
African Women’s Movements

Women burst onto the political scene in Africa after the 1990s, claiming
more than one-third of the parliamentary seats in countries such as Burundi,
Mozambique, South Africa, Tanzania, and Uganda. Women in Rwanda hold
the highest percentage of legislative seats in the world. Women’s movements
lobbied for constitutional reforms and new legislation to expand women’s
rights.

This book examines the convergence of factors behind these dramatic
developments, including the emergence of autonomous women’s movements,
changes in international and regional norms regarding women’s rights and rep-
resentation, the availability of new resources to advance women’s status, and
the end of civil conflict. The book focuses on the cases of Cameroon, Mozam-
bique, and Uganda, situating these countries in the broader African context.
The authors provide a fascinating analysis of the way in which women are
transforming the political landscape in Africa by bringing to bear their unique
perspectives as scholars who have also been parliamentarians, transnational
activists, and leaders in these movements.
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Preface

This book offers an explanation for some of the most significant develop-
ments in Africa since the 1990s, namely the emerging visibility of women as
political actors and the adoption of a new generation of policies advancing
women’s rights. We raise many questions that have rarely been examined
in a comparative African perspective: Why have some countries been more
likely to adopt these policies than others? Why have so many of these changes
taken place in countries coming out of civil conflict? Why have so many par-
tially democratic and nondemocratic countries introduced woman-friendly
reforms? What difference does democracy make to the adoption of women’s
rights reforms? These are just some of the questions this book tackles.

This book is one of the first to document the dramatic changes in women’s
mobilization and women’s impact on politics across the continent in the
1990s. There are a few superb country studies (e.g., Britton 2005; Fallon
forthcoming; Hassim 2006; Steady 2006; Tamale 1999) and some regional
studies (Geisler 2004). An important edited volume by Gretchen Bauer and
Hannah Britton (2006) examines women in African parliaments. There is a
very small but growing literature on the subject in journals that focuses on
aspects of the changes described in this book in one country or context (e.g.,
electoral quotas for women, women and land concerns, and female genital
cutting). Our book brings many of the pieces together and tells a much
bigger story about overall changes in women’s movements and their political
impact after the 1990s. Our inclusion of Francophone and Lusophone cases
is particularly important since little has been written in English regarding
these countries.

Africa is a continent of vast cultural, linguistic, economic, political,
and ecological diversity of which we were acutely cognizant in writing
the manuscript. In our effort to identify general patterns and trends in

xi
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xii Preface

sub-Saharan Africa, we recognize that sometimes this comes at the unavoid-
able cost of overlooking important particularities of various regions, coun-
tries, and locales. There are trade-offs involved in telling a larger story. For
this reason, we focus on the cases of Cameroon, Mozambique, and Uganda
and examine the differences among these countries while situating them in a
broader sub-Saharan context. These countries provide us an opportunity to
compare women’s movements and gender policies in countries representing
the British, French, and Portuguese colonial legacies.

As a scholarly study, this work is unique in that it draws on the expertise
of four scholars, several of whom were early leaders of the new women’s
movements in their home countries. They have also been active within inter-
national women’s movements. They have observed these transformations
both from within and from an academic perspective. The authors have been
engaged in policy making as parliamentarians (Casimiro), in advising and
engaging government agencies (Kwesiga) and donors (Tripp), and, at the
pan-African level, working for the African Union (Mungwa).

Aili Mari Tripp has extensive engagement with the issues touched on
in this book. She coordinated the planning and writing of the manuscript,
which had an auspicious beginning at the beautiful location of the Rocke-
feller Foundation’s Bellagio Study and Conference Center on the shores of
Lake Como in Italy. Tripp is Director of the Women’s Studies Research Cen-
ter and Professor of Political Science and Women’s Studies at the University
of Wisconsin–Madison. She lived in Tanzania for fifteen years, and after
1987 she carried out extensive research in Uganda and Tanzania on women
and politics and women’s movements in both countries. She is author of
Women and Politics in Uganda (2000) and editor of Sub-Saharan Africa:
The Greenwood Encyclopedia of Women’s Issues Worldwide (2003). She
also coedited Global Feminism: Transnational Women’s Activism, Organiz-
ing, and Human Rights (2006) with Myra Marx Ferree and The Women’s
Movement in Uganda: History, Challenges and Prospects (2002) with Joy
Kwesiga. Tripp has published extensively on women and politics in Africa
and women’s movements in Africa. She coedits (with Kathleen Dolan) the
journal Politics & Gender of the Women and Politics Research Section of
the American Political Science Association. She also coedits, with Stanlie
James, a book series on women in Africa and the diaspora for the University
of Wisconsin Press.

