these wholesalers were in Accra (Klingshirn 1971: 157). According to the 

1960 census 90%,of the wamen ïn sales were il1iterate, 5% had primary schooling, 

3.5% middle schoal and 1.5% had secondary, teacher or commercial training 

(K1ingshirn 1971: l5~). 

Although Klingshirn (1971: 157) citing the 1960 cenSU5 states that the 
. " percentage of women in the wh01esale sector is about 2% of the total nrimber 

of wholesa1ers, the rea1ity i5 more complexe In most West African markets 

many traders combine bath the retail ;pd wholesale func;:tions. This appears 

to be particu1ar1y true fo~ cloth sellers but a1so applies to other commod­

ities. Evidence of the fombining of the wholesale and retail aspects of the 

trade cornes from Ibadan (Remy 1968: 18), from Lagos (Comhaire-Sylvain 1951: 

177) and in the materia1 discussed below (Sai 1971: 65, Addae 1954: 53). It 

may be that men .predominate at the "pure" whole~ale 1evel, but it is mis­

leading to think that~women are not involved in who1esale trade. 
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Pt. high concentration of women traders i9 f.ound in the markets of 

Accra and Florence Sails (1971) studyof these women provides much in-
, 1 

formation about them. Sai (1971) interviewed a sample group pf 57 women 
\ 

engaged in selling food an,d textiles in Selwyn ~arket, the second 1argest 

market in Accra. Tables 7-11 below provide information about the age, 

education, tribe, and marital' status of the traders as well as the commodi'­

Ves they sell. 

TAB~J 
A~\ 

CHARACTERISTICS OF 57 MARKET WOMEN 
IN SELWYN MARKET 

r 
TABLE 8 

EDUCATION 

Wl::: 20- , ~ No. 

~~=~: li \ 
. 40-49 23 
SO&over 12 

TABLE, 9 

MARITAL STATUS 

Single 
Married 

'Widowed 
Separated 

~ 

1 
46 

6 
4 

TABLE 11 
ê 

None 
Primary 
Middle 
Secondary 
Other 

TABLE 10 

TRIBE 

37 
6 

14 

Akan 7 
Ga 44 
Ewe 5 
Northern Ghana 
Non-Ghanaian '. 1 

DISTRIBUTION BY COMMODITY 

, 0 

Foods 
Starchy vegetables 
Perishable vegetables 
Fish 
Meat 
Groceries 
Oil 

Textiles 

No. 

9 
9 
7 
3 

10' 
l 

18 

(a11 Tables from Sai 1971:, 33-3~) 

, 
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Typically the traders surveyed are over thirty (61% are over fort y) , 

married, have litt1e or ,no schooling and trade in food. Women begin 

\ trading in food and agricul tural products and after acquiring skills and 

capital move into imported goods. The average educated trader starts 

direct1y in imported goods and those'> w~th large stàrting capital begin 

in imported textiles (Sai 1971: l, 35). 40% of the 57 traders"considered 

the~\e1ves who1esale-retailers and sold in bulk
o 
to other traders (Sai 

1971: 56). 

Table 12 (see belo\.,) indicates the amount of capital used to begin 

trading in food i5 smaller than that used to OOgin in textiles. and that 

women with smaller amounts of capital usually do begin in food. 

to ;100 category were broken down,one would expect ta find the food traders 

at the bottom of thè category and the textile traders nearer the upper end. 

As to the source of their capital 26% started with their own money, 50% 

with Q1fts,2 5% with inheritance or transfers, and 2% with credits or loans 

(Sai 1971: 25). AlI tradêrs said they invested their profits in their 

business (Sai 1971: 46). They continued to inve~t up to a certa~n capital 

ceiling which seemeC! to the invest~qator to be about 2000-4000 cedis (Sai 

1971: 46). The investigat'or concluded t'hat this was the upper limit manage­

able 9 i ven the credi t f storage, display, and bookkeeping faeUi t ies availab1e 

to the women. It may he that' other investments such as housing or transport 

are more profitab1~ at this level. Table 13 shows the amount of working J 
"Capital of women involved in the two commodity'1ines. 

Women be1on\ to t~ree main types of rotating 

to those described for' the Yoruba\<esusu) alld the 

credit organizations similar 

Hausa (adashi) and ca~~ed 

susu. On'è type ",as organized by the women themselves with daily subsc:rip­

tions. Another type was organized by an externfl1 clerk-collector, and a 

" third organized by a collector who acted as ,(1 financier and ~u1d loan money 
~ 

to traders (Sai 1971: 49-52). 44 women 'out of 57 had~sed this form of 

saving at one time or another. 

.. 
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CAP ITAL OF 57 MARKET WOMEN IN SELWYN MARKET
3 

TABLE 12 0 

STARTING CAPITAL (IN i.. • s) 

{ 

1-100 

100-200 

201-300 

Food 

301 & over 

24 

4 

3 

8 

d TABLE 13 

TYPE OF CAPITAL 

caEita'l in Çedis "Food 

0-49. 9 

50-99 7 

100-199 10 

200-299 4 

300-399 0 

400-499 3 .. 
500-999 2 

1000-1999 0 

200G-> 2999 2 

3000-3999 0 

4000,& over 2 

• • 

(frOlll ' Sai 

,0 

Textiles 

~ 

1 

() 

15 

~ Textiles 

1- 0 

0 

2 

1 

0 
l .1 

4 

2 

3 

0 

5 

1971~, 44) 

r' J _ L,., .. 'li. _ ElUda 

61 
, 0 

\ 

Total 

9 

7 

12 

5 

0 

,4 

6 

2 

5 

0 

7 

: 
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Thè average'working day forithe women was 9~ hours as compared to 

6-8 hours for men and ~omen in industr; or Jetail ftores. #The average 

monthly income as reported by the traders was N~ 66, but Sai thinks the 

average monthly inc~e ~as probably'.,higher. This com;ares favourably with 

N~ 37 of a sec'tion manager in a large store in Accra (Sai 1971: 62). The 

. women in the st~y were asked where they would place themselves on a 

national .• evel of lio..:ing s~a!e; 7 said at a high standard:~,24 ~r.lY high , 
and 15 lower than average (Sai 1971: 64). 

"" 

When the women were ~ked thei; reasons fOf: being in trade, aIl but 4 

sa id that they thought a woman had to work even if she had somebne to look 

after her. 13 took;up ~ading t6 supplement housekeeping money, and to pa 
il ' 

able to take care of thei~ chi1d~en better. 33 had helped their.mother or 

their grandmother in trade and 26 planned ta leave th~ business to a 

daughter, a niece, or someqne they had trained (Sai 1971: 62). The women 

thought that, ~arket~ng ~s mos. suitable for gifls but that boys ~d work 

\J' in related fields. 

