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this form of expression to the fore. Conse-
quently, the interweaving of oral and writ-
ten texts is one of the most unique and
praiseworthy qualities of this project.
Despite the editors’ frustration about their
inability to convey the spirit of these texts,
the vitriolic qualities of the singers’ mes-
sage in traditional songs such as ‘Xaxar’
and ‘Welcoming the Bride’ are clear. Fur-
thermore, the fact that the simple but
poignant words of young women’s songs
such as ‘I’d like to stay’, in which the
singer expresses her fear of marriage, pre-
ferring to stay by her mother, demonstrate
that the performance of these songs is

not absolutely essential to convey their
message.

As the editors write, we have ‘a
responsibility to set the reality of African
women’s lives in history and in the
present before a world that is just waking
up to their importance’. The recent
election of Ellen Johnson-Sirleaf, an
interview with whom is pertinently
included in the book, as president of
Liberia demonstrates the veracity of this
quotation. Her election is also proof of
the constant evolution of women’s place
in African society. The editors of this book

have succeeded in restoring the cultural
legacy of West African women, indeed
the volume itself is a testament to the
ability and determination of women to
survive in a culture which often
subordinates and marginalises them.
Women Writing Africa: West Africa and
the Sahel brings the experience of African
women to centre stage and as such forces
its readers to redefine and rethink their
conception of these women in whose
hands, as Ama Ata Aidoo writes, ‘lies,
perhaps the last possible hope for
ourselves and everyone else on this
continent’.

It’s 2006 and time again to take stock.
Suddenly, one is enveloped by a grip
ping sense of déjà vu, déjà entendu!

Yet turning back the hands of time, one
cannot deny that the feminist movement,
feminism and women in general have
come a long way. A recently released
United Nations Research Institute for
Social Development (UNRISD) report3

pinpoints many of these gains. Encapsu-
lating issues, for example at the educational,
socio-economic, political and reproductive
rights level, identified by the Nairobi For-
ward Looking Strategies as those requir-
ing urgent redress and gauging these
against the road travelled by many
women from Beijing +5 through to Beijing
+10, the report identified certain salient suc-
cesses. Despite these incremental gains,
the report concludes that discrepancies in
levels of achievements still persist. Sall
(2000), Mama (2003), Pereira (2004 a) and
Gouws (2004) have analysed some of
these discrepancies in various spheres.

A glaring discrepancy, but unfortunately
one hardly addressed, is gender relations,
equality and justice among young women
and men. Bearing in mind that we are now
facing a generational change whereby the
lower strata in society (mainly the young)
are now coming of age and taking their
place in crucial social, economic and po-
litical sectors and institutions, can we aver
that the advance in gender justice and
equality in Africa is a viable emancipa-
tory project for all categories in society in
the face of the relentless, rigid structures
and institutions? Importantly, can we claim

that young women as compared to young
men are sufficiently equipped for the task
at hand? Critically, what room for manoeu-
vre is available for young women in soci-
ety?

Gender power relations penny-
sized: Talking 20+ and Kenya’s
lost decades
A critical analysis of the political economy
and the socio-cultural structures of the
Kenyan society, host to the Third Wom-
en’s Conference, ironically exposes ma-
jor caveats of a highly regressive gender
relational order that has only recently
began to change amidst continuing re-
sistance. Over twenty years of a highly
authoritarian regime that literally under-
mined women’s voices, readily translates
to over two lost decades for gender strug-
gles in Kenya. Whereas in the neighbour-
ing countries such as Uganda, great leaps
were being made in opening up women’s
and gender relational issues in the public
sphere (Kwesiga and Tripp 2002), in
Kenya such debates were either put in a
black box, easily dismissed as social wel-
fare issues to be tackled by NGOs offer-
ing charity, or utterly ignored. No signifi-
cant debates at the level of the public
sphere on some of the issues addressed
by the various women’s conferences and
which feature as major recommendations
for governments to institutionalise have

occurred. It seems to me that this situa-
tion still continues amidst the prolifera-
tion of civil society groups with gender
sensitive approaches. Women’s agency,
especially in the political and socio-eco-
nomic sphere, was and still is being ex-
cessively misused. Analysis abounds on
how women’s groups in Kenya still con-
tinue to be captured by the national ma-
chinery (Maathai 1995; Nzomo 1999), in-
capacitated despite concerted efforts
(Galloy 1998 and Aduol 2002) or out-
rightly dismissed as yet another elitist
group seeking to further regime interests
(Kenya Women’s Political Alliance4). Cer-
tainly, these developments when gauged
against a World Bank Country report on
Kenya (1989) suggest a worsening situa-
tion.

