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Abstract 

This paper argues that African culture must be re-envisioned through a 
feminist lens in order to address African women’s claims to equality, bodily 
autonomy, and social justice, as highlighted by the Charter of Feminist 
Principles for African Feminists. It demonstrates how cultural values – 
frequently mobilised by post-independence states – have been used to 
legitimise patriarchal norms and curtail women’s rights. Colonialism 
transformed the nature of African societies including gender-power relations 
by introducing new patriarchal institutions that largely excluded women from 
education, political participation, and the formal economy. Although women 
occupy a central place in the socio-cultural life and the maintenance of families, 
as well as economic production, their status remains mostly confined to 
reproduction and motherhood – domains that are culturally sacralised and 
tightly regulated. Contemporary political and religious fundamentalisms 
continue to police women’s bodies, sexualities, and identities. Feminist 
scholarship and activism have exposed these power relations and have called 
for a decolonised, inclusive understanding of culture that recognises women as 
full subjects and agents of transformation. Reimagining culture thus becomes 
essential to securing women’s autonomy, dignity, and meaningful participation 
in shaping Africa’s future. 
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Introduction 

What feminist approach to culture can help us perceive and more effectively 
meet African women’s demands for equality and social justice? The challenge 
is real. From the introduction of the Charter of Feminist Principles for African 
Feminists (the Feminist Charter), the African Feminist Forum (AFF) reiterates 
its commitment “to [dismantle] patriarchy in all its manifestations in Africa” 
(AWDF 2007, 2). It encourages women to challenge the cultural roles 
traditionally assigned to them. 

This article focuses on three key demands highlighted in the Feminist Charter: 

• Freedom of choice and autonomy regarding issues of bodily 
integrity, including reproductive rights, abortion, gender identity, 
and sexual orientation (AWDF 2007, 11); 

• A critical engagement with narratives of religion, culture, tradition, 
and domesticity, emphasising the fundamental importance of 
women’s rights (AWDF 2007, 11); and 

• The recognition and presentation of African women as the subjects, 
not the objects, of our work, and as agents in their lives and societies 
(AWDF 2007, 11). 

The critical engagement advocated by the AFF is crucial for understanding 
how cultural narratives are mobilised to evaluate and constrain women’s roles 
in modern societies. Culture, as the foundation of our socialisation, shapes our 
multifaceted identities while also serving as a primary tool of resistance and 
repression in response to our demands for diverse rights beyond the civil 
sphere. For most, if not all, Africa’s populations, culture is central to identity 
and shapes aspirations, which vary by gender, age, and other intersecting 
attributes. It also raises questions at both the individual and collective levels. 
For example, to which groups do we belong: family, ethnic, cultural, religious, 
economic, or political? Do these groups truly represent us? Are we willing to 
accept cultural and religious categorisations, or are we in a position to negotiate 
their relevance, legitimacy, and/or our alignment with them? Intense disputes 
over cultural representations shape political life and heighten its controversies.  

The phrase Suñu aada (Wolof for “our ancestral values”) connotes 
injunctions imposed on populations, primarily women, who earn respect 
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through their affiliations to family, community, nation. Since independence, 
this assertion has appeared in numerous African constitutions which enshrine 
African values as national ideological frameworks. Whilst this positioning 
signified a breakaway from colonial culture, it nonetheless served the interests 
of specific groups in newly independent states, as exemplified by the lack of 
critical questioning regarding their implications for women’s rights.  

Consider, for example, the preamble to Mauritania’s first Constitution 
of 1959:  

Trusting in the omnipotence of God, the Mauritanian people proclaim their 
determination to safeguard the integrity of their territory and to ensure its free 
political, economic and social development. It affirms its attachment to its religion 
and traditions, to human rights and to the principles of democracy, as defined (in 
accordance with the usual international definitions).  