) 
Textile trade usu~ly req~ires a larger initial capi~al and ls in 

gen~ral conducted on a large sca1e. Adda~'s (l954~ study of,tkxtile traders 

'in Accra provides ~nformation about the organization and profitability of 

'the trade. The number of "purell wholesalers or "pure" retailers is small . ' - ~ 

_____ '. as by far the largest nlll1Jher of women' combine the t~ f?Jlctionst (Addae, 
---------

" l 

i 

19S'h 52~S'3). 'A -prof-ile-oE_the....m..ost successful who1esaler-ret'ai,leè' would 
---~--------. ____ ._____ _ to-

r~vea1 an illiterate wornan, ,with., up to fort y years-t~.adlng-::-ëXperienceiwho---______ ,_,_ 
, 4 -, --- -

employs assistants, is a passbook ho1der 'with severaf firms~ and has a 

monthly turnover up to f. 3000 (N,idae 1954: 53). The number of women at this 

level i5 small. 
"*/"J 

Table 14 belo~ lists the annual turnover and profit of . \ 
156 .out of 500 credit custamers of the la~gest importing firme These 

trader~ who ho1d passbooks wou1d be-at the upper level of Accra traders 

and although a- few wOmen have impressively high incom~st (77.3\) have 

an annual profit belo~ f45' (in '1954) • ,V 
1 .. 
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TABLE 14-

PROFITS OF 356 CREDIT CUSTOMERS IN 
ACCRA IN 1954 

" 

" ' 

Il 

Average Annua1 Turnover 
(in fIS) 

Estimated Annua1 Profit 

\l\ 
108,000 

36,000 

12,000-36,000 

6,000-12,000 

3,600-6,000 

1,200- 3,600 

Below 1200 

, 

(in l' s) 
, -

4080 

1350 (( 450-1350 

225-450 

135-225 

45,:-135 

Be10w 45 

(Addaet ci ted in 

63 

Number , 
l' 0.3 

2 0.6 

7 1.9 ~I 

13 3.9 
• 

9 2.5 

.\~ 49 13.9 

275 77.3 
1 

Acquah 1958: 71) 

. 
Market women in Accra have had the{r own market organizations. In 1954 

therewcr.enine associations' of sel1ers in the Accra markets and al~ except 
"-

the Butchers' Association ~q-,e female associations" (Acquah 1958: 86)./ Sorne 

jof the groups had a few male ~embers who were literate ~nd assisted the 

women in the organization of the association (Acquah 1958: 86 Il).' The 
,,' 

Accra Market Women's Association had four hundred members and wanted an 

equitahle system of stall allocation. They were "prominent, in politics" 

uotil 1951 when they "lost interest" (Add~e 1954: 54). 'Then in 1953 the 

Accra Market Traders' Associati~ wc1s formed with four hundred members. : 
1 " 

They undertook a benefit scheme and had plans for forming a company to import 

9oods. ,In addition t~ere was a loose organization of women who held passbooks 
\) 

with a particular firme It took up traders complaints with the firm and in 

1953' staged a successfu1 three-day st~ike because the firm restricted the 
~ (\ " 

amoQnt of goods which could he taken out (Addae 1954: 54). In order to 
, 

further our under,tanding of trader~~gd the po1itical process,it i8 essen-

tial to know more about these market organizations. ,What was the c~sition 

of the membership? How were they organized? How were they related to the 

daily administration of'market affairs~ What did the women do wh~, they 

""ere." "active in politics"? Why did they "lose interest" (Addae 1954: 54)? v 
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In the capit~l c}ty'of Accra, large numbers of wcmen are in trade 

and the income of many fUll-timr traders compares favourably with other 

Ghanaian income~. The majorit of(~omen trade in food products but the 

most lucrative trade is in textjleS which require larger starting capital. 
~ , 

Capital is often aècumu1ated b" \ starting in food trade, but women in Ghana 
1 

as in Nigeria are limited by their lack of access to capital. A few women 

have very large ~ncomes but this is not typica1 of most women in trade. 

,Profits are invested in the business, traders lusually living on a fixed 

amount,part of which is contributed to the domestic budget. In both Larteh 

and Accra women see the need for and wish to have their own incomes. 

In Accra the 1arger market and the greater diversity of the urban economy 

~perm~t more womcn to derive an adequate income from trade. 

" 

The data from Accra indicate that the trade activities of Yoruba 

women are not an iso1ated phenomenon. AlI ~long the coast of West Africa 

women are involved in trade on a scale which allows them an income on 

which they can live. Market organizations which facilitate trading are a 
/ ~ 
recurring organizational forme Accra women do not appear to he as effec-

tively organized as their Lagos counterparts. Chapter IV which assesses th~ 

political tmpact of women will evaluate the role of organizations in effec-

~ive politic~l action. 
,.4 

Footnotes to Chapter III 

l. Sai (1971) Ü}lited her sample" to sellers 

Sample Frames 

Totâ'l Nurnber of Sellers 
in Sel~ Market 

~extiles 560 

Food 1560 

Total 2120 , 

tri Three \(dmen were absent ,and dropped from 

women discussed here (sai 1971: 33). 

Sai does not 
, 

2. indicate fram whom, the gifts 

of food and textiles. 

Sampling Fraction No. 

1/31 18 
1 

1/37 42 

60 

the sample 1eaving the 57 ' 

were received. 

, 

, 
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In the se charts three)cu7rencies are,used. The l whose ~alue in 

1955 and 1965 was ~quiva1ent to $2.80 (Ame{iqan). Thé cedi intro~ . . ' 

duced in 1965 and,whose value in 1965-66 was $1.17 (American)~ 
.> , 

The re-evaluatèd cedi was" called the new cedi (Ne!:) and ~I) 1"970 

wa~' equivalent to $0.98 (American) • . . 
fhe pass book system is operated by the lArge European trading 

~ 
companies. A trader deposits a cèrtain amount of money or other ' 

1 
securities with the company and then can purchase goods up to that 

amount. Since each trader must~pa~ for her last supplies before 
.'-

she can purchase a new supply, it is not a credit system. A 

commission on the amount supplied is credited to the trader's ori­

ginal deposit~. All these transactions are recorded in a pass 

book. (All information fr~m Nypan 1960: 66). 
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CHAPTER IV 

WOMEN IN POLITICS: MYTH AND REALITY 

Bco&use the critical 'factor in assessing the degree of autonomy of 

wdmen in soéiety is political power, it is necessary to review and elaborate 

more ful1y this issue. Of particular concern are the,kinds of issues or 

si'tuations 1.n which women involved themselves, the organizatio,nal fot;s used 

or d~veloped by women, and the methods employed to inflUence or control 

public event''i. 

lIausa and Kanur1. 
\ 

The involvement df wome\ 1.n activiti~s outside the domestic sphere has 

been min1rnal. Women meet in groups at~eddings and naming ceremonies and t 

~ 

these are important times of information exchange. For èxample, it is 

1 rikely that when the first woman was successful in her court case and 

secured the right to inherit land or houses this information was disseminated 

at such an event and encouraged other women to try sim1.1ar proceedings 

(Personal communication MSZ). 

Few Hausa women have participated in the formaI political parties • . 
Prior to the 1966 coups there were two northern-based politièal parties, as 

. J 
weIl as branches of the southern-based,parties. The Northern People's 

Congress (NPC) represented the traditional gr6ups with a.vested.interest 

in perpetuating the status quo, and the Northern Elements Prog~~ssive Union 

(NEPU) represcnted a more progressive but not radical element in 
1 

northern 'society and supported ~ncreased rights for women (see Paden 1973; 

Whitakcr 1970 for d1Scussions of the political parties). 
f 

The NPC was opposed to the vote for women, but the party did have a 
',. 

women's section whose prirnary task was to attract enfranchised men to the 

party (Sklar and Whitaker 1964: 631).1 The women's sect'ion along with the 

youth section ~as not allowed to organize above the provincial level (Sklar 

1963: 385). Alhaji Sir Ahrnadu Bello, th: Sardauna of Sokoto, was the first 

premier of the Northern Region and the influential he ad of the NPC. He 

wàs opposed to female suffrage in the north, and in fact any important public 
• 

position for women (Whitake~ 1970: 404). The following quot~tion 15 taken 

frab his autobiography, and whiJe thé quotation itself is somewhat arnbiguous 
1 

the rneaning i5 clear - women are not to he involved in poli tics. 