The wholesale embrace – albeit much de-
bated and opposed – of economic liber-
alisation programmes has led to unprec-
edented effects in the two most impor-
tant sectors: health and education. The
overall political economic development
has not made matters any easier. The con-
tinued political ethnicisation of relations
coupled with high level corrupt practices
has led to stalemates in progressive and
equitable natural resource redistribution
programmes. Negatively affected are en-
titlements to land, forests, grazing and
water (Kanyinga 2000). The latter prac-
tices have led to an increase in ethnic
conflict and the mass displacement of
groups. The continuing unequal regional
development and the rise of anomie in
society evidenced in the high levels of
criminality have not made matters any
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easier. Coupled with these is the increase
in sale and utilisation of small arms, and
the exacerbation of violent urban youth
cultures like Mungiki, which seek some
sort of justice. The upsurge of fundamen-
talist religious groups as offering a third
space between the state and society and
the state and markets and which are
uncritically embraced is a phenomenon
that can no longer be ignored.

Unquestioningly, Kenyan women are
again being made to bear the brunt as
gender struggles and the minimal gains
achieved are put aside as ‘more’ pressing
issues of human security and protection
take centre stage. Indeed, it is a case of
gender power relational struggles  penny-
sized in exactly two senses. On the one
hand, gender relational struggles have
been reduced and demoted to non-priori-
ties or not linked to the search for overall
social transformation. On the other hand,
the gains made have been captured and
camouflaged in newly imposed masculine
norms and structures (Ouendji 2000;
Pereira 2004b; Tamale 2004) or face moral-
ising discourses (Awasom 2005) stemming
from masculine-type normative structures
perpetuated by both women and men.

At the socio-economic level, the lack of
recognition of newly forming identities
such as single unmarried women or di-
vorced women further compounds the
problem. Despite this category contrib-
uting significantly to both the production
and reproduction of society, especially in
the face of depreciating livelihood options
and the loss of social security and social
provisioning, it has not been recognised
as such. This category is relegated to a
dismal position or bombarded with mor-
alising discourses as forms of social con-
trol which rob the former of their agency
to bring about necessary societal change.
The various discussions in the
CODESRIA Gender Institute 2004 inten-
sively explored this phenomenon. A look
at the public sphere further distorts the
picture. In countries such as Kenya,
Democratic Republic of Congo and Côte
d’Ivoire, where we have young Turks5 in
the form of young men congregating in
the public space, vying for posts and rep-
resenting their communities in various
capacities, we hardly witness women in
the same age group engaged in similar
political actions. An analysis provided by
African Woman and Child Features (AWC
Features 2004) shows the hard road faced
by women seeking entry into the public
political sphere.

Given the above scenarios, one can
rightly argue that young women today
face a multiplicity of ‘new’ obstacles in
the wake of their advancement brought
about by the unprecedented consequences
of the political and social economic
changes. These are paradoxically perpetu-
ating hegemonic masculine structures
with a new face. A case of nails sealing
the coffin occurs as the gains made are
relegated to non-priorities in the face of
new insecurities like the rising religious
fundamentalism, armed conflicts, terror-
ism and emphasis on security issues. As
we witness the situation where no con-
certed efforts are made to sustain the
gains or new dynamisms evolved to ex-
pand them, young women are left either
to go it alone or to appeal to previous
masculine structures. The result might be
that with the unfolding generational
change, no marked social and gender or-
der transformation will occur and thus
gender justice and social equity will con-
tinue to be elusive agendas.

In my opinion, young women face newly
emerging structural discrepancies which
they are either unaware of or are ill-
equipped to challenge. This is partly due
to their continued lack of engagement in
critical issues and partly because of the
restriction imposed on their agency to act
otherwise. The latter arises through be-
ing cut off by their ‘older’6 counterparts,
the diminished voice in society, or denied
leeway to move forward major transfor-
mations (non-transformative alliances/
lack of alliances). This makes young
women susceptible and incapacitated to
bring forth new dynamics or to institu-
tionalise the advances already gained by
their ‘older’ counterparts. This lacuna in
social relations at different levels calls for
an adept excavation of the ‘spirit of the
times’ through mechanisms being ex-
plored in the newly emerging socio-eco-
nomic and political spaces.