In 1960, the nation became the Islamic Republic of Mauritania, adopting 
Sharia as the basis of law and elevating Arabic (Hassani), spoken by the ruling 
Moor minority, as the dominant language. French, formerly the colonial 
administrative language, was gradually marginalised in favour of a rapid 
Arabisation of institutions, the economy, and the education system. These 
political decisions were taken under the guise of religious culture that served 
the interests of the ruling class. It was not until 1992, during a Constitutional 
review, that the government added Pulaar, Soninke, and Wolof, the languages 
of the ethnic majorities, as official languages.  

The reference to “African values” as an ideological framework has 
continued in several other, more recent, constitutions. For example, Article 
3(2)(h) of the 2013 Constitution of Zimbabwe, mandates “The fostering of 
national unity, peace and security, with due regards to the diversity of 
languages, customary practices and traditions.” In 2016, the Zambian 
government establishes in the preamble to its Constitution a commitment “To 
ensure that our values relating to family, morality, patriotism and justice are 
upheld and that all functions of the State are carried out in our common 
interest.” Similarly, the 2023 Malian Constitution, drafted by the military junta, 
declares in its preamble: “The sovereign people of Mali, rich in their cultural, 
linguistic and religious diversity; proud of their millennia-old history and their 
ancestors; heirs to great empires and kingdoms built on endogenous socio-
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cultural values that must inspire present and future generations…” What is the 
significance of invoking these so-called ancestral values?  

As various forms of fundamentalisms gain ground, voices from politics, 
religious groups, and civil society increasingly promote respect for, and 
sometimes a return to, African cultural values. They claim to be custodians or 
authentic leaders defending these values. Whilst it is common to invoke national 
values, the meaning and scope of these values have faced minimal scrutiny. Yet, 
as Nana Wilson Tagoe (2003, 27) observes: 

The problem with the notion of culture in African literature is that it is often 
embedded in representational narratives of the nation and shaped by the politics 
of national emergence. In such narratives, “culture” becomes part of a political 
process of constructing the distinctive identity of a national collective through the 
representation of its history and the creation of new knowledge about its place in 
world history. When culture is so determined by the exigencies of anti-colonial 
discourse, the linking of nation and culture runs the risk of presenting culture as 
coherent and homogeneous, rather than as continually contested and renewed. 

Existential questions of identity are now deeply woven into debates on African 
culture, as we reclaim, reassess, and redefine its contours, revisiting the past to 
understand the present and imagine the future. As women, must we not revisit 
this debate to draw the symbolic, historical, and social resources necessary to 
construct our identities? Do we not need identities attuned to our lived 
experiences and contemporary realities, rather than conforming to inherited 
models that no longer serve us? 

 
African Culture: First, Let’s Debunk Common Misconceptions 

What constitutes African culture? Is it a system of shared ideas, values, 
attitudes, and practices within a particular society, or is it a synthesis of 
unquestionably diverse cultural expressions? We must deconstruct several 
perceptions of African culture. It is important to educate the post-
independence and future generations to free them from the exhausting, 
demoralising task of dismantling colonial prejudices and contemporary racism.  

Because the debate on African culture is long-standing, we are revisiting 
the early discussions that challenged this political concept for our generation. 
Roughly between 1960 and 1980, these debates aimed to counter colonial 
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misconceptions, and often contemptuous views, which reduced culture solely 
to folklore, traditions, and customs. It is worth recalling that period, as its 
successes and failures laid the groundwork for contemporary thinking, even 
though it has emerged in different contexts. African society was dismissed as 
savage, primitive, and tribal (Igboin 2011). Similarly, African art was deemed 
“Negro” or “primitive,” a sentiment echoed by former French President 
Jacques Chirac’s naming of the Parisian Quai Branly Museum home to these 
magnificent works.1 Songs and dances were categorised as folklore. Religious 
sculptures and masks are admired as works of art only after they have left the 
continent and been stripped of their context as functional fetishes. Indigenous 
religions are reduced to mere beliefs or defined as “animism” or “syncretism” 
once they have been influenced by the religions of the Bible. Languages are just 
dialects, even when spoken by millions of people. Skills are merely knowledge 
and know-how, just as creative works are often relegated to the realm of 
craftsmanship. When associated with Africa, its history, and its culture, fruits 
and flavours are reduced to the exotic, and culinary arts to the traditional. Such 
categorisations marginalises these subjects, treating them as exotic objects of 
study rather than dynamic, evolving practices and disciplines. 