Isabel Casimiro was a member of parliament in Mozambique (1994–9),
and, as an historian and sociologist, she has been a Research Asso-
ciate at the Center of African Studies, Eduardo Mondlane University,
Maputo, Mozambique. She was instrumental in the creation of Cruzeiro do
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Preface xiii

Sul–Instituto de Investigação para o Desenvolvimento (Southern Cross–
Institute for Research and Development). Dr. Casimiro was also co-founder
and first coordinator of Women and Law in Southern Africa (WLSA) and
Fórum Mulher (Women’s Forum), the leading women’s network in Mozam-
bique. She has been a leader of Women in Law and Development in Africa
(WILDAF) and Mulher, Lei e Desenvolvimento, Moçambique (Woman,
Law and Development in Mozambique, or MULEIDE). She is author of
Paz na Terra, Guerra em Casa: Feminismo e Organizações de Mulheres
em Moçambique (Peace on Earth, War at Home: Feminism and Women’s
Organizations in Mozambique) (2004) and many other works related to the
women’s movement in Mozambique.

Joy Kwesiga is Vice Chancellor of Kabale University and former Dean of
the Faculty of Social Sciences at Makerere University in Uganda. She served
as chair of the Department of Women and Gender Studies and headed up a
Gender Mainstreaming Division at Makerere. Kwesiga was a founding mem-
ber of one of the leading women’s rights organizations in Uganda, Action for
Development (ACFODE). She published a book, Women’s Access to Higher
Education in Africa: Uganda’s Experience (2002), and coedited another
book with Aili Tripp, The Women’s Movement in Uganda (2002). Kwesiga
has published extensively on gender mainstreaming, women’s movements,
and other gender-related concerns in Uganda.

Alice Mungwa is Senior Political Affairs Officer of the African Union
Observer Mission to the United Nations. Prior to taking this position,
she served as Senior Political Officer of the African Union Commission in
Addis Ababa, Ethiopia. She brings to the book her knowledge of women’s
movements in Cameroon and Francophone Africa as well as perspectives
of transnational mobilization from the African Union vantage point. Pre-
viously, Mungwa worked as a program officer for gender and develop-
ment with the Africa Leadership Forum in Nigeria and with a Cameroo-
nian women’s nongovernmental organization (NGO). The views expressed
in this manuscript belong to the authors and should not be attributed to
any institution with which the authors are affiliated, including the African
Union.

The book draws on original fieldwork in Cameroon, Mozambique, and
Uganda, including participant observation, in-depth interviews, and focus
groups carried out by the authors in their home countries. We also draw
heavily on a systematic analysis of African media reports and commentary
from LexisNexis. We utilize pamphlets, newsletters, Web sites, and other
unpublished documents. The book also draws on the small but growing
secondary literature available on the subject.
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xiv Preface

We structure the book by building on the framework provided by Louise
Chappell in Gendering Government: Feminist Engagement with the State in
Australia and Canada (2002). She divides policies into legal/constitutional,
electoral, and bureaucratic groupings. We find this approach useful in allow-
ing us to examine the extent to which the various arenas have been utilized
by women’s movements in Africa. We include one additional arena – namely,
peace building (Chapter 8) – because of its importance in explaining how
women activists contributed to the resolution of major upheavals to advance
their agendas. Peace building and involvement in peace negotiations are crit-
ical moments of influence for women activists, as they have laid the basis
for further changes in women’s political representation and woman-friendly
policies in the postconflict context.

outline of the book

A central claim of the book, outlined in Chapter 1, is that autonomous
women’s movements are one of the most important determinants of the new
gender-based policies adopted after 1990 in much of Africa. Other deter-
minants include changing international norms and influences of global and
regional women’s movements, the allocation of new government and donor
resources to implement reforms related to women’s rights, and the diffu-
sion of female-friendly policies as a result of the influences of multilateral
bodies such as the United Nations and the Commonwealth organization,
regional bodies such as the African Union, and subregional institutions such
as the Southern African Development Community (SADC). The end of a
significant number of conflicts after the mid-1980s also created important
political opportunities for women’s movements. The conjuncture of all these
developments created the right synergy for the emergence of many of the
dynamics described in this book.