, Il 
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Women have a great influence in this country 
and they will continue 10 use it for the right, 
and for the peace and stability: to thrust them 
lnto the political arena ,at this stage in 
our developmen,t would onl y, l think, reduce this 
influence and would galn nothing for the 
public interest. 

(Bello 1962: 223) 

67 

The NEPU was lnterested in securing new rights for women, thus the 

women'slsection was a much more important section of their party. NEPU 

women who tried to organize were harassed by both~the local authorities . 
1 

(who were NPC supporters) and by NPC thugs. Malama Gambo Ahmed Sawaba, 

a Nupe, who rented houses, and Malama Takano, a Hausa trader, were leaders 

of the Women '\5 Wlng of NEPU. "Malama Gambe trained under Aroinu Kano (the 

leader of NEPU) at the NEPU school in Kano in 1951-1952. In 1953 after . 
convenlng the first meetlng of the NEPU Women's Wing in Kano she along 

'\ 
wIth 200 other women waSlsentenced to a mortth in prison by the-A1ka1i's . 
court. In 1956 she served six months ·in prison before her conviction was 

reversed by ~he Hlgh Court of the Northern Region (aIl above information 

. from-Sklar 1963: 419 #99). At one point she was beaten by six men and left 

for two days in the bush before t~e NEPU protests led to her discovery by 

,the ,police "(Feln.~ 1973: 156). 

-t 

The British with their policy of Indirect Rule supported the growth , 
\ of NPC powe~. In this regard the fo1lowing exchange between the British 

residents and NEPU offIciaIs is interesting. The Kano Native Authority, 

which was NPC dominated, issued an arder' prohibiting women from participa~ing 

in publIc ceremonles lncluding political meetings, and provided that women ( 

who dld 50 cou Id be arrested. In 1958 NEPU officiaIs wrote to the British 

Resident: 

1 

According to Islamic law t~e husband is solely 
1'1 responslble for the moral and social behaviour 

of his wife, hot an Emir (the head of the Kano 
Natlve Authorit~). Sorne of us are determinéd 
to emancipate our wives from the ~ackles of 1 

outmoded customs and degradation, and an interference 
by an external hand on marital'life 
goes beyond Islam and common sense. 

.1 
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The Resident replied: 

The arrangement to which you object was made 
some two years ago. It was designed to arrest 
progreSS1ve deterioration 1n moral standards 
amongst the community and was made on the 
advice of a committee compris1ng amongst others 
the most prominent religious leaders in the city ••• 

1 

In view of the composition of the committee to 
which l have referred above l am surprised that 
you con tend that the terms of the announcement 
offend aga1nst Moslem law and tradition. This 
is not the view of those who are most qualified to 
advise on this point, and l am sure l should be most 
unwise to intervene in the senpe which you require . 

68 

i 
(quoted in Whitaker 1970: 405 ~80) 

Northern women did try ~o combine with women from other parts of the 

Federation to further their cause. In 1958 at the Second Annual Conference . . 
~of the NEPU Women's W1ng they affiliated with the AlI-Nigeria Women's Union 

(under the leadership of Mrs. Ransome...iKuti).\ Two suffragette reso1utions 

were passed.
2 

Eleven off1cers were elected irkaddition to f9ur field 
-- \\. 

secretar1es and five ~atrons. Fourteen were Hausa, three were Fulani, two 

were Nupe, and one was 'Idoma. -Only two were Chri'stians (Sklar 1963: 419 #19). 

The literature does not contain other references to p01itical activities 

of Hausa women. There are no references to Kanuri women. It is likely, 
hl 

however" that market traders and prostitutes who have some in 

tion have agitated to protect their rights or, support various 

example the,Hausa prostitutes in Ib3dan registered their names 

lists and were said to have been politica11y active (A. Cohen 

1 

l organiza­

s. For 
--\1, 

he voters' 

though there is no indication of the nature of their activities. The two 

women organizers of NEPU both were inv01ved in commercial activities. Here 

again it is essential to know who the 200 women who went to jai1 in 1953 were. 
"-

How had they become involved? ~as it t~ough their husbands or their own 

organizations? . 

" . 
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The Yoruba 

Yoru~ women have not been slow to act when the y fee1 their rights 

have been threatened. In 1938 in Ife,women successfu11y prevented a group 
~ 0' syrians from mov1ng into the market (Hodder 1969: 42). The Egba Women's 

Association (a branch of the Nigerian Women's Union) 1èd by Mrs. Ransome-Kuti 

in 1948 protested against the taKation of women and th~ power of the A1akF 

of Abeokuta by camp1ng" on the A1ake' 5 p'a1ace groun1ds, sing1ng and caUSl.ng' a 

disturbance. 3 They were successfu1 in forcing him into exile i~ 1950 although 

it 15 not noted whether ln fact the tax was removed (Sklar 1963: 251; 

Mabogunje 1961: 17;, Hodgk1n 1957: 90). 
\ 

Politica11y, t'he most 'important group of market women has been the group 

in Lagos (Comhaire-Sylva1n 1951). They have been able to exert influence at 

the munlcipal level through formaI politica1 parties to which the y have con­

tributed financlal support and after 1950 el ectoral c;upport.":"· Many times 

control of the Lagos City Council has gone to the party that has had the 
" support of tl\f market women. In return the market women have "demanded ~hat 

their commerC~l interests be represented and protected. Herbert Mafau1aYt 

the founder of the Nigerian National Democratie Patty ~NNDP) recognized the 
1 

strength and 1mportance of the market women and in the ~920'S he inspired the 
1 

formation of the Lagos Market Women's Guild (Baker 1974: 234). The women 

turned to Macaulay with their grievances as the y did in 1932 when they com­

~~ned that the Egta (a Yoruba subgroup) were disrupting established trade , 

patterns and in him the y found a representative (Cole 1975: 139). The women 
t 

became the financla1 backbone of the NNDP (Baker 1974: 235) giving their 
, 
support because they thought the party'would represent their interests in 

the dtstributlon of market stalls by the town council (Cole 1975: 139). 

Macaulay spoke Yoruba to the women and his persona1 magnetism inspired loyalty. 

On his death in 1946 Madame A1imotu ~elewUra the A1~ga of the-Ereko Market 

and one of Macaulay's chief supporters ordered her 10,000 followers to close 

their market stalls for two days. After his death the NNDP with their new 

allies the NC~C were~t able to hold the loyalty of the market women and 

political divisions began to app~ar among the women themselves. AlI the 
• 

.' 

political parties in Lagos were aware of the importance of thi:trket women 

and after 1950 they formed an auxiliary 'wing of every major a ty in Lagos ~~ 

(Baker 1974: 241). Evcntua11y, mo~t of the marke~women ga~ t eir support 

to the Action Group. They were said to be the critical factor in the party's 

1962 victory in the Lagos City Council e1ections (Baker 1974: 24~). , 

- ---- _·_·--~------.~=:~ ............................ IIIIII" "., _. .~ 
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The 1959 actlon of the NCNC Market Women's Wing and the United Mus1im 

Party Women's Wing provides an examp1e of the kinds of issues which concerned 

the market women, The women complalned because 'the Lagos City Counc~l 

(domlnated by the Actlon Group) had ~llowed market dues to be collected in 

advance from womcn who were promised stalls, In addition they complained 

that applicants for stalls had first to join the Action Group paying duea 

to fart y workers who lssued no receipts and'kept no records (Baker 1974: 236). 