Cultural pluralism, although a key, enriching aspect of African culture, 
is often discredited. Rather than being recognised as a tremendous asset – one 
that fosters multilingualism – this diversity is often dismissed as a barrier to 
national unity, education, and development. We should recall the reflections on 
the Fondements de l’africanité ou négritude et l’arabité (Foundations of African 
identity or Negritude and Arab identity) of which Léopold Sedar Senghor, 
Senegal’s first President, poet, and philosopher, was the champion (Senghor 
1967). These reflections had a strong political resonance in relations between 
Arabs and Black Africans, not to mention the debate on Berber identity. It is 
also necessary to include the contributions of the global African diaspora. 
Despite this diversity, Cheikh Anta Diop established a compelling case for the 
Cultural Unity of Black Africa (1959) through shared societal structures. As will 
be examined later, matriarchy forms the social foundation of sub-Saharan 
societies, from West to Central Africa. References to matriarchy have served as 
a central argument in the contentious debates surrounding feminism in Africa 
(Amadiume 2005; Oyěwùmí 2005; Camara 2007). 
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Whilst Europe denied African culture the status of a civilisation, 
Rwandan priest Alexis Kagame (1976, 45), author of Comparative Bantu 
Philosophy, argued that:  

[Viewed objectively], civilisation is the adaptation of a human group that makes 
use of the full range of human nature (intelligence, will, sensitivity and physical 
activities) to tame and enhance the physical environment in which it must live 
(climate and seasons, minerals, hydrography, fauna and flora), to guard against 
internal causes of disintegration, to defend itself against similar groups that might 
attempt to absorb it, and to pass on to its descendants the collective experience 
received from its founders. 

Aligned with environmental movements, this definition is particularly relevant 
in an era of severe climate change. It draws on an African perspective regarding 
our relationship with nature, differing in its underlying assumptions from the 
Declaration of the Mexico City Conference on Cultural Policies (26 July-6 
August 1982), which states that: 

In its widest sense, culture may now be said to be the whole complex of distinctive 
spiritual, material, intellectual and emotional features that characterise a society 
or social group. It includes not only the arts and letters, but also modes of life, the 
fundamental rights of the human being, value systems, traditions, and beliefs; it 
is culture that gives man [sic] the ability to reflect upon himself [sic]. It is culture 
that makes us specifically human, rational beings, endowed with critical 
judgement and a sense of moral commitment. It is through culture that we discern 
values and make choices. It is through culture that man [sic] expresses himself 
[sic], becomes aware of himself [sic], recognises his [sic] incompleteness, 
questions his [sic] own achievements, seeks tirelessly for new meanings and 
creates works through which he [sic] transcends his [sic] limitations.2 

Delivering a lecture on African Culture at the French Academy of Moral and 
Political Sciences on 26 September 1983, Léopold Sedar Senghor endorsed 
these conceptions of culture as “the set of values that create a civilisation” 
(1983, 1). 

In their text entitled “Introduction to African Culture” (Sow et al. 
1977), Ola Balogun (Nigeria), Pathé Diagne (Senegal), Honorat Aguessy 
(Benin), and Alpha Ibrahima Sow (Guinée-Conakry), highlight the dual 
challenge that African intellectuals set themselves: liberating themselves from 
colonial domination and reclaiming African roots to promote Africanity, 
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defined as “the set of commonalities shared by African cultures” (Sow 
et al. 1977, 18). Pathé Diagne went on to say: 

Imperial ethnocentric ideology has side-lined the continent’s national cultures for 
nearly a century. It imposed socio-cultural institutions devised from its own 
perspective, based on its own interests, values, languages and order, which act as 
a barrier between the people and their institutions, their schools, their economies, 
their worldview and the very meaning of their own history (Sow et al. 1977, 221).  