The book starts with an examination of the roots of contemporary
women’s activism (Chapter 2), first looking at precolonial ideologies of
political motherhood and the historic continuities in the use of tactics such
as shaming and grieving. We look at the impact of colonial policies on
civil society and female education and the legacies to which these policies
contributed. Another influence on contemporary movements came from the
role of women in nationalist movements and the wide variety of economic
and women’s rights issues for which women fought in those struggles for
independence. Finally, the chapter highlights the role of women under post-
independence one-party rule, looking at both the constraints and possibilities
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Preface xv

for mobilization. It concludes by describing the early beginnings of the new
women’s movement, starting with the 1980s.

Chapter 3 provides an overview of the factors that gave rise to the
new women’s mobilization after the 1990s. We focus on (1) interna-
tional influences and the diffusion of ideas and strategies across Africa
with respect to women’s rights; (2) the influence of international donors;
and (3) democratization and political liberalization. These factors were
important because they shaped the ways in which the movements sought
policy changes, the kinds of issues that they took up, and their levels of
success.

We contrast characteristics of the new women’s movements with the ear-
lier pre-1990 organizations in Chapter 4. This chapter looks at the impor-
tance of associational autonomy and heterogeneity; the interest in building
ties across ethnicity, religion, and political affiliation; the advocacy nature
of many of the new organizations in contrast to the developmentalism of
earlier associations; the emergence of new coalitions and networks; and the
active involvement of men in supporting various women’s rights causes. The
chapter then identifies some of the challenges that these new organizations
face from the state, from donor relations, and from problems of internal
institutional weakness.

Chapter 5 examines the impact of women’s movements on constitutions
that have been rewritten since the 1990s as well as on legislative reform.
It first engages the broader literature on policy reform to examine existing
theories of why some reforms are adopted more easily than others and
contrasts these with African cases, suggesting that laws pertaining to the clan
and the family are harder to pass than laws relating to women’s political
representation, employment, labor, and citizenship. The former laws tended
to be regulated by customary law, often under the jurisdiction of traditional
authorities. The chapter goes on to examine legislative changes in the areas
of domestic violence, family law, and land rights.

The electoral arena is another important area where women are mak-
ing strides, especially in legislative elections. They are also making gains
in the executive branch as ministers, vice presidents, and even, in the case
of Liberia, as head of state. Women are increasingly forming and heading
political parties. Chapter 6 starts out with a description of some of the con-
straints that women face in running for office. It then explains the dramatic
increases that we are seeing in the number of women in African legislatures
by looking not only at the role of women’s movements but also at the impact
of quotas, the end of conflict, and pressures from regional bodies such as
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xvi Preface

the African Union, SADC, and the Economic Community of West African
States (ECOWAS).

Chapter 7 examines the ways in which women’s movements have engaged
the state bureaucracy, starting with the national machineries and the even-
tual formation of ministries of gender/women. The chapter takes a critical
look at some of the approaches that have guided the work of national
machineries, from various women in development (WID) and gender and
development (GAD) approaches to gender-mainstreaming approaches. The
role of the women’s movements is explored in relation to the cases of gender
mainstreaming in Cameroon, Mozambique, and Uganda. Gender budgeting
policies are analyzed as an example of gender mainstreaming.

In Chapter 8, the book investigates women’s activism in the context of
peace building. The chapter shows how the peace and women’s movements
in Mozambique and Uganda were linked and how they represented key
moments in women’s activism in conflict and postconflict contexts.

Finally, Chapter 9 ties the threads of the book together and returns to
a discussion of the case studies in light of the general findings. It situates
African women’s movements in a global context to discuss the ways in
which these trends in Africa are part of global trends but also how women’s
movements in Africa have influenced developments in the rest of the world.
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