The\two Women' s \'hngs submltted petitions which led to an investigation. 

The findlngs of the investlgation (the Rapson Report) led to a smearing of 

the Ac.tion Group and the dismlssal of the town clerk. These events contributed 

to the 1959 e1cctoral defeat of the Action Group (Baker 1974: 236). This 

municlpa1 leve1 actlon Illustrates the influ~nce of the market women. 

Baker (1974: 242) argues that the Lagos market wamen have a traditional 

concept of politics as ua face-to-Iface relationshJ.p in which individual poli-
~ . 

tical favours are distributed by authorities with whom they can identify 

personally". This Vlew 1eads them to trust traditional market heads, the 

Oba and,chlefs of Lagos rather than the modern po1itical system (Baker 1974: 

242). A slmI1ar description afP11es to the Ibadan market women. Ibadan 

polltics are characterized by an "informaI po1itical economy" (Jenkins 1967 

cited ln Remy 1968: 21) where ln order to secure government services it is 

necessary to make payrnents to city councillors or other inf1uential men. Women 

traders have constituted oneof the major service ,using groups in this politica1 

economy (RemYo 1968: 21). Wea1thy cloth merchants who have headed the 

Federation of Ibadan Women Traders have used thei~ position in the Fedération 
'1 

and as heads of commodity associations to deliver the market women's vote 

~. in return for personal economic benefi ts. These benefi ts have been in the 

form of capl. tal and credl. t from Action Party funds. 

Municip~1 and regional level politics combined with the attempts of aIl 

parties ta secure the market wamen' 5 vote have had a divisive effect on the 

women's own Federation. In the 1950'5 the market women supported the Action 

Group, but in the 60's some of the women switched to the Nigerian,Nationa1 

Democratie Party. Most of the women remained_loyal, to the Action G~oup 

and Chief (Mrs) H. D. Awolowo but'" the Federation was divided into two camps~ 

If the Federation had been united it could have pressured the political 

system for the benefit of the market women. Instead it has been fraqmented 
c 

and thus ineffective as a pressure group (~emy 1968: 24). 

• 
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The market women of Lagos 
'~\ l ' 

... tehd ta react ta, rather than innovate public 
policies. They act as a pressure group only when 
their vital interests are at stake ..• They have not 
agitated, for example, for lower taxes, better education 
or in~reased public-medical facilities, issues 
one might expect to be of special concern to them •. 

(Baker 1974: 242) 
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Because of their 1arge numbers, their pote~tial for political protestlelec­

toraland f1nanc1al suppOrt, male politicians have had ta take them into 

account,and they have therefore "shaped the character and outcome of elector­

al contests, the 1nternal organization of po11tical parties and the administra­

t10n of public poI1cy" (Baker 1974: 223). Comhaire-Sy1vain (1951: 183-184) 

ralses ~n lnteresting point although she does not elaborate on it. She says 

that the Lagos Wqmen's Un1pns were formerly more powerful political1y and that 

currently market unions are more powerful in towns like Abeokuta where the 

H traditional governmental structure remalOS. This i5 consistent with Baker's 

(1974: 242) description of the traders' traditional concept of politics for 

lt would allow them to function more effectively in the traditional- context. 

, .. ,,1 
Why have the Lagos traders not concerned themselves with issues beyond 

tradé re1ated ones? One reason appears ta be their 1ack of modern leadership. 

The traders for the most part are Muslim and illiterate and they have not 

related to upper class, Christian women as leaders. Neither have they developed 

their own leaders with a wider view who could relate bath to the traders and 

the modern politlcal hierarchy which is frequently Western-educated and 

Christian (B9ker 1974:,243).'\ The market women are also quite self-sufficient 

requiring . 4lnly stail construction and sanitation control from the municipal 
1 

authorities (~akcr 1974: 242). The lack of modern ~eadership, their self-
li t ' 

sufficiency and their traditional view of politics have aIl contributed to 

the narrowness of political view of the markét women. 

i 
in Larteh have also acted to protbct thei~ own interests. In 

1962 the local ~uang traders decided tnat the Shai women traders were taking 

away too much of their business and brought a case against them before the 

Local Counci1 (Klingshirn 1971: 228-229).' The problem howeverwas apparently 
J 

not resolved because in 1964 the'women fish traders drove the Shai-women 

tra~ers from the market. 
, 

~t this point the men,decided to intervene, but the 

" 

" 

.,1'" , , 

1 ., 
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head of the fish sellers told the chief when the case came before him, that 
( 0 

the women might stop trading in fish if they ,were not allowed to handle this 

sl.~uation i,n their own way. A boycott would have been serious for the town 

as fish lS 1tS maln source of protein. 

The Convcntl.on People's Party (CPP) which established a branch in Larteh 

in 1949 had two women on the executive commit tee in 1964. The minutes of 

the meetl.ngs of the se committees indicate that women did not actively parti­

cipate clthcr through their own hesita~ion or because t~e men would not permit 

them to voice theu Opl.nlOnS (Klingshirn 1971: 223-224). Althd\u9h two 

branches of the National Councl1 of Ghanaian women weie establi~hed in the 

town in the early sixtl.es, they have not been very active. When women were 

asked whether they were interested in politics one half of them said they 
'\ 

were not, givlng the reason that they were women and thus it was not an area 

they should be concerned about (Klingshirn 1971: 230). Men would not discuss 

pollties wlth their wives (Klingshirn 1971: 230). 

Larteh women have aeted when they perceived their own interested ta be 

dl.reet1y ~ffeeted.but they have not shown much interest in national level 

polities. This bas occurred beeause they be1ieve it 15 not their legitimate 

area of coneern and because they do not clearly see the connection between 

national politics and.thelr own lives. 

'\ 
women. in Ghana 

There 15 a long hl.story' of fema1e protest in Ghana. In 1896 the WOmen 

of Acc~a and Christiansborg marched on Government House to protest the estab­

lishment of a municlpal eouneil in Accra. This counci1 wou1d have introduced 

taxes to.whieh the residents were opposed. Bath men and women'refused to 

co~opèrate wLth the government and delayed the implementation of the council 

for two years (Acquah 195B: 24). In 1945, 6,009 men went on strike in the 

Ashanti Go1d fields and as a result the company made sorne improvements,in pay 

and opened a eanteen to he1p keep the cost of living down. "The canteen 

experiment fai1ed here - as often elsewhere - owing to a conflict with the 

wbmen food traders - and ~he failure to invite the workers, to participate 

in running the canteen" (Roper 1958: 64). Market women in Tema supported the 
) 

youth in their opposition to relocation of ~tie village to allow for the 
~ 

buildl.ng of the Tema harbour and it took ~lmost seven years ~o overcome this 

re~{stanee (Affiarteifio 1965: 16 cited in Klingshirn 1971; 218).4 . 
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G~naian women were active supporters of Kwame Nkrumah and diligent 

workers in the nationalist cauS? e Nkrumah l,ike Macaulay in Lagos rec0gnized 

the importance of securing their support and their votes. Women in Ghana 

had been organized i~ ~ce societies, mutual aid societies, and market 

wOmenls associations. The latter were important'as they constituted a 

valuable communication network, and also as "the hardcore of the c~urner 
1 ~~ 

goods distrlbutlon,system ... could paralyze the major ~owns and cities by 

closing their markets" O\pter 1963: 171). In support of the nationalist 

cause womEm "helped financially, organized boycotts of trade and so on" 

(Hodgkm 1961: 120). The Convention People's Party CNkrumah's party) was 
, 

sp'read lnto the villages by "lorry and taxi drivers, railway workers, 'market 
, 

women, teachers and Standard VII boys,shopkeepers and others",' (Apter 1964: 

27lJ. In h~s a~tobiography Nkrumah wrote: 

Much of the success of the CPP has been due 
to the efforts of women members. From the 
very beginning women have been the chief 
field organizers. They have trave11ed through " 
inumèra~1tr towns and villages in the role of 
propagandà secretarie~ and have been responsib1e 
for the most part for bringing about the solidarity 
and cohesion of the party. • 

(Nkrumah 1957: lOB) 

. '. 