How then should we understand African culture today and envisage its 
future? These male scholars were among the first to theorise an African 
approach to identity and culture, laying the foundation for later feminist 
thinking among women writers, researchers, and activists. A feminist 
perspective, introduced by African activists in general, particularly the AFF, is 
valuable for exposing how cultural values shift based on gender to sustain 
unequal power relations (Mukhothu and Musingafi 2023; Tamale 2008). 
Understanding and evaluating these values is crucial to appreciating the true 
contribution of women, who stand as both subjects and objects of Africa’s 
historical trajectory and cultural creation. Women’s agency – its origins, 
dynamics, and aims – along with the diverse concept of “matrimony” 
(increasingly used in arts and literature to evoke women’s power and heritage) 
have not been fully theorised or integrated into global history, as seen in 
UNESCO’s 11-volume General History of Africa. Instead, they are often 
confined to specialised studies. In this regard, we should welcome the regional 
series Les femmes écrivent l’Afrique – Women Writing Africa, specifically the 
volume on West Africa and the Sahel as an exceptional contribution that 
underscores the need to embrace the approach that informs much of our work. 
The African Feminist Forum delves even more deeply into this issue. 

 
The Impact of Colonialism and the Process of Decolonisation in 
Contemporary African Culture 

Academic research, literature, and women’s political and community activism 
have documented the consequences of colonisation on women’s societal roles 
and their contribution to the production of culture. In Decolonization and Afro-
Feminism, Sylvia Tamale (2020, 10) writes:  
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The conceptual thinking and writing of African feminists over the past five 
decades on colonialism and coloniality must be taken seriously as a first step 
towards reconceptualising citizenship, fostering inclusive politics and bringing 
about a radical transformation in the geopolitical position that Africa currently 
occupies in global affairs. 

Who defined the politically dominant culture, and what were its 
characteristics? Upheld by colonial systems and institutions, this culture 
systematically deconstructed indigenous African cultures – a well-documented 
phenomenon in the critical literature and not repeated here (Okech 2021; 
Tamale 2020; Jagire 2013; Somé 2002). Colonial power dominated all aspects 
of culture by replicating models based on patriarchy, capitalism, and the 
exploitation of human labour (particularly women’s) and natural resources, 
along with the hierarchisation of races and cultures. This model was imposed 
legally, politically, and militarily upon colonised cultures.  

In this system of domination, writes Adu Boahen, editor of Volume VII 
of The General History of Africa (Boahen 1987, 857–858): 

Another deeply regrettable consequence of colonialism has been the deterioration 
of the status of women in Africa. This is a new subject, which requires further 
research, but there seems little doubt that women were excluded from most of the 
activities introduced or intensified by colonialism, such as education, export 
crops in certain parts of Africa, and many professions such as law, medicine, 
mining, etc. Because of this exclusion, they were scarcely granted a place in the 
new colonial political structure. Even in matrilineal societies, partly due to the 
spread of Islam and partly due to the new emphasis now placed on individual 
achievement, there has been a certain shift towards the patrilineal system. The 
colonial world, as Iliffe has clearly shown, was in fact a man’s world, where women 
were not encouraged to play a significant role. 

Under the colonial system, women were pushed to the margins of 
administration, politics, and the formal economy. Girls’ education was treated 
as a private, domestic concern, limiting them to the expected roles of 
reproduction and caregiving – even though they worked extensively in farming, 
crafts, and the processing of agricultural and fishery products. Across diverse 
African societies, women have historically held crucial family and community 
responsibilities, navigating varied structures from polygyny to repudiation. 
However, their access to formal schooling remained limited, coming later and 
for shorter durations. The political and trade union activism of Funmilayo 
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Ransome-Kuti (1900-1978) in Nigeria and Aoua Keïta (1912-1980) in 
Sudan/Mali vividly illustrates women’s involvement in anti-colonial struggles 
and liberation movements. 