To this end, I explore three mechanisms
that have already been excavated but
need more rigour to harness the potential
they harbour.

Capitalising on windows of
opportunity: Engaging the public
sphere

(a) Trans-local networking among
female movements
Global geopolitics, especially women’s
mobilisation at the international level, has
had positive effects on the course of

women’s regional networking (Tripp
2005). Marking this development is the
relaxation on the part of governments of
coercive means of governance. There is
also the renewed interest in bringing the
state back in on developmental and gov-
ernance issues and holding it account-
able through global and regional checks.
Various social groups have viewed this
trend as a window of opportunity for re-
instating previous modes of articulation
in new and interconnected ways. For in-
stance, there is renewed interest in study-
ing and researching social movements;
especially female social movements
(UNRISD 2005; Lachenmann 2004) and
third sector groups (Obadare 2004). So-
cial movements cover spaces where
women have a relatively greater presence
and play a more important role than in the
polity. Such movements manifest a more
communal spirit, participatory democracy,
mutual support and networking, instead
of hierarchical relations (Lachenmann
1993:72). Above all, they offer new visions
of society (Mamdani, Mkandawire and
Wamba dia Wamba 1988). One interest in
studying female movements or third sector
groups is to see their modes of action, and
through these try to understand how they
manage to overcome the structural defi-
ciencies in society, especially in their in-
teraction with the state in order to
awaken new visions of society or alterna-
tive paradigms of development.

Immediately, the question that comes to
the fore is whether with the ‘NGOization’
of self organisation, bringing in social
movements as renewed fields of interest
is a viable path. I am of the opinion that it
is exactly at the intersection of the two,
the NGO world and social movements and
third sector groups, that our analysis
ought to be geared. This is with the aim
of understanding the different and simi-
lar modes of action and eventually the
transformation that the two bring about
either through common forms or through
divergent actions.

For young women, especially in the rural
areas, these different forms of socially
embedded movements offer avenues for
self organisation and arenas for interac-
tion, discussion, and information-sharing
on critical social and political issues, es-
pecially with ‘older’ women’s movements.
However, in my view, the link still missing
is a consideration of what I conceptual-
ise as trans-local networking among fe-
male movements across contexts. In Af-
rica, it is crucial to look at this kind of
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networking and inter-linkages between
rural and urban female movements. The
objective is to rate the potentialities of
inter-linkages, the common agendas be-
ing explored or how the oscillations of
agendas across contexts occur or ought
to occur. Furthermore, the collective ac-
tion that emerges from such cooperation
and the eventual change in the social
order that such alliances and collective
action bring about, especially at the level
of the public sphere, is of analytical in-
terest. An example of such an agenda and
its oscillation would be interlinking the
political to the economic and the social.
For rural groups and especially for
young women in rural areas, the issue of
access to markets is of crucial importance.
How this process could proceed, which
social policies female advocacy networks
ought to handle, and the changes in
structural inequality they bring about, are
dialogues that ought to occur at differ-
ent levels. An example of such a debate
that could occur in this space is
redistributive justice, forms of
redistributive alliances and levels of soli-
darity.

For young women such an exposure at a
regional and continental level could fa-
cilitate early professionalism and the
power of articulation. This early experi-
ence could help them avoid the pitfalls
faced by previous activists, and indicate
how these have been overcome.

(b) The strategic use of places as
spaces for critical reflection: The
newly emerging public spaces
Currently, we are witnessing a prolifera-
tion of churches coming in to offer not
only spiritual recourse, but providing their
followers room for both socio-economic
and political action. For the purposes of
this paper, the interesting bit is how reli-
gious space is now being transformed
into a political space. The church has ac-
quired the quality of a public space where
pertinent political issues are exposed, de-
bated upon and concerted efforts
engaged in. Some analyses have shown
how the church in different contexts has
played a critical role in offering different
groups political room for manoeuvre.