In 1953 the Federation of Ghana Women was formed bringing under its 

sponsorship - the YWCA" Army wives, mid-wives associations, church groups, 

market womenls associations, and benevolent societies (Vellenga n.d. p. '8). 

one" of the aims of the group ~as to strengthen the legal position of Gh~~aian \ 

women and they focussedon tpe legalization of customary marriage. A!other ; 

group witn a large base among market women was the A11 Africa Women's League 
1 

whose primary interest was establishing day n~series. The League ~s aiso 

concerned'with delinquency, marriage counselling and prostitution (Vellenga 

n.d. p. 10). In 1960 in an ~ffort,to strengthen the party (the CPP) the ~ 
, ~ 

government disbanded the Federation and merged aIl groups into the National. ' 

Council of Ghana woren (NCGW) which was really a branch of the CPP (Klingsnirn 

1971: 220). A temp'orary bill was pl1.ssEl!d in 1960 whereby 10 additionalparliamen1!.ar 

seats were reserved for women who were elected by the·male members of parli~ent 

(Klingshirn 1971: 2~7),. The NCGW helped select the candidates for these 10 

regiolial se~ts (Apter 1964_: 299). By 1965 

One was the Minister of Social Welfare and 

1971: 211). 
,\ 

h '9'" l' 5 t ere were tfI; women 1n par ~amen t. , 

Cotmlunity Deve,lopment (Kli,ngshirn 
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Bretton (1967: 72-73) notes that the \arket women were nominally or­

ganized under the NCGW but remained independent and traded support for­

material benefirs. He cites the drying up of these ben~fits, the insistancè 

of the Nkrumah regime on nationalization of trade, and the women's knowledge 

of the goVernment's corruption as reasons for the women's çeclining support. 

He suggests that Nkrumah,probably did not regard them as a patent political 
\ , 

force and that what force they did constitute was easily blunted.by,bribing 
, ~ 

the~r leaders' (Bretton~I967: 108 #13). It i5 1ikely ~hat Nkrumah did consider 
\ . 

them a potentiaL threat 6therwise there seems to be no point in bribing them. 

The market women of Accra do not appear to be as weIl brganized as the 
\ 

womi>en of Lagos., Addae (1954: 54-55) suggest"s that the market organizations 

of Accra have lacked internaI organization, and have had too wide and diffuseo 
) ,r 

a membership to be effective. They.have~also been larqe1y concerned with • 
i' • 

mutual benefit fun~s. There does not appear to be one all~embracing structure 

as exïsts in Lagos but a number of commodity organizatlons which appear ta 

be unre1ated t6 each other. 

b .. 
~ll these events suggest that women have been an important political 

force in Accra and Lagos but their effec~iveness has been limited by a number 
l '" 

of factors. Of pr~mary importance Is the tact that most of the groups seem 

ta react te given situati~ns rather than initiate their own plan of action based 

on 'sharea principles: In the féw situations whère,they have formulated goals 

and programs as with~he Federation of Ghana Women it Is largely the result 

of t~e leader5bip. This lack of modern leadership has considerably inhibited 

the poliÙcal growth "of the women, although they have made importànt con- .) ~ 

. tributipns as in the nationalist movements. In these types of issues they 

appear again to have responded to a situation, one that ~as ready made ~nd 

dominated by male leaders. Leaders have not arisen fro~ ',the ranks of the 

market women who could help them analyze~their total situation and formulate 

plarrs of action ·based on their own.l' wider linterests. Whether this type of 

" leadership will develop or whetner, as has happened in the past, educàted 

women will move'out of trading ls uncertain. 
. 

It is clear, however, that 

effective collective organizationsare the vehicle of mature politica~ partici­

pation. 

f 

III 
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The evidenée doe 
~ ... 
ot support the rnyth which.ha~ grown up a~ound 

~ 

market women. is myth,which attributes to the trade!s considerable 

powe 0 rnani~ulate politicians and political parties, 'is perpetuated by 
~~ . 

-~ constant referenc~ in the litérature. These references, how~ver, are 

rarely supported with case mater~al. Market wornen have'had their role 

to play, but it is somewhat less crucial than \ole have been led to believe. 

" 

Footnotes for Chapter-_IV " 

lof 

o 

'f' "'. ,. 

"At Shonga there lS a notable and reputable lady who has a great 

influence on female~; the Galadirna ••• called her and talked to her to . 
join the NPC. She wa!;? -the president of a trader's sOcial-union 

and changed her society int6 an NPC political party. One hundred cards 
'" were issued to her freely and ten badges •• ,. ,She goes on a tour of 

lecture and enrollment. If Actio~ Group rnernbers wish to find a girl~ 
or lady to marry, she often advise~ the financée not tG agree until 

/ , \ < 

he Joins the NPC" (cited Sklar 1963: )58 #11). 
1 t;; 

They also passed a.resolution asking the regional government tolPass .. ( 
--,---' .. ." l' 

a law prohibiting women'from-smoking cigarettes in p~lic (Sklar 

1963: 525 #99). . . 
3. There are several interesting additional notes to this incident. Prince 

(1961: 798) in his discussion ,of Yoruba .,witches related an incident,' 
, , 

whiJ=h Vlhlle n'?t sptfcifically indicating Abeokuta, (he refers to 'it as the 

town ~f A), rnùst be thè situation referred to above. When the police 
1 • 

_were sent to dis,per;;e ~the women who had gathered in front of the 'place 

the wornen "bran~ished their menstruation cloths". This sent the police 
, 

fLying in aIl direcfions as it is believed that a ~n will havè bad luck -, 

" <II 

Perhaps, as h;r:estone <1971 see Introduction,jlote 3} suggests,witcli-

craft accusations are a means of\controlling women's political activities. 

No date is given but it must haveC, beén in' the 1940' s as the harbour waS'c-, . 4. 

begun in the ear1y'1950's. 

. . 
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The parliament consis~ed of 104 electoral seats as we~l aS,the ten 
, () 

regiona1"seats, reserved for woten (Klinghshirn 1971: ,217) ~ This 

means that in 1965 womeo had been'elecèed in hine electoral,dis-
" \' ... \ 

tricts as well'as having their ten seats. 
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. , CHAPTER Y' 

SUMMARY: ECONOMIC INDEPENDENCE IS NOT ENOUGH
1 

In'our study of West African women we have seen ~hat there ls great 

diversity. In the north there are women who for fort y years have remained 

w~thin the mud walls of their husband's cempound. In contrast aré the 

highly mobIle market "~a~iesf'of the south travelling along the coast 

in bus and lorry from Lag~" to Lome to Accra and back. ,;ro many, given 

the variety ~f physical ~ettings and ethnic backgrounds found in West 

Africa, such- diversity cornes as no surprise. What perha.ps' is 'surprising, 
'9;., 

istthe similarity of many aspeèts of women's lives. What are the. key 

determinants of women's lives?'~ 

Women's WOrk and Domestic Life 

Let us first reconsider Sacks! (1974: 212) categories of individual 

o 

and collective do~estic production and individual and collective soci~l \ 

produ~tion. " S,ocial rroduction ~s defined as production for use or ~appropri­

ation by another household. ~ her analysis it is women's involvé~nt in 
~ \ ~' 

coliective social product'ion, thàt._is' production by a group, which gives 

them the cdhtrol over goods and services, that forms the mateiial hasis , 

for the exercise of socl?l power. Individual social production,she ~rgues, 

leads to greater personal freedom, but does not'bring women more economic 

and political rights. 
{,~ 

Women in aIl the societies examined in this thesis are involved in ~ 

some degré~ of social production. It is mainly individual social produc­

tion but therc are c~llective elements. Hausa women pursue their craft 

and trade activities. Rural Kanuri women work as'labourers in subsistance 
o 

and cash crop' production, and in the city they engage in small-scale 

craft proPuction and trade. In ~rteh~ Guang women raise subsistance crops, 

ex~hange tH~ surplus, and work as dep~ndent labourers in cash crop produc­

tion. Small-scale craft and trade activities are also unde~ken. Yoruba 

women and market traders in ~ccra are individual entrepreneurs in self­

owned ente~prises. The impact of these economic roles on domestic life snows 

considerable variation in the four societies. , 
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Hausa women's economic activities have had little influence on their 

domestic life. Women must be a~ least partially self-supporting. They 

• must provide s~e of their own food, meet their cer~onia1 obligations 

to kin, and purchase their own cosmetic and "luxury" items. In other cases, . -
espec1ally where there husbands are ~ they may be completely self-

supporting, although they still live in their husband's house. Hill (1972) 
1 

noted tnis 1n Batagarawa where the wives of the poorest farmers were some-

times not as badly.off as-their husbands. Women through their own house­

trade c~uld meet ~eir re~onSibilities and probably provide their own food. 
~ 

In such cases a'woman might-Ioan money to her husband or she might divorce 

him~ ln the latter case, the man is then deprived of h~omestic services 
. t-' 

thus forcing him. to rely on another household for food ~ to in,eur the 

expense of marrying another wife, an undeltaking he c~- ill afford.' A 
\ 

divorced woman must find another man to marry usually within a three-month 
- , 

period. 

'0 

The situation of Kanuri women was similar. The ideology of male domin-

ance influences aIl aspects of ma1e-female re1ationsh'ips and has not been 

significant1y modified by women's participation in production. Where , .. 
nusbanos are dependen~ on their wives' agricultural labOur~they may modify 

their behaV10ur Out of fsar that their wives will leave them, but the funda­

mental nature of the relationship is not altered: The ideology of male 

dominance 1n Kanuri society, with the resulting "defiant" behaviour of 

women may be one of the significant factors in the high divorce rate among 

the Kanuri (see Cohen 1971). In silations where women have-cli~~nt.~~~-"'~' 
/'" 

over their lives, divorce may be oneoof the few m~9~isms open ta t~em 

which offers th~ possibi1ity of improving ~~tuation. 

The role of Hausa and Kànuri women in soci;1 production3 has not led 

to greater personal freedom. The variable witn "the greatest impact in de- < ... 
termining their dom~~-~e has been the cultural i~terpretation an~ 

àpplication of Islam. It ia a simplification to say that Islam1c ideology 

coppresses women for we have seen that Islam is modified by" the cultural 

context, economic system and historical traditions of the culture in which 

~ operates. Never~heless, women are oppressed by the institution of 
o 

seclusion, the Islamic perception of them an inferior beings and tneir 

-_ .... --_ ..... --_._- ~-----
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political definition as minors. Religious ideology has had greater 

~determining effect than economlC roles on women's peFsonal freedom. 

" 
Guang women are involved l'in bath domestic and social production, but 

\ 
the impact of their economic roles on their domestic'life is not very signi-

ficant. ~heir responsibillties for subsistance production and agricultural 
" labour are still slgnificant, and leave littie time for self-controlled .. , 

ventures. Guang women make a significant contribution ta prqduction, but 

the products of the labour are either consumed ~y the farnily or appropriated 

by their husbands. Although in a larger sense work in cash crbp production 

lS ~ocial p~oduction, in Guang society as in Kanuri societ~ women's labour 

i5 vlewed as Indlvldual domestic production for the husband. other insti­

tutions and struct~res within the society support and intensif y t~e depend~ 

ent role of Guang wom~n. Sorne women are involved in trade, but the income 

derived ls small. Involvement in this type of actlvity has not significantly 

~ltered inheritance regnlations, domestic decision-making or the perception ~ 

of women., In spitè of'wornen's involvement in s?cial proquction, traditional 

ideologles and institutions play a powerful role. in:perpetuating ..... women's 

dependence on men. 

Yoruba women are the ex~eptional case. Their trade activities generate 

more income and have had a greater irnp~ct on their domestic lives than in 

the other three cases. We have seen that aspects of the f!mi1y have b~en 
l ' • 

modified to accornmodate wornen' s trade:' 'Women are exp~cted to be self-

s'upporting and t~e family structures support tllis ,role~ Nevertheless, it 

i5 ooly where women arnass con5iderabl~ wealth that they are able,to strong~y 

influence the decision-rnaking precess within the l~neage. Individual 

social production among the Yoruba has led to greater personal freedom. 

,fhe interestlng point 15 that in this case and contrary to Sacks' (1971) 
l' 

~as~e~t10n, it has also led ~more politlcal rights (see below). 

\.- '1.#4 ~ 

• Wornen aryd men in Ghana and Nigeria are inhlbited by the state of their 

national economies which ~uffer from the characterlstics of underdevelopment 
) 

common in Third World countries. There Is a Irck of indigenous capital ' 

affecting aIl entrepreneur~~ b~as we have seen, women have access to léss 
\ , 

capital than men (Marris 1962). Where resources and industry~ve ~en 

concentrated in the urban areas, the rural areas are often s~agna~ing. Thus 
t 
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'~the llrhan economy of Lagos and Accra provides greater OPportun~ti::Ofor 
" For sorne Hausa WGmen though we saw that the urban economy imposes ~n. 
further r~strlctions on women who cannot recreate the rural support system 

in, the city: 

~ 
Women are also lnhibited py their ~ck of education. Some of this 

results from the lack of available facilities, but it also stems from 

Male unequal female access ta ~he educational institutlons which do exist. 

prejudice from within.the tradltional society as weIl as that which 

developed from ~e male-biased colonial regimes have prevented wom~n from 

advancing. 

The relationship between women's economic independence and domestic 

autonomy is not a simple one to one correspondence moving in a single • causal directl0n, but a dialectical relationship where other variables 

ulhibi t or enhance women" s economic ende?furs which in turn react on the 

dom:stic sector. The ~omplexity of this~fnteraction can be seen in the 

discussion of the effec~s of Islam on women's roles. We can beg}n with 

eoonomics, but must consider th~ ,:omplex interaction of many variabl'es. 