As Mbembe (1988) reminds us, the population was inevitably “unruly.” 
Confronted with the Empire’s attempts to reshape society, people responded 
with a mix of acceptance, indifference, and sustained resistance. To interpret 
these varied reactions, colonial authorities and Western scholars deployed an 
array of terms – including acculturation, assimilation, alienation, and 
modernisation – which constituted an entire field of anthropological and 
ethnographic study. 

Colonial political and cultural domination, coupled with sweeping socio-
cultural transformations, sparked widespread anxiety, doubt, and an urgent 
need for identity assertion among leaders, intellectuals, and ordinary citizens. 
Yet throughout this tumultuous history, Africa has not relinquished its roots, 
cultures, languages, or core values. These became instruments of resistance. In 
regions where it has long been established, Islam also operated as a protective 
shield, a situation well-described by Senegalese novelist Mariama Bâ as 
documented by Esi Sutherland-Addy and Aminata Diaw in Women Writing 
Africa (2007): 3 

They have bleached my thinking, but my mind is black. Yet my untouchable blood 
has remained pure, like the sun, pure, untouched by any contact. My blood has 
remained pagan within my civilised veins, and it rebels and stirs at the sound of 
the black tam-tams(1947). 

The cultural landscape of Africa differs in significant respects from that of the 
Caribbean, the Americas and other formerly colonised territories, which are 
often navigating the reclamation of stolen identities. Their historical 
experiences are different and enrich the debate, particularly regarding the 
coloniality of gender. 
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Reclaiming Culture: Who Defines it, and Why it is Time for a 
Change 

This section highlights continuities and discontinuities in African “culture” 
inherited through colonialism and explores their implications for the 
subordinate role of women in society. The Feminist Charter’s principle of 
“recognising and presenting African women as subjects, not as objects of our 
work, and as agents in their own lives and societies” is an uncompromising 
commitment. Additionally, the discourse surrounding culture – its status, 
meaning, and evolution – remains unresolved, decades after independence. It 
has grown increasingly complex, shaped not only by the profound social 
transformations of globalisation, but also by the ideological manipulation of 
cultural values used to control the popular imagination, youth, minorities, and 
other groups. Women are particularly affected, as their relationship to culture 
is governed by rules, norms, and expectations distinct from those applied to 
men, reinforcing the unequal status of both groups in African societies. The 
rise of cultural and religious fundamentalisms has further complicated this 
issue by centring cultural debates on women’s bodies. These dynamics range 
from President Mobutu’s mandated “authentic” dress code in Zaïre (now the 
Democratic Republic of the Congo) to the contentious, often coerced, wearing 
of the Islamic veil, each exerting undue pressure on women. 

Few African regimes have granted women the political and social 
standing that independence should have afforded them, whether because of 
their contributions to achieving that independence or their entitlement to the 
rights and freedoms enshrined in the new constitutions. With rare exceptions, 
these regimes assumed the role of the coloniser, uncritically perpetuating the 
institutions and legislation that discriminated against women. 4 Political leaders 
promoted policies that did not necessarily address the substantive needs of their 
populations, and they legally confined women to the stereotypical roles and 
positions inherited from colonial rule. It is important to note that both major 
cultural traditions – those rooted in patriarchy and those incorporating 
elements of matrilineality – share common norms regarding women’s 
subordination (Amadiume 2005). 

Dominant political and academic discourse still prioritises mainstream 
governance, economic management, and international relations while 
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sidelining women’s perspectives, often leaving them buried in files without 
follow-up. As I observed elsewhere (2023, 75): 

[I]t proved difficult to challenge the founding fathers and their successors, whose 
programmes were more oriented toward assistance than toward advancing 
women’s status, as well as the various social, economic, and religious patriarchies 
within their immediate environment. The gendered nature of the State had not 
yet been subjected to sustained political scrutiny. 