However, inasmuch as churches are of-
fering a space for critical reflection, they
are ‘traditionally’ known to be conserva-
tive places where masculine structures
dominate. The paradox is that churches
are also known to be women’s places,

where women congregate at various lev-
els. In the rural areas, it is one avenue for
encounter for young women. Hence, the
question that comes to the fore is how to
secularise this space without endanger-
ing its place in society. This is of urgency
as this space provides a harbour and a
room for manoeuvre for women, especially
where none or very few exist. I posit that
the oscillation of agendas through net-
working could contribute immensely.
Women in the secular world could take
up agendas being driven by women in
the churches or mosques, formulating the
words in different forms but maintaining
the agenda.

(c) The articulation of voice
through the inter-linkage of
agendas at different levels
The latter point on the oscillation of agen-
das in the articulation of voice reminds
me of a recent conference on Muslim
women negotiating development that I
attended.7 A ‘whither rights’ debate en-
sued. The critical question was: whereas
at an international level a discourse of
rights is the buzz-word, can we comfort-
ably claim the same of local contexts? In
critically analysing women’s life worlds
and their lived experiences, and more es-
pecially young women’s everyday expe-
rience, can one argue on the basis of a
rights discourse?

Tripp (2005: 2) has argued that the rights-
based consensus adopted by African
women’s movements, combining devel-
opment and human rights interests, has
been very much a product of global dia-
logue and interaction. Chanock (2000)
writing on culture and human rights has
articulated arguments in favour of a
universalised interpretation of a rights
regime. Inasmuch as the rights-based dis-
course holds currency, I posit that con-
ceptually it is still too far removed from
women’s life worlds and from the reality
that they live on a day-to-day basis.
Adopting the discourse of rights without
a critical appraisal of everyday realities
paradoxically puts women in what I term
‘societal strait jackets’, and in this way
robs them of spaces for manoeuvre, es-
pecially those tied to access of societal
common goods.

A subversive voice: Of rights and
entitlements but not culture talk8

Conceptual discussion on rights and en-
titlements à la Sen (1981) presupposes

among other things a civil justice system
(the rule of law) that protects the rights of
an individual in society. It presupposes
that each individual in society takes re-
sponsibility for their own actions (the
principle of individual responsibility) and
that the law of the land should be univer-
sal and protect each individual without
discrimination (Nussbaum 2000).

However, in many African contexts we are
working with two sets of dynamics. On
the one hand, we have the civil rule of law
as laid down by the constitution. On the
other, we have group rights as laid down
by customary law. For a current explora-
tion of these issues see Mamdani (2000),
Nyamnjoh (2004) and Gouws (2005). We
are also operating in an environment where
there is only a semi-functional rule of law
and many other justice systems are in op-
eration (see the defenders of legal plural-
ism). Sociologically, the debate that is still
very much with us is the conceptual un-
derstanding of individual versus commu-
nity and community versus society.

In my view, for young women, a slightly
modified entitlement discourse as op-
posed to the rights discourse provides a
much wider conceptual framework with
which they could begin to articulate their
voices at different levels. My definition
of entitlements is at two levels. At one
level I view entitlements as resources. At
another level I take entitlements to mean
access and especially how access to re-
sources in a society by different social
groups proceeds. Access, in my opinion,
stems from, and is defined by, social rela-
tions. In this sense it is socially embed-
ded as it emerges and appeals to culture
(Shivji 2000) but is not necessarily limited
by it (my own addition). To this end, the
view of entitlement that I advance is ac-
cess to resources through social relations
but on the basis of achievement.

In many contexts, entitlement viewed as
access to resources through social rela-
tions has proceeded on the basis of as-
cription or belonging to a group by virtue
of respecting certain institutions of cul-
tural legitimacy – for example, marriage,
motherhood or seniority. Looking at the
social structure in many communities,
young women ‘normally’ do not have
rights nor are they entitled to any societal
goods. One starts to claim that they are
entitled once they are married, on the ba-
sis of seniority, or if they have children
(usually male children).
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For young women, entitlement defined
on the basis of achievement has the
transformative potential to change the
existing gender and social order as the
concept appreciates competencies and
the abilities of individuals. It challenges
in the sense of instilling a need to be an
achiever in society. It further offers room
for manoeuvre for young women by rec-
ognising capacities, capabilities and
agency and thus removes them from the
frame of ‘what culture expects of young
women’.