We cannot end our analysis with economics., 
• 1 

Women and Tradè 

Trage has prov~ to be the most rewarding ar~~ for femal~ en~vour, 

because it is relatively easily c~bined with women's responsibilities in 

-. 

• child-care ~nd other ~omestic tasks. It can even he cornbinedrwith seclusion! 
<. 

t Women' s task~ in order to be compatible with child-care must have cer11fin 

characteristics. 'They must'be tasks which do not require,concentration, ~e 

not dangerous, are interruptable, easily resumed and not {oc far from home 
-, ' 

~~(Brown 1.970: 1073-4). To this we can add that the wor~ing hours must be 

flexibl~. Trade as weIl as craft production has all,these characteristics. 

n addition it i5 pos~ible .to tr~de without being literate. There is a 

built-in apprenticeship system with mothers training their young daughters. -
As the scope of the trade expands,it bégins to become incompatible witp\ 

\ 

domestic tasks and it i5 in this phase that new arrangements begin to emerge 
1 • 

within the family. • 
r , , 
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Women's primary identification aven among 8uch successful traders as 

the Yoruba is as a wife and mother and not as an ,entrepreneur. Her trade 

'" helps her to better fulfi11 these r01es~by he1ping her husband and children 
< , 

financially. A woman's role in production is supportive of her dame5tic 
1~ • J 

role. It ~s difficult to assess the impact of this primary association-as 

mother on wQroen's trade • .. ~ 

McCall (1961) is partially correct in saying that it i5 the natur~ J.r 
trade rather than the value of the oproduct whi~h has rnodi~ied; t~e traqer' s 

\ " 
role as wife and diminished her husband's ability to control her economi-

cally and sexually. More precisely it is the nature of trade and the profits 

it engenders which modify a woman's situation. Successful trade requires 

certain preconditions. Physical mobility, freedom from domestic tas~s, 

non-interfe~ence with stock and liqu~dity, aIL lessen a husband's control. 

The data also 1ndicate that the contr~bution towards the domestic budget 

plus econorn1C independence from the husband glvè a woman greater ~eqision- ~ 

rnaking power within the f~rnily. Where a WOrnan is very w~althy, hèr ~ecision-

m~king power is greater. .' 
o 

Women's present involvernent in trade is an extensiçn of their traditional 

interests (in food and agricultura~products) and is not seen as a move into: 
l ' , 

areas of traditional male domin~nce. Women trade~s remain within the indig-
, 1 \ 

enous economy outside the mode~h educational, political and c~~ercial 
" ' 

sector. At the sarne time, Bohannan"s (1962) labelling of markets as "pin-

money" afipirs for \.s not an accurate description ... Large numbers of women 

support themselves and th~ir children (and sometimes their husbands) from 

t~~ir mar~ct earnings. 

othe domestic budget. 

There larnings are.not merely minor supplements to 

On a ~~er scale women's role in the distributive net-

work lS an lmpor~a~t aspect of the national economy. Women traders are not 

Key economic decision-malters, but neither is their role a tri'vial one. 

1 

1 < 
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l' 

Throughout the thesis we have seen that sustained political action has. 

only been pos~ible through collective organizations. One of the rnost 

politically act1ve groups has been the market women through thèir organiza­

t10ns. Market trade is greatly facilited by organization,for administra­

t10n and representation, and successful market administration has always 

necessitated sorne kind of relationship with ~he political authorities. The 

organ1zational structures developed for the administration of the markét 

have then been used for broader political purposes. Because there'are 1arge 

numbers of women who meet daily in the markets, they form an important 

network where informat1on can be quick'ly disserninated. AlI these factors 

have made possible the application of sanctions by the market wornen. They 

have offered financial and electoral support, written petitions, and 

participated in boycotts, strikes, dernonstrations, and parliamentary en­

quiries into the status of women. Although market wornen are remarkably 

indiv1dualistic, sorne degree of collective action has been in their own 

best 1nterests. 

.. 
Market women have been invo~ved in political activities in two ways. 

They hav~ acted directly to protect their own econornic interests. 

their 'or~anizations hav~bëen used by other groups in the society. 

Secondly, 

In 

Ghana they were used mainly by male politicians in the nationalist struggle. 
~ \) , 

In Ibadan their leaders were co-opted by one of the political parties to 

further the interests of the party. An interesting and more progressive 
! 

use was in the formation of the Federation of Ghana Women where female 

leaders amalgam~ted existing women I·S groups and tried to focus their support 
Il 

behind new goals. ,ft 

The data for other types of women's groups involved in political action 

are thin. A useful and interesting study would be the Egba Women's Union 

in Abeokuta. This union inspired by Mrs. Ransorne-Kuti (see below) apparently 

had a mernhersOip of 80,QOO (!) wornen paying a subscription of one shilling 

a year. Th~y operated a weaving corporation, a maternity and child-welfare 

c1inic, and conducted classes for illiterate wornen (Little 1973: 51; Hodgkin . ' 

1957: 90). It was this group which in 1948 demonstrated against thq tradi­

tiona1 ruler and forced hirn into exile. Thi~ is another exarnp1e of female 

po1itical activity that appears severai tirnes in the lite~ature ~nd for 

'~ which no full lengtp studies eX1st. It is likely that one of the initiating 
f 

~i.*It~fl.lI' •••• 71.11.""w~~',· '--),--~; ---~-----
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forces was the energetic leadership of Mrs. Ransome-Kuti. l would al~o 
speculate that the women involved had a historY,of independent economic 

activity and an ~wareness of the need to protect their own economic inter-
f1 

ests through political action"and improved skills. Effective leaders~4> 

is an ~portant precondition for collective action,but the membership 

must' have reached ~ cJrtain level of consciousness · .... here they see them-
r 

selves as able to act in their own interests. Economic independence Js an 

ind1spensable base in the development of this kind of action. 

Market women are certainly forceful and aggressive"personally. 

Collectively they have been politically active, but they have not been as 

important a plDhtical force as one might e~pe'ct given their resources, 

numbers and reputation. Their role has been a responsive one anld therefore 

their inf~uence confined to market-related issues. Market women still 

operate mainly outside the modern sector and are conservative in their 

o poHÙqs. 

\ 
( Women and Colonialism \._ 

~. tJj 

In none of the societies do women have as much political control ,as men. 

Neither are aIl the roles in ~he society equally available to bath sexes. 

Yoruba women are in the most advantageous position but still it is not one 
l ' .. 

, v 

of equality with men. Has this always been the case? Is it true that before 

the i~position of colonial institutions, \sexual egalitarianism prevailed? 

Rohrlich-Leavitt (197.5: 623) <;lrgues the latter. 

Pre-colonial wome~ in areas that were not complet~~y 
Islamicized were neither exploited economically no~;., 
dominated political~y. As in other pre-capitalist 
societies, in Africa sex r9les ~ere interdependent 
but women worked, socialized, and functioned politically 
a~d ritually mainly in concert with othèr wornen.' -, 
African women played vital roles as farmers, traders, 
potters and~weavers and controlled ~heir owrt eaFoings. 
In many regions their political roles were pre-
eminent, being supported by strong women's organizations" 
and secret societies, in whichj2men learned to function 
collec~vely, te develop self-èO~ence and the 
ability to speak persuasively. ~~ 

\.8. . 't ~~ 

\ 
\.' 
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Or listen to Leaèbck (1""975": 607); 

Everywhere in Africa where_one serapes the surface 
one finds ethnohistorical data on the authority once 
shared by women but lost. '\ 
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The historical aceounts of women's activities in pre-oolonial times are 

few, but the data presented in this~thesis do not indicate that women's 

~osition in pre-eolon1al times was much superior to what it is now. It 

certainly does ncft indieate the truly egalitarian socieOty depicted above. 
• , l' 

It is elear that eolonialism under ined areas of traditional female power~ 

but it is not true were equally representative of shared 

female authority.. Rohrlich-Leavit (1975: 623) states that pre-colonial 

,Africari socièties were more egalit 

excludes the Islamicized areas. , , 

in terms of, sex-roles, but she 

an explanation of women's status 

in Africa cannot exlcudr '1:hese la ge~numbers of -~men. TO claim the im­

pos1tion of the colonial regime as the major determinant of" the status of 

African,women 1S too narrow. 

, . , 
In light of the status of Yoruba women the comments of Mrs. Funmilayo 

Ransome-Kut1, one of Niger~' s leading feminists and a Yoruba are interesting. 

Mrs. Ransome-Kuti,' a Christian, and school teacher and proprietor comes 

from Abeokuta. Her activities have~een referred to in the text above. As 
,1 ,~ 

'a leading advocate of women's right to vote and stand ror election, she 
, ' 

campaigned in the north on a non-partisan basis for women's suffrage. As 

President-General "of the Nigerian WOmen's un~ she led the women's revoIt 

in Abe'okuta in 1948 and in 1958 she helped convene the Women' s conferenie 

in Jos (Sk~ar 1963: 402 *251). She has been actively involved in Nigerian 

poli~ical parties and in 1959 when her own party the NeNe refused to adopt 

~er as the official candidate for' the Federal Hous~, she ran as an independ-, 
ent" but did not win. Her views on the position of women in Nigeria are 

,interesting in light of her long history of action in the women's movement. 

_' She writes that formerly in Nigeria 'women were "wôrse than slaves" 

\(Ran,some-Kuti 1961). 
\ 

betrotbal, inability 
1 

The characteristics of this statua were childhood 
\~' 

to dfvorceohusbands, th~use of the wife as an agricul-

t~al" labourer, po 1 ygyn y , a woman' s subordinate a ta t~ in her husband' s 

household, ,and the husbanÇl' s ability ta reclaim the bridèprice,. The, period 
1 

ta which she is ref3:ring ls the ear1y co1dnial period, but these conditions 

did not result frq/'colonial institutions. Although in' 1961 the sit~tion~ 
wa~ be~nning to change there was resistance from the men. Men, she claims, , 
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.. 
are unwilling to have women participate in the Legislatures, and want them 

only as voters ;'ordinary election tools". oMrs. Ransome-Kuti councils that, 

~ _J . h 
Women must be ready to ~rk and contr1bute to t e 
progress and dev.elopmen't of the country. One of our 
greatest tasks is to learn tolerance. We have to 
be silent at times when we have the riqht to .talk 
for the sake of peace; not to he to~ firm in demanding 
our rights when dealing with our husbands. We should 
try to forego our persona!' interests for our husbands. 
We should realize that our men are jealous and 
are used to ~ein9 called masters and lordsi so that it 
is not easy for q master tQ tqke the position of equal. 
It should be realized th~t our Nigerian Independence 
could on.ly be felt where wives tolerate their men. 
because we must try to build happy homes for our children. 
Many of us are, still ignorant. We aIL must know our ' 
responsibilities and common domèstic work. our nomes must 
be clean and healthy. Centres must be created where 
women married and young could learn housecrafts. 1 

Again we find the,primary identification of women as wives, but especially 

as mothers. But her vision is broaqer than this. She also sées women as 

workers at aIL levels of society and calls for the formation of women's 
1'1' 

organizations which remain free from male political domination. There 
/ 

is no reference in the article to a now vanishèd high political '!;tatus for 

wo~~n. This does net mean that such a status could not have existed, but 

she does rnake reference to the important economic and cultural contr.ibutions 

of women and it seeJs unlikely that their political role would have 

escaped mention. 

,\ 

The plaèe to begin to understand women's putono 

in the productive process. Within that 

drawn by Leacock (1972) and Sack,s (1971 1974) between 

i9 wi th their role 

dist;inction 

estic and social 

, . 

ptb!Gction is a useful one. Women. involved in dornestic roduction do not 
1 

achieve control over economically relev~t resources, for the produét of the~lab-
,... 

of wit~in the family. However,involvement in social 'produc-our ls disposed 

tion 9-0es npt "ensure great.er pers.onal freedom. 

woma,{' s labhur are appropriated by her husband, 
., <-

• Where the prad ucts of a· ' , 
contiol over resourc~s 

obvlously' does not develop. But even when a woman engages in production 

in her own right there are other variables which can have a greater deter­

;ining influence on her do~estic situation.' 
J."- .:-., 
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Where social production does not lead to do~stic autonomy neither' 

11 does i t lead to social power. w~men in northern Nigeria, who are engaged 

in social production, are nowhere as near to full sociai ~rticipation 
as women in the south. Moore (1974), Sanday (1973, 197A) and Brown (1975) 

aIl indicate that female collectiv~ organizations are essential to ~he 

exercise of female Political powe~. We:have oonDirmed this view by demon­

strating the critical role played by market organizations in the application 
" . 

of sanct+ons which are the core of social powe~ (Dahiendorf 1968; Bierstadt 

1950). Conttary to Sacks (1971) market women do have more political rights •. 

Economie independence is not enough because the causes of women's 

~ oppression;~re n~t ~olely economic. Yes, wom~n must(ta~ cont~ol.over the 

products of their own labour. Yes, th~ must be invblved in collective 
1 

social production, but this alone will n1 ensure autonomy. The structures 

which ?ppres~ women are so pervasive tha change must corne in many sectors 

of, society simultaneously. Ideologies d social instit~~ns must change, 

but so must rnen's 'perception of women. Perhaps more crucial women must 

, have access to the education and types of experiences which wi~l h~lp them 

to change their perceptions of 'themselves. Wornen will th en demand full . . 
, soci'ai participation. 

) 
" 

Footnotes for Surnmary and Conclusion 

1. This i5 also the title of an article by Irene Tinker (see Tinker 1976). 

2. In Ibadan, for exarnple, where there-' are large numbers(of male~ Hausa . . 
migrants, housewives do a large business în the sale of cooked food 

(see A. Cohen 1969). 

o~. It must be emphasized that the Iiterature is quite ~~complete in its 

discussion of Hausa and Kanuri Women's ~ctivities. There is no rne~tion 

of collective production by co-wives, aithough I saw one joint venture 

where the wives of the vi11age head made and sold bread.o ,There are no 

descriptions ôf larger scale traders nor of olqer wornen who have ex-

• panded their trade act~itiés. Aga~n 1 know of a situation where an 

olderf warnan, who in he):' marrtied life had been secluded, in middle age 
o 0 

had a stall in the market and sold n@t only her own weavinq. but aiso 

" 

her secluded daughter's embroidery (Personal cOmmunication ~). Tbe "\ 
\ 

impact of women's econornic roles on their dornestic life .has been sligh~ .-

but the complexity of their e~bnomic activities bas not been fully 

.. 
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