As noted, many African constitutions have enshrined, within their preambles, 
“the affirmation of African identity” (Senegal 1960); a “commitment to the 
fundamental cultural values that form the bedrock of national unity” (Senegal 
2001); a “commitment to the values of civilisation that form the basis of our 
identity” and “concern for safeguarding our cultural identity” (Niger 1960); 
and “the urgent need to reconcile the universal values of democracy with 
national political, social and cultural realities” (Democratic Republic of the 
Congo 2015).  

Women are the central thread through which social and cultural life is 
woven and animated. As key intermediaries, they facilitate the social 
transactions that define major African life ceremonies, including births, 
baptisms, weddings, and funerals. Relationships of hospitality and exchange, 
along with their associated obligations, privileges, and reciprocal gifts, are 
channeled through them. While men (artisans or political actors) may expand 
their social networks through professional or marital ties, it is women who 
primarily organise and structure the internal fabric of these social worlds. 
Exchanges of courtesy between men generally take place through women, or 
directly between women themselves. Women’s roles in domestic, reproductive, 
and household management are indispensable, often leading to positions of 
authority over time. This dynamic is illustrated by the Grande Royale in the 
classic Senegalese novel L’Aventure ambiguë (1963). Yet such authority is never 
automatic; it is built progressively, negotiated, and consolidated over time. 

The Feminist Charter’s principle of “Freedom of choice and autonomy 
regarding matters of bodily integrity, including reproductive rights, abortion, 
gender identity and sexual orientation,” should guide women in the 
management and control of their bodies. Yet it is in the realm of sexuality that 
they are most closely controlled. Motherhood is both a responsibility and an 
expectation that culture places upon women. It is an institution that is almost 
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sacralised by most cultures and religions. It is worth recalling that men attain 
fatherhood, lineage, and inheritance through women’s bodies, which drives the 
patriarchal imperative to control them. This dimension is essential to any 
analysis of motherhood, as it illuminates the forces shaping women’s position 
within the family and broader mechanisms of social control. 

The fundamental role that African cultures assign to women – as wives 
and mothers – must indeed be recognised: they manage the emotional and 
caring responsibilities of the family, and perform the numerous acts of social 
mediation that forge and sustain bonds within families and communities. Yet 
this position is largely grounded in women’s reproductive capacities in both 
patrilineal and matrilineal societies. As Échard observes, “giving birth 
determines access to the status of a social adult” (Échard et al. 1985, 38-39). 
The principle applies to both sexes; a child’s success in life is widely understood 
to stem from “their mother’s work.” In this sense, mothers acquire social 
influence by transmitting culture and raising the next generation (Sow and 
Diouf 1993). However, we must not forget that women are socially sanctioned 
for perceived failure in these roles. 

Yet our bodies belong to us; this is a fundamental feminist principle and 
a civic right. Likewise, choosing to have “a child if I want one, when I want one, 
and with whom I want one” is not a rejection of motherhood. Meanwhile, 
Western “experts” have warned that Africa’s rapid population growth is 
hindering its development (Hugon 2010). 

Nationalist far-right movements – ranging from U.S. policies enacted 
during Donald Trump’s second presidency (2025-2029) to leaders across 
Europe (United Kingdom, Sweden, Hungary, Italy, etc.) – now openly invoke 
the “great replacement” theory, aiming to replace native populations with 
immigrants while simultaneously racialising non-Whites and deracialising 
Whites. The rise of populist governments in the West has turned immigration 
into the primary explanation – and scapegoat – for deteriorating living 
conditions. By contrast, many African demographers, economists, and political 
leaders celebrate the prospect of the continent becoming the world’s most 
populous region. In 2019, Africa had 1.3 billion inhabitants, representing 17% 
of the global population. This demographic trajectory – viewed by some as 
alarming and by others as a source of wealth – unfolds within women’s bodies, 
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bringing profound consequences: heightened risks of maternal morbidity and 
mortality; early and forced marriages; school dropout; reduced employment 
opportunities; and, more fundamentally, a threat to women’s autonomy – the 
freedom to control their own bodies, sexuality, and lives.  

Despite legislative advances, abortion remains a deeply contested right. 
In 2003, the African Union adopted the Protocol to the African Charter on 
Human and Peoples’ Rights on the Rights of Women in Africa, widely known 
as the Maputo Protocol. This landmark text was the culmination of decades of 
mobilisation led by African women’s and feminist organisations, building on 
the momentum of the 1995 Beijing Platform for Action (Kemp 2010). 
Although the Protocol has been criticised for remaining restrictive in certain 
respects, it was nonetheless the first continent-wide instrument to affirm, in 

Article 14, that abortion must be authorised to save a woman’s life, preserve 
her physical or mental health, or in cases of rape, incest, or severe fetal anomaly. 
Since adoption, about ten countries in sub-Saharan Africa have amended their 
legislation to comply with these provisions; yet the right is far from universal. 
The growing influence of religious fundamentalism – whether explicit or 
implicit – continues to hinder open, constructive debate on the issue. 

Homosexuality remains a contentious subject in many contemporary 
African societies. Public attitudes are still shaped by deeply rooted homophobia 
and transphobia, which are ingrained in collective imaginaries that portray 
same-sex relations as “unnatural” and associate them with “immorality.” Such 
stigmatisation pushes those affected to the fringes of cultural, moral, and 
religious life, reinforcing their confinement to a minority status, defined in 
opposition to a majority socialised into heterosexual norms, rules, and 
institutions. 

In this context, the disparity in the treatment of men and women remains 
striking. While male homosexuality may be reluctantly tolerated in some 
settings, lesbian sexuality typically provokes stronger resistance. Yet, as 
struggles for sexual freedom aim to secure bodily autonomy and privacy for 
all, it is clear that the resulting violence affects women with particular intensity. 
The accusations directed at homosexuality resemble those routinely levelled 
against women’s sexuality as a whole – a sexuality governed by patriarchal logic 
that constructs norms according to its own interests. The glorification of 
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virginity, female genital mutilation, marital authority, polygyny, and 
repudiation are all mechanisms designed to regulate and control women’s 
bodies. 

Against this backdrop of local and broader social tensions, women face 
a dual challenge: the need and determination to articulate their own individual 
and collective identities pitted against the rigid, assigned gender roles imposed 
by political, religious, and ideological institutions. Oppression emerges 
whenever cultural and religious norms produce and reproduce restrictive roles 
that heavily burden women’s bodies, health, sexuality, and fertility, while 
limiting their family status, access to resources, education, and political 
participation. 

Gender inequality, reinforced by political and religious structures, 
generates pervasive discrimination. Therefore, for women, policies concerning 
personal relationships, the body, sex, and reproduction are of central 
importance. The household and family constitute a crucial arena for enacting 
gendered power relations, which are varied and complex. 

The rights to equality and social justice – hard-won locally, nationally, 
and internationally by women’s movements – are today as fragile as endangered 
species, threatened by the resurgence of various forms of fundamentalism. No 
cultural revolution, appeal to roots, or claim to ethnic, religious, or national 
“authenticity” can justify the persistence of “traditional” or “ancestral” values 
when they perpetuate discrimination and profound inequalities, regardless of 
how they are romanticised. 

Significantly, our history, past and present, is marked by acts of 
resistance and the subversion of oppressive traditions. We are breaking through 
the glass ceiling – both above our heads and within our minds. We reinvent 
culture daily, at every level, and in every sphere by occupying spaces where our 
presence is rarely expected. And despite consistent backlash, we are achieving 
real and meaningful advances. 
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To Conclude… 

We have made significant progress in rethinking culture, and – as the AFF urges 
– must continue to deepen this critical analysis. Establishing a feminist critical 
framework as a tool for producing knowledge, particularly within the social 
sciences, has been a major achievement. Feminism has long been a contested 
concept in Africa, drawing intellectual and political criticisms similar to those 
raised elsewhere, including by marginalised communities within Western 
societies. While its developmentalist iteration has enabled the introduction of 
vital analytical concepts – such as gender and its wider lexicon – into our 
research, it has faced equally sharp criticism. Yet the movement to “decolonise” 
research and feminism had a clear objective: to prioritise self-determined agendas. 
African women have continued to do precisely this over the last three decades, 
as illustrated by works such as Sylvia Tamale’s Decolonisation and Afro-Feminism 
(2020). 

The growth of women’s studies and the deconstruction of gendered 
roles have opened new research perspectives on social, cultural, economic, 
religious, and political issues (Mama 2025; Sow 2009). The involvement of 
women in knowledge production – including those who reject the feminist label 
– has revitalised thinking on shared concerns within African scholarship, a field 
historically dominated by men and inattentive to women’s experiences. 
Léonora Miano, for instance, rejects feminism, yet advocates powerfully for 
women’s expression in L’autre langue des femmes (2021). 

Feminist critique reveals that power relations between the sexes in 
African cultures are socially constructed, carrying political implications. It 
offers us the tools necessary to challenge the inequalities embedded in these 
systems. Does doing so constitute a betrayal of our identity, especially when we 
are celebrated as the icons, standard-bearers and guardians of our cultures? As 
a praxis, feminist critique has enabled us to identify and begin dismantling male 
domination and all other forms of oppression. It has laid the groundwork for 
re-examining power dynamics within the family, in political life (specifically 
regarding the forms of parity we seek), and in society more broadly. 

It has also generated new paradigms regarding sexuality, fertility, and 
the cultural expectations of motherhood – expectations deeply imbued with 
moral and religious value in representations of African womanhood. These 
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paradigms help us interrogate persistent restricted access to contraception, the 
criminalisation of abortion, and approaches to women’s health that focus 
almost exclusively on maternal and child health. They invite us to ask: What is 
the social meaning of menopause? They allow us to address crises in health 
infrastructure and to redefine forms of violence – physical, psychological, 
sexual, obstetric, and gynaecological. 

Furthermore, feminist critique compels us to re-examine the links 
between family structures and economic relations; natural resource 
management; political participation bolstered by African democratisation 
processes; and the interconnections between culture, religion, and politics. It 
also illuminates the violent resurgence of fundamentalisms that thrive on these 
tensions. 

 
Notes 

1. The museum project, as an exhibition of primitive arts, emerged in the late 
1980s to showcase objects that had been largely looted during the colonial 
era. Felwine Sarr and Bénédicte Savoy reviewed the situation at the request 
of President Macron in 2018 (Sarr and Savoy 2018). 

2. “In its widest sense, culture may now be said to be the whole complex of 
distinctive spiritual, material, intellectual and emotional features that 
characterise a society or social group. It includes not only the arts and 
letters, but also modes of life, the fundamental rights of the human being, 
value systems, traditions, and beliefs; it is culture that gives man the ability 
to reflect upon himself. It is culture that makes us specifically human, 
rational beings, endowed with critical judgement and a sense of moral 
commitment. It is through culture that we discern values and make choices. 
It is through culture that man expresses himself, becomes aware of himself, 
recognises his incompleteness, questions his own achievements, seeks 
tirelessly for new meanings and creates works through which he transcends 
his limitations” (1982). 

3. Mariama Bâ’s novel Une si longue lettre (So Long a Letter) won the Noma 
Prize in 1980. 
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4. After independence, for example, Kwame Nkrumah’s Ghana and Sékou 
Touré’s Guinée (Conakry) were among the few countries that appointed 
women to high level positions in politics and administration. Mrs Jeanne 
Martin Cissé, a Guinean ambassador, was the first woman in the world to 
preside over the United Nations Security Council in 1972. 
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