However, I advance the idea that at an
international level, an oscillation of dis-
courses without losing the raison d’être
of the argument ought to occur. Whereas
at the local level the argument that could
be advanced is that of entitlements, at a
global level a discourse of rights could
be maintained. However, the question at
large is how such an oscillation can oc-
cur and on which basis it could proceed.
The issue is how the different translations
from context-specific to generalised areas
– and vice versa – can occur. Certainly, at
a conceptual level, current debates on the
kinds of citizenship identity (Olukoshi
and Laakso 1996; Pereira 2004b) could aid
in advancing thoughts in this direction.

Conclusions: Wrestling the
phallus or the possibility of
cooperation
Definitely, young women cannot go it
alone. There is a need for cooperation on
several fronts. In addition, there is the
need for the formation of transformative
alliances. Of equal importance is capital-
ising on pro-feminist men in addressing
some of the structural inequalities per-
petuated by hegemonic masculinities.
Already some female networks – for ex-
ample FEMNET9 – are working with ‘Men
to Men’ agendas. Nonetheless, coopera-
tion and alliances do not mean that women
are not better placed to address structures
that oppress them and bring about sig-
nificant changes. It rather means the ne-
gotiation with men about changing struc-
tures that perpetuate inequality by using
some windows of opportunity provided
by pro-feminist men. Conceptually, it cul-
minates to exercising women’s agency
through appealing to social relations in a
gendered manner.

Moreover, the quality of cooperation and
alliances ought to be critically analysed.
Some of the questions that could be asked
in negotiating cooperation are: Is it pos-

sible to talk about cooperation as a mecha-
nism for realising gender equality and jus-
tice? If yes, how should it proceed? If no,
why can cooperation not exist, which
structures stand as obstacles to it, how
are these structures perpetuated, and why
do we think that they cannot be trans-
formed?

Notes
1. This title is reframed from Sylvia Tamale’s

1999 book, When Hens Begin to Crow: Gen-
der and Parliamentary Politics in Uganda,
Westview Press, Boulder. In explicating the
meaning of the metaphor, Tamale (1999: 1)
elucidates that in her observation of the Ugan-
dan 1996 general elections, a woman candi-
date was admonished with the words ‘wali
owulide ensera ekokolima’ (‘Have you ever
heard a hen crow?’). Female chickens do not
normally crow. A crowing hen is considered a
bad omen which must be done away with be-
fore it brings ill luck. In short, a woman’s
place is not in the public space.

2. I thank Julius Kikooma of Makerere Univer-
sity for his tireless editorial work and critical
observation on most of my pieces and Henry
Arika of Maseno University for his contin-
ued assistance in archival data collection.

3. See http://www.unrisd.org/publication/

4. Kenya Women’s Political Alliance, http://
www.nationaudio.com/news/dailynation/
01102002/new87

5. The ‘Young Turks’ was a popular formula-
tion in Kenya used to describe a group of
professional young men politically oriented,
offering oppositional voices to the then dic-
tatorial regime and the rightist Youth KANU
‘92. Currently, Young Turks is a formulation
generally used to describe young men in Ken-
yan politics as opposed to the old league of
Kenyan politicians. A further revealing case
of this unfolding phenomenon is the recent
Liberian presidential elections, which con-
trasted the political powers of young men
against young women.

6. I have put ‘older’ in quotation marks to de-
note a longer involvement in gender power
struggles and not necessarily a question of age.

7. ‘Negotiating Development: Trans-local
Gendered Spaces in Muslim Societies’, Work-
shop held 13-15 October 2005, University
of Bielefeld, Germany.

8. Given the space here, I cannot do justice to
the depth and extent that the discussion of
rights, entitlements but not culture talk calls
for. I will only telegraphically pinpoint some
overarching concerns.

9. African Women’s Development and Com-
munications Network (FEMNET) and the
Education Centre for Women in Democracy
(ECWD) are two women’s networking groups
in Kenya with which I am currently carrying
out background fact-finding research on fe-
male movements and their trans-local net-
working in negotiating a new regime of social
security at different levels. See http://
www.femnet.or.ke and http://ecwd.org.ke re-
spectively